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I want to thank you all for inviting me to join you today.  
I just wanted to come by and thank you for what you do.  Each of you is part of a healing community in Massachusetts, making a difference to more than 100,000 patients across the Commonwealth.
I’d like especially to recognize the care providers we are celebrating here today for their outstanding commitment to caring for some of our Commonwealth’s most vulnerable individuals.  

We need you more than ever.  I want to start by thanking you for helping to educate me about what we need to be doing.

To start with, through the budget put together earlier this year, we began to restore a number of the cuts from years past and bring our level of service back up.  I’m glad to say that right now the state appropriation for the Bureau of Substance Abuse Services is at its highest level in years.

We passed earlier this year an immediate needs bond bill with a provision for $250 million to create a cutting edge state psychiatric hospital and replace two facilities inadequate for the Department of Mental Health’s needs.  That project will significantly improve the delivery of mental health services to our citizens most in need, and create real operational efficiencies and savings.
We have also been able to secure over $9 million in new federal funding via competitive grant awards – $4 million coming just last week –

Allowing us to increase access to a range of services, such as: 

· innovative violence and substance abuse intervention programs in 12 Emergency Rooms across the Commonwealth;
· expanding our youth treatment services with new residential and outpatient programs, three recovery high schools, and our first youth detox and stabilization program which will open next week;

· creating a Central Intake program so parents just have to call one number for access to needed services; and 
· stronger treatment and re-entry services for those leaving state and county correction facilities, helping them to avoid relapses to drugs, and the crime that so often follows.
And because we can connect the dots between substance abuse and crime, homelessness and violence, my Interagency Council is ensuring that all of our efforts and resources are coordinated, and that each agency addresses substance abuse and mental health needs as it relates to the clients they serve.

Another step we are taking includes significantly new support in our 2008 budget for programs that reduce the prejudices and stigma around mental health challenges through awareness campaigns, as well as added funding to expand the scope and effectiveness of suicide prevention assistance.  I want to commend Speaker DiMasi for all the work he did on behalf of those programs.

Before I close, I do want to address what I know is a difficult subject, which is the authorization of three destination resort casinos in Massachusetts.  The decision to support expanded gaming was based on two things: a need for robust economic growth at all levels, and my strong belief that we can do this right.

With 20,000 new permanent jobs, and 30,000 construction jobs to complete construction, along with $2 billion in private investment, we believe that resort casinos can play a role as part of our overall economic growth.  But we are also very aware of and the impact these developments may have on substance abuse and gambling addiction in our communities. 

I want to assure you that we have not, and will not move forward with a blind-eye to these concerns.  Our study of the issue revealed that the magnitude of substance abuse and compulsive gambling is not often as significant as it tends to be portrayed.  And that is good news.  But we have not forgotten that the effects can be devastating on a personal level, and we want to be very sensitive to those needs.   

That is why we have put in place best-in-the-nation programs to mitigate these effects – to prevent where possible, and treat where necessary.  We will be setting aside significant portions of the gaming revenue to ensure that gambling addiction and substance abuse are sufficiently addressed. And one thing I am asking is that in our effort to do so, you all will be willing to work with us.

I want to assure that neither in the context of gaming nor in any of the other issues you help us address do I come with a purely abstract or academic point of view.  My uncle used to shoot heroin in the living room of the tenement I grew up in.  My wife has had a very painful and very public struggle with her own inner demons recently.  So when mothers in Southie tell me about losing their sons and daughters to cheaper-than-ever heroin, or parents in Quincy or Essex County tell me about losing their teenagers to oxycontin, or when you tell me about the need for treatment on demand, these are not abstractions to me.  These are calls to action.  Help me help you.  Because you have to be the face, the hand, the essence of compassion for a whole host of our brothers and sisters who – but for the grace of God – go we.
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