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Good afternoon and thank you for having me here with you.  

I want to spend most of our time in conversation, but let me offer a few comments about where we are as a Commonwealth and where we are going.  To say the obvious, this is the worst economy in living memory.  People and businesses – perhaps some of yours -- were hammered last year by economic forces beyond their control.  Most state and local governments across the country have been managing through consequent fiscal crises of their own.  Here in Taunton, unemployment rose to 10.3% in December, up from 9.6%.

In the case of state government in Massachusetts, we faced $9 billion in budget gaps.  So, we cut many worthy programs and services, eliminated over 2,000 jobs (with more to come), got contract concessions from labor unions (the first administration ever to do so), imposed furloughs, froze pay, and otherwise managed costs down.  In other words, we did what every business and family has had to do in these tough times: make do with less.   

But we closed that budget gap, and delivered three budgets that were responsible, balanced and on time – not something many other states can say.  Despite the challenges and tough choices, our budget keeps faith, as best as possible, with our commitment to help the people of Massachusetts weather these hard times and build a lasting recovery.  Because that, in times like these especially, I believe, is what government is for.

Slowly but surely, the Massachusetts economy is coming around, with the innovation industries -- IT, biotech, life sciences, health care -- leading the way.  The business climate is improving:  CNBC ranked us the 8th best state to do business in the nation (up from 15th a year ago).   Business confidence has improved 9 of the last 10 months.  All three national rating agencies – Standard & Poor’s, Fitch and Moody’s – have affirmed the state's AA credit rating and stable outlook for the future, expressly citing our successful management through this fiscal crisis.  Independent economists predict that Massachusetts is recovering faster, sooner and stronger than the rest of the nation.  And for the first time in 20 years, young people and families are moving into Massachusetts instead of moving out.  

Meanwhile, many good things are happening, some in spite of the crisis and some because of it.

We are first in the Nation in student achievement for the third year in a row, third in the world in math and science.  And I was proud to sign a sweeping education reform bill last month that will bring more innovation into our public schools, especially those that have too often failed poor children, and finally address the achievement gap.

 We are first in the Nation in health care coverage for our residents, with over 97 percent insured.  And we have the most far-reaching strategies, built collaborative with health care providers, insurers, business leaders and others, to bring costs down.

Our clean and alternative energy initiatives set the national standards.  At the rate we are going, we will increase wind power 10-fold and solar power 15-fold by next year, and in the solar industry alone we have already quadrupled the number of companies and more than doubled the number of jobs.

We have changed the way Beacon Hill does business.  

We ended decades of abuse and gamesmanship in the state pension system, like the “23-years-and-out” rule or the “king-for-a-day” rule.  

We tightened the ethics and lobbying rules, so that people who are influencing legislation have to come clean to the public about what they are doing and on whose behalf.  

We radically simplified the transportation system, abolishing the Turnpike Authority, consolidating the rest of the agencies into the new MassDOT, and saving the state over a quarter billion dollars already.

We finally brought competition to the auto insurance market, which has cut average premiums by nearly 10 percent, saved drivers $270 million in the first year alone, and brought 14 new companies and hundreds of new jobs into the insurance market here.  

We joined our peers in all 49 other states by putting civilian road flaggers on state projects.

And by the way, we cut the corporate tax rate – and will in each of the next two years – and expanded a host of tax credits and incentive programs to help businesses grow and expand.

The combination of state bonding authority and federal stimulus funds has enabled us to invest more in infrastructure repairs and improvements than any other administration in decades.  And that’s a good thing because the level of neglect is shocking, and economic and personal security as well as quality of life demand that we turn that around.  So there are road, rail and bridge projects, broadband expansion, public and affordable housing restoration, college campus renovations, open space preservation and more happening in every corner of the Commonwealth.

And while we’re at it, let’s just clear up a couple of misperceptions about our management of federal stimulus funds.  Contrary to being slow, we have met or beaten every deadline in the law and are consistently ranked in the top ten states for effectiveness in moving the dollars out the door and on the ground.  Over 25,000 teachers, firefighters, police officers or construction jobs have been saved or created in Massachusetts because of federal stimulus.  

