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The gavel dropped on the 2009 Session of the General Assembly at midnight on Monday, April 13th.  The Legislative Committee met weekly during the Session and reviewed over 2600 bills, assessing their impact on fire fighters and public safety and ultimately flagging 78 of them to either take positions on or simply to monitor.   

One proposal put forth by the PFFMD, the Firefighters Bill of Rights (HB 1035/SB 895), failed by one vote in the Senate Finance Committee.  As you will recall, the Maryland Association of Counties opposed the legislation.  Moreover, Chairman Middleton called the bill for a vote only days after the hearing, but we managed to secure a 5-5 vote in spite of that.  What is of interest is that the motion being voted upon was “unfavorable,” so 6 votes were required for the motion to carry and effectively kill the bill.  However, the unfavorable motion only received 5 votes, which in our view means the motion failed.  Despite this, the Finance Committee reported the bill out to the full Senate as unfavorable on Tuesday, March 17th.  Lobbyist Pam Kasemeyer raised this issue with Committee counsel with the help of Senator George Della (D-Baltimore City), but was told that Senate rules interpret a tie vote as an unfavorable.  We will have to work on this issue during the interim.

On the positive side, we were able to pass legislation allowing roadside solicitation in Baltimore (HB 392/Malone) and Prince George’s Counties (HB 933 (Delegate Levi)/SB 835 (Sens. Peters & Muse)).  This legislation allows the County Councils in those jurisdictions to adopt a permitting program so that groups may obtain a permit to solicit from vehicles, which will allow the “Fill the Boot” campaign to continue.  The Prince George’s legislation “sunsets” in two years, which means the issue will be revisited by the General Assembly at that time.  Moving in the opposite direction, Howard County banned solicitation altogether (HB 864).

Senate Bill 184—Environment—BFR’s died once again in the Senate EHE Committee.  The bill prohibits the use of the flame retardant, commonly used on furniture foam, plastic cabinets, consumer electronics and other household goods.  The PFFMD and IAFF supported the measure because the product contributes to dense fumes and black smoke when it burns, increases the risk of firefighters contracting cancer and heart and lung disease, and has other adverse environmental effects.  The Committee defeated the bill, with members suggesting that further testing should be done before a ban is affected.

The State’s current Medevac helicopter system was preserved and funded going forward, thanks in part to the support of the PFFMD and the public safety community, despite attempts to privatize portions of it and delay the purchase of new helicopters.  Senate Bill 649 would have allowed private transport in certain situations, but was defeated by 2 votes on the Senate Floor.  Likewise, Senate Bill 1041 would have delayed the purchase of new helicopters by one year for further study of the Medevac system, but it too was defeated on the Senate Floor with only 14 votes in favor of the measure.  Instead, the Capital Budget included funds for the purchase of new helicopters, and this contract will be bid upon in the coming weeks by various manufacturers.  Senate Bill 1063, establishing an oversight committee on both the purchase of the helicopters and on safety issues involving Medevac flights, was defeated on the final night of session when the two chambers could not reach agreement on some amendments.

Finally, it is important to note that legislative success begins well before the session does.  Anytime an organization seeks to pass a bill, particularly an organization with the political power of the PFFMD, it is always wise to use the interim to build support for the measure.  Our lobbying team will be working with the Legislative Committee to identify by the end of September, 2009 what legislative efforts will be advanced in the 2010 Session.  We welcome your input toward that end.

To all those who participated during this session with phone calls, meetings, emails, and coming to Annapolis to testify and lobby, your efforts are very much appreciated and needed in order to continue the success of the PFFMD in years to come.

