Talking Points (1-31, 2:10pm)

Podcast #2 “Civic Engagement”

B.J. HILL

You may have heard this week about a young man named B.J. Hill.  B.J. recently completed A Walk Across Massachusetts, a 270 mile journey that took him, on foot, from the Berkshires to the Cape.  He came to meet me in my office a few days ago, and brought with him a spiral bound notebook he carried with him on his trip.  The notebook was filled with comments from people B.J. had met along his way, comments addressed to me in the hopes that I would see the many concerns of people all across the Commonwealth.
B.J.’s walk through the cities and towns of Massachusetts is an inspiring example of public service and civic engagement.  And it speaks to many of the issues that we raised during the campaign, the transition, and now into our administration.  

Energized civic engagement lifted me into the Governor’s office, and I could not be here without the work and support of thousands of people who stepped up and reached out to take back their government.  Together, we built a movement that reached from the corner office to the corner of your block, and our administration is equally as committed to bringing people into civic life, asking them to check back in, or check in for the first time, and take part.  

Some aspects of fulfilling that commitment will be simple, some will be complicated and take time.  But today we take some significant steps towards building Civic Engagement into the everyday operations of our government.

COMMONWEALTH CORPS

The Commonwealth Corps legislation that I and my staff developed with Senator Pacheco and Representative Hadadd is now ready for review in the state congress.  In its first year the Commonwealth Corps will challenge 250 Massachusetts citizens of all ages and backgrounds to give a year of service in their community, bringing together people from all walks of life, all ages, economic and ethnic backgrounds, in finding solutions to our unmet needs.  We will be consulting with existing service programs to determine best practices, and, as an initial goal, hope to expand the Commonwealth Corps to 1,000 members.

  

As an added measure, we will be incorporating service learning into our state higher ed curriculum.  The Commonwealth Student Corps, beginning as a pilot program in about 5 public schools across the state, will be based in 2 and 4 year colleges and provide students with avenues for volunteerism within fields of study like environmental science, health care  and education, to name a few.  
EXECUTIVE ORDER

This week I also signed an executive order to facilitate greater volunteer opportunities for state employees.  Under previous statutes, state employees were given one paid work day a month to participate in the state’s Mentoring and School Volunteer Program.  Our new statute opens the qualified service opportunities beyond mentoring.  This way, state employees have more volunteering options.  They will still be able to dedicate time to mentoring, if they so choose, but will also be encouraged to work at a food bank, maintain a public park, assist the elderly, and rebuild communities.

PUBLIC LIAISON

Public Liaison will be the civic engagement arm of the Executive office.  It will be tasked with connecting directly with people in communities and neighborhoods, and exploring creative new ways to speak with Massachusetts citizens.  Some will be old-fashioned ideas, some will involve new technology, some will come from what we learned in the campaign and transition working groups, and some will come from what we will learn through governing.
The office will be led by Ron Bell, whose service work I have watched and admired for a long time.  Ron has over two decades of first-hand experience as a community organizer and voting rights advocate.  He is the founder of Dunk the Vote, which helps young people understand the importance of getting together, getting organized, and making their voices heard.  He has added, through the years, over 40,000 people to voter registration rolls, and we are very excited to see where he and his team will take us in the coming years.

Another function of Public Liaison will be to engage those people who aren’t traditionally active in political life.  Franklin Roosevelt, who had a birthday this week, used to say, “It is an unfortunate human failing that a full pocketbook often groans more loudly than an empty stomach.”  He meant that often times the people who most need their government are the people who feel the most disconnected and have the hardest  time getting the attention of their government.  We want anyone, no matter where they come from, to know that they have the ear of their Governor.

To learn more you can visit our website, www.mass.gov, click on the link to the Public Liaison office, and find out how to get in touch and get involved.
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

We are trying to build in better ways for people to connect with their government.  
The civic energy I have seen in Massachusetts – energy from across the ideological spectrum – is essential to our work.  We will be working to make a government that is for the people, but we know it is only meaningful if it is also by the people.

I have asked you to raise your expectations, not just of me and my administration, but of yourselves and your fellow citizens.  The Public Liaison office will provide the access and structure you need to get and stay involved, and I urge you to give us your ideas, your input, your support, and your criticism.  

I am inspired and heartened by Mr. Hill’s walk, but it shouldn’t take a 270 mile trip through the Commonwealth to reach the Governor’s office with a book full of great ideas.  We are instituting the changes I have just outlined to make sure of that.  As Mr. Hill wrote on his website, “Hopefully this will be a great democratic start to the next four years.”  
I look forward to hearing from you.  Thanks for tuning in.
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