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Let me begin by wishing a happy 10th birthday to the Fair Housing Center of Greater Boston.  I want to commend the hard work of keeping the mission of the FHC alive for the past decade.  I am proud to have been involved with the work of this center from the very beginning.  I want to say a sincere thank you and congratulations again on this great milestone.

This year also marks the 40th Anniversary of the federal Fair Housing Act.  That legislation has been the basis for putting the American Story within reach of millions of families and individuals.  Along with voting rights, economic opportunity and educational equality, fair housing has been part of the full picture of the civil rights struggle of the last half century.  
We know that access and housing is a key to success and stability, for individuals and families as well as communities.  Homeownership is essential to building security and creating a promise to the next generation for a better life.  For our economy, homeownership creates workforce potential and commercial activity around a stable base of resources, allowing for robust, sustainable growth.  
While we are stronger today for the work of so many, we should acknowledge the struggles that were undertaken to reach this point today.    We owe a debt of gratitude to those who have worked tirelessly to transform not just our neighborhoods and communities, but our nation as a whole.
I want to take a moment now to pay tribute to one of the great champions in the effort for fair housing, Massachusetts Senator Edward Brooke.  He is not able to be with us tonight, but I would like to pay him this honor in his absence.  Senator Brooke served in the Senate from 1967 to 1979 and was a co-author of the Fair Housing Act.  In the years following its passage, he worked to help strengthen its enforcement – an ambition that was realized two decades later in the 1988 Fair Housing Amendments Act.  I am proud to join you in honoring Senator Brooke tonight, and in expressing gratitude for his extraordinary service.  
We must now commit ourselves to continuing in the spirit of his work.  
Despite improvements to the law and the dedicated work of many, the battle for fair housing persists today.  A 2005 report by the Civil Rights Project at Harvard University indicated that 85% of African Americans and almost 70% of Hispanics said that members of their respective groups “miss out on good housing at least some of the time” in Metropolitan Boston because they “fear they will not be welcome in existing communities.”
Today the disabled, the GLBT community, and even many families with school aged children meet resistance in their efforts to find a home.

Through the excellent work of Undersecretary Tina Brooks and her team at our Department of Housing and Community Development, and the partnerships we have built with the business community, neighborhood advocates, local officials and others, we have worked diligently to turn around years of neglect in access and quality of affordable and public housing.  
Over 300 important health and safety improvements have been made to our public housing stock.  Improvements like fixing roof leaks, making repairs to degraded boilers and repairing broken stairs and sidewalks at elderly developments.  Nearly 1,000 vacant units are back on line and we continue to work with cities and towns to improve services and facilities.

We also filed a $1.1 billion, five year housing bond bill – the largest investment in affordable housing in the Commonwealth in nearly two decades.  A very good version of this bill has passed through the House and has been taken up by the Senate, and I’m looking forward to swift action on this legislation. 
We have invested some $40 million into the affordable housing trust fund and doubled the soft-second program.  Two proven strategies to put home ownership within reach for low- and moderate-income families.  Mass Housing has also put forward a $3 million, 3-year grant program for community based, non-profit development.
We have also replenished the funding for Chapter 40R to reward cities and towns that build new housing through the creation of smart growth districts, and implemented changes to Chapter 40B to keep it strong and effective while making it a fairer, more equitable, accountable and user-friendly zoning law.  

And last summer, we launched the state’s first employer-assisted housing program on Cape Cod, partnering with Cape businesses and non-profit agencies to expand access to affordable rental or homeownership opportunities for local employees.  We hope to be kicking-off similar programs in other regions of the state very soon.  

Dealing with the growing foreclosure crisis speaks to the most basic idea of fair housing.  
The impact of rising foreclosures has been especially damaging in minority and low-income communities.  We have seen in recent years exciting gains in homeownership in those areas.  We cannot sit idly by as those first steps into the economic mainstream suddenly become perilous investments that could result in crippling debt and credit damage. 

This is something that is not only devastating to owners, who may lose their life savings, or to residents facing homelessness or substandard housing, but to whole neighborhoods that suffer from lower property values, rising blight from shuttered properties, and widespread strain on human service agencies.
So we have stepped up our efforts.  The Division of Banks has secured delays in proceedings for nearly 700 homeowners so they can restructure their debt and stay in their homes.  Earlier this year, we awarded $2 million in grants to fund 11 regional foreclosure prevention initiatives.  

