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Our priorities this session are to continue to balance the budget, create and save jobs, and continue to make Maryland a safe place to live, work and raise a family.  To that end, we begin this session by debating two bills to stimulate the economy and create jobs across the State. 

Job Creation & Recovery Tax Credit 

  

The global economic recession has resulted in Marylanders across the State being laid off and struggling to support their families. To get them back to work and off the unemployment rolls, the Governor has submitted HB 92, an emergency bill that will offer Maryland businesses a $3,000 tax credit for every unemployed Marylander it hires. The bill includes a one-year program: capped at $20 million, and $250,000 per employer. The worker must be employed for at least one year, and must fill a position that is new or that has been vacant for the prior six months. This tax credit applies to employees who are currently receiving unemployment insurance benefits or who were in the past year.  

  

The Ways & Means Committee will hear the bill this Thursday, with the intent of moving the bill quickly to put more Marylanders to work as soon as possible.

  

Unemployment Insurance Reforms

Maryland’s unemployment trust fund is feeling unprecedented pressure from the effects of the global economic recession. In 2005, supported by the business community, the General Assembly took several steps to reform the State’s UI system. We passed a bill to restructure the UI system with just one dissenting vote (in the House) based on recommendations from the UI Task Force that had both legislative and private sector experts review the entire system.  
Currently 55% of Maryland employers pay the lowest rate because they have no claims history. Under the previous system (before 2005), employers were subject to a surtax during recessionary times that yielded up to a 28 fold increase in their payments to the UI fund. 
The current recession has caused a drastic increase in the number of Marylanders collecting unemployment insurance benefits. As of July 31, 2009, there were 242,564 new claims for benefits for the calendar year 2009, compared to 151,073 new claims over the same period in 2008 and 125,137 in 2007.


This is not just a Maryland problem. As of December, there were 25 states whose trust funds became insolvent, including New York, New Jersey, North Carolina, and Pennsylvania and 18 others which could go insolvent over the next 2 years, according to The Washington Post.   The United States Department of Labor estimates that 35 states will need to borrow funds by the end of 2010. 
  

House Bill 91 is the Governor’s proposal to address this increasing pressure on our Unemployment Insurance Trust Fund.  While our unemployment rate is 2 ½ points below the national average, we need to work to help our businesses weather the economic recession. The legislation provides a three-fold plan:

1) Payment plans to allow employers to spread out their payments over a longer time frame, giving employers relief in the first quarter of 2010.  The bill includes a reduction of the current 1.5% interest rate for late payments to 1%. 

  

2) Provide $83 million in immediate rate relief to employers by authorizing a one-year shift from Table F to Table E when the State’s taxable wage base declines $1 billion and the trust fund receives Federal funds to compensate for the lost revenue. 

  

3) Shore up the UI fund’s declining balance and enable rate relief by accessing $126.8 million in federal stimulus funds. To enable Maryland to meet federal requirements for accessing the funds, the proposal will: a) adopt Alternative Base Period, a second method of calculating workers’ eligibility for benefits which will likely be required soon as a matter of federal law or policy; and b) provide additional benefits to unemployed workers in training programs, the lowest-cost option available under the federal law, which will stimulate workforce development and training necessary to get people working again. We will also need to make a slight adjustment to the statute regarding benefits for part-time workers we passed last year. 


The Economic Matters Committee held a hearing last week on HB 91 and will continue to work on this in the coming weeks.




Calling on Republican Leaders for Budget Input





Last week, Senator Ulysses Currie and Delegate Norm Conway sent a letter to Senate Minority Leader Kittleman and House Minority Leader O’Donnell, asking them to propose $3 billion in cuts to a joint hearing of the Budget & Tax and Appropriations Committees without using transfers.  





Chairmen Currie and Conway noted that the GOP legislators voted for $2.5 billion in spending cuts in the Spending Affordability Committee and continue to reference a $3 billion structural deficit. We would like to see their specific cuts to reach those numbers. The hearing is scheduled for February 23rd, and we look forward to their specific recommendations.








Maryland is #1 in transparency regarding spending Federal stimulus dollars.





The Baltimore Business Journal reported last Tuesday that Maryland is #1 in the nation in tracking the use of Federal Stimulus funds.  This is the second year in a row that Maryland is ranked #1 in transparency of how we spend our stimulus dollars according to Good Jobs First, a Washington D.C.-based research organization.  For more information about how Maryland spends federal stimulus dollars, please visit � HYPERLINK "http://statestat.maryland.gov/" �http://statestat.maryland.gov�. 











Online Committee Votes 


  


Last week, the Speaker directed the Office of Information Systems to put all Standing Committee votes online when the bill comes to the floor of the House. These votes have always been available to the public upon request and will now be available online. The House is also test running a new software system to live stream committee hearings, with the intent of making this content available to the general public during the 2011 session.  The Speaker has asked the Joint Legislative Data Systems Committee to review the plan to live stream and make recommendations on viability and implementation. 





Several delegates have introduced legislation and amendments to the House Rules that will be considered by the House Rules Committee, the standing committee with subject matter jurisdiction.





This is part of a continued effort to make the Maryland General Assembly more accessible to our constituents and we will continue to explore ways to make the Maryland General Assembly more accessible. 

















Navy’s 10th Fleet Cyber Security Center at Ft. Meade Announced





Gov. Martin O'Malley, who wants Maryland to become the "Silicon Valley of cyber security," said Friday announcement represents another step forward to create and save quality jobs. The fleet will focus on efforts to defend the nation's computer systems from cyber attack.  Sen. Barbara Mikulski, D-Md., says cyber raiders are at work every day, trying to steal national secrets and bring computer systems down. Maryland is also home to the National Security Agency, which is near Fort Meade.