The other misperception out there is that the stimulus bill was just a big blank check payable to me, and to get some of it you just have to get me in a good mood.  In fact, most of it is very highly regulated, with limitations on uses.  So we have used every opportunity to find ways to leverage the funds and create more jobs.  For example, some of you will know about the State Revolving Fund, which defrays the cost of municipal wastewater systems.  We had $400 million dollars for 71 projects in the cue this year.  With the stimulus money, we took a few more weeks and were able to leverage that to $800 million for 120 projects, which means 4,000 new construction jobs by the time the spring season is in full swing.  

So there is a lot going on in Massachusetts, but we need to keep pressing.  

We need to keep encouraging and investing in small businesses and helping to create jobs.  That means helping deal with escalating health care costs in the short term, simplifying necessary and eliminating unnecessary regulation, fixing the unemployment insurance system, and helping to train ready workers.

And we are doing a lot of that right here in Taunton.  There are three very important aspects of recovery in Massachusetts.  First, it needs to extend beyond Greater Boston and into every corner of our Commonwealth, lifting up every community and giving people a chance at a better life.  Second, it needs to get people back to work right now because that is the quickest path to full recovery.  And third, the investments we make need to position us for long-term economic security.  

Happily, we are making progress in all three areas for Taunton.  I just came from a tour of the new court house and the downtown area this morning, where I saw workers building for tomorrow.  We are investing $86 million from our five year capital plan to replace overcrowded court facilities while providing important construction jobs today.  After that project is done in 2011, we will begin the renovation of the historic Superior Court building.  Even though the economic downturn has forced us to trim the five year capital spending plan by $1.1 billion, we have not delayed the planned spending for the renovations to the Taunton Superior Court project.  I want especially to thank the members of the legislative delegation, Senator Marc Pacheco and Representatives Fagan, Haddad and Canessa.  You have been instrumental to the success of this important project.  
By the spring, we expect to complete the $7.3 million reconstruction of Route 138 from Baker Road to Weir Street.  This summer, as part of our Accelerated Bridge Program, we should finish replacing a new deck and painting on I-495 over the Taunton River.  This fall, we should finish the $1.4 million Old Somerset Avenue Bridge replacement project.  Next summer, we will complete the $2.3 million Route 44 (Winthrop Street) Bridge over the Three Mile River.  And over the next four years, also under our $3 billion, eight-year Accelerated Bridge Program, we have targeted the Washington Street, Bay Street and Holloway Street Bridges for work.  

As part of the federal recovery act, we are investing over $26 million in the Taunton area, including over $7 million for regional transportation improvements.  At career centers, we are training people for new jobs and implementing programs that lower energy use and create green jobs locally.  

Go a little further south, and we are investing hundreds of millions of dollars in infrastructure in Fall River, New Bedford and other communities, projects like the Route 79 Fall River Bridge and the Brightman Street Bridge, at $200 million, the largest MassDOT project currently under way.  

In Raynham, there is a MORE Jobs grant for the design, engineering and construction of new culvert over Hill Street.  This grant will support the development of the Raynham Woods Commerce Center, a 330 acre business and industrial park.
This is how we build recovery, one job at a time, block by block in neighborhoods across the state.  
And, of course, I know you are wondering about South Coast Rail.  We continue to partner with our colleagues in Washington to make this project happen.  We appreciate all the support from Mayor Crowley and the City to plan ahead for economic development at the rail stations.  We estimate that the South Coast Rail will bring nearly half a billion dollars in economic benefit to the state every year.  

This Chamber is really just a small version of what we are trying to do across the Commonwealth.  You join this Chamber to be a better part of your community, to share strategies and techniques for long-term success not just for your own businesses, but for Taunton herself.  You share in the sacrifices together, and you share in the success when it comes.  That is the spirit we are trying to spread across Massachusetts.  That is the spirit that has sustained us during difficult times before and it is the spirit that will unify us as a community when better times arrive.  I look forward to working with you on that on the road ahead. 

Thank you and I am happy to take your questions.
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