I have lent my support to legislation, sponsored by Senator Dianne Wilkerson and Senator Marian Walsh, to impose a moratorium on the eviction of renters from foreclosed properties who have paid their rent and followed the rules.  This practice is unfair to the families who are being evicted and harmful to the community when house after house is boarded up.

And the Massachusetts Housing Partnership and the Massachusetts Housing Investment Corporation, in partnership with state government, have agreed to fund a $20 million revolving acquisition pool to help purchase foreclosed properties.  This will give nonprofit agencies the resources they need to secure properties quickly, make vacant buildings homes again, and help stabilize neighborhoods. 
I have also filed legislation to criminalize mortgage fraud, prohibit abusive foreclosure rescue schemes, and update the laws that currently govern the foreclosure process.  The bill establishes a central data bank so that we can track foreclosures.  It will also prohibit lenders from making adjustable rate subprime loans unless a consumer affirmatively opts-out of a fixed rate product and completes a homebuyer counseling program.  
John F. Kennedy once gave a speech where he talked about change that was not based on “a sudden revolution in human nature, but on a gradual evolution of human institutions.”  So much of the struggle for Civil Rights was and is based on this notion that we shape the institutions – the laws around fair housing, integrated classrooms, and assurances of equality in the workplace – to bring to life a change in our everyday lives.    
Creating the broadest, most equitable culture of opportunity is what we have been focused on for the past 17 months.  We are working to ensure that our institutions are in line with our ideals.  That is why I’m pleased to announce tonight my administration’s Access and Opportunities plan.  Access and Opportunities is our effort to open upstate government to those individuals and communities who may feel left behind or even left out from the work we are trying to do.  The goal is to re-examine the way we do business in state government in order to identify, understand, and act upon institutional obstacles that are holding people back.  
It is about bringing a higher degree of transparency and accountability forward, about opening doors, removing barriers, and strengthening the government for every community in the Commonwealth.  

Access and Opportunities encompasses three areas of operations.  First, it confronts the challenge of working to ensure that small businesses, in particular minority business enterprises and women business enterprises, are able to compete for opportunities in state contracting opportunities.
One of the steps we have already taken is the revitalization of our State Office of Minority and Women Business Assistance.  That office has been around for more than three decades, but has been feeling the neglect of the last 16 years.  Massachusetts is the home to 16,000 Hispanic-owned businesses, and is in the top ten nationally for businesses owned by Hispanic women.  Out of that entire number, only 1 percent were SOMWBA certified as of late last year.  One percent!
We have put in place new leadership, staffed up, and have connected businesses with some very lucrative deals.  Last year an electrical company owned by a Cuban woman went from $150,000 in annual sales to a $4.4 million contract with the University of Massachusetts.  We are looking forward to those kinds of success stories all across the Commonwealth. 

Secondly, Access and Opportunities confronts the challenge of ensuring that all individuals, no matter their race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation or physical disability, are afforded an equal opportunity to work within state government.
In our first month in office I signed Executive Order 478 ensuring equal opportunity and diversity in all aspects of state government – from hiring practices to providing services and drawing up contracts.  We are committed to leading by example, and the Access and Opportunities effort stands to help us make state government a model for diversity in its practices.  
Finally, Access and Opportunities seeks to both ensure that our hiring decisions are completely insulated from discrimination, and that state programs and policy initiatives are reaching every community, not throwing up unintentional barriers to advancement.  The operations of state government are complex, and it is important that we have oversight to leverage our efforts towards the broadest possible opportunity.  Prior to the launch of this effort, responsibility for various elements of the civil rights agenda was spread among a number of state agencies.  Without a central point of contact and action, no one could easily be held accountable for the success or failures of our work.
That is why I am trusting Ron Marlow to spearhead this effort as our new Assistant Secretary within the Executive Office for Administration and Finance.  Ron is someone many of you have worked with before, and has been recognized by the Fair Housing Center for “Opening Doors.”  He has demonstrated through years of service his intelligence, judgment, and commitment to the broader mission of the Access and Opportunities effort.  We’re happy to have his leadership.  
Civil Rights is not about one specific area of inclusion, whether that area be fair housing, equal employment, or some other noble objective; each of these objectives is important, but cannot be viewed in isolation.  Each and all are important because when we extend the boundaries of inclusion, we allow individuals to take their place in the social citizenship of this country.

As we look back today and appreciate the distance travelled, we take another important step forward in this journey together.  Thank you. 
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