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March 14, 2007

Testimony to the House Environmental Matters Committee:
Our Concerns with HB 1159:  We consider the amount of increase in the fees to be arbitrary and excessive (e.g. over 400% for registration and 1000% for the documented vessel sticker).  We feel it is highly unlikely that sound fiscal analysis based on specific DNR product and service shortfalls would substantiate the nice round $100 figure or the need to apply exactly the same fee ($100) for four different services.  We recognize that fees under the State Boat Act have not been raised in decades and support paying our fair share.  In 2001, many boaters, yacht clubs, and boating organizations supported a similar DNR proposal, but for a more modest increase with an amendment that additional revenues be dedicated to DNR and boating activities .  The fee increases proposed in 2001 were smaller than those proposed in HB 1159 but the bill did not pass.  We appreciate that some increase is reasonable and we know that DNR has needs that must be supported, but they do not seem to require the level of revenue this increase would make.     

Investment in DNR equipment was not mentioned in 2001.  Certainly, the need to invest in equipment is not new in 2007 and we wonder what changed from a budget standpoint.  For decades the documentation sticker fee was 42% of the registration fee.  What changed such that these fees should now be equal?

Most Maryland boaters are of modest means.  Collectively, their economic impact to the state is significant.  A sharp jump in fees encourages the negative perception maybe boating in Maryland is just not worth it and seems counter to the intent of HB 305, which creates a boating industry task force that is charged with finding ways to increase boating activities in Maryland..

What we support:  The DNR is a critical partner to boaters.  We applaud the dedication and professionalism of this fine organization and appreciate a high level of service in the face of many challenges.  We are for adequate funding for the DNR, whose budget should remain unaffected by the widely reported $1 Billion in state deficits brought on by unrelated state initiatives for which funding was not identified.  To meet its requirements under the State Boat Act, we understand there is a State Boat Act revenue shortfall of about $0.6M, a structural deficit in the State Boat Act fund of $1M for boater related services such as boat registration and marine police, and deferred modernization/replacement of outdated or worn equipment. Once the $1M structural deficit is eliminated, we expect the funds freed up in future years would go to DNR equipment needs.  

Modernization/replacement of worn equipment and boats will reduce maintenance costs and create offsets that would reduce the fees required.  In our experience, modern boats tend to last many decades and complete boat replacement is often unnecessary despite the age of the vessel.  The hulls of modern fiberglass boats are not perishable and will remain seaworthy and safe indefinitely, provided they have not been in a serious accident.  Boats that are replaced by the DNR are likely to retain value creating revenue when sold.   

We conclude the additional fee revenue needed for the  DNR to meet statutory requirements and sustain expected levels of performance is some number above $0.6M/year but less than the $7-8M/year derived from merely raising the fees to the proposed numbers.   We recommend the committee work with the DNR to establish more modest fees than those contained in HB 1159 and which would be reasonable enough so as not to detract from the effort envisioned by HB 305.  
Sincerely,
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