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The whole world is in the midst of an economic crisis.  Though we can start to see the light at the end, and I am confident of full recovery eventually, we are not out of the tunnel yet. 
Like households and businesses all across the Commonwealth, state government still faces significant challenges.  

The sharp drop in revenues is the most serious in generations.  But with any challenge comes opportunity.  The current crisis gives us an opening, the biggest in a long time, to change some of the most entrenched practices on Beacon Hill.  
That is why, in my State of the Commonwealth speech this past January, I called for the Legislature to join me in a season of reform.  I asked that we use the urgency of this crisis to fix a broken pension system; to reform and simplify an overly complex and costly transportation system; to bring clarity and better accountability to the ethics and lobbying rules; and to fundamentally redraw the ways cities and towns finance their local services.

To the Legislature’s credit, there has been some movement on these proposals already.  But none of them is resolved.  

Meanwhile, just as the slowdown in the economy has forced you to readjust your budgets and make tough decisions, we’ve done the same thing in state government.

We have cut over $1.3 billion in planned spending.  We have asked state employees to pay more for their healthcare, which would save $60 million, and reduced Medicaid payments to providers, which would save over a hundred million more.  We have imposed furloughs on managers, and eliminated 1,750 positions, spread across virtually every office in state government, including my own.

One area I did not cut was education – because I believe it is critical to our long-term success. But hardly anything else has been spared.

Our budget problem will not be solved with cuts alone.  As you will see from the presentation tonight, to fund public schools, to provide services to the elderly, to protect the most vulnerable among us, and to deliver roads, trains and bridges that are safe and reliable, we need new revenue.  Whether it is in the form of the targeted measures that I favor or the broad-based tax that the House has proposed, the need is the same.

I believe that in the current economic and political climate, the best revenue approach is targeted tax increases dedicated to specific needs: 
· a gas tax to pay for better roads, rails and bridges; 

· small increases in meals and lodging taxes, or removing the exemption for the phone company, to take the pressure off the property tax and give cities and towns more flexibility to meet local needs; 

· and removing the sales tax exemption from candy, soda and alcohol to help pay for public health programs that can help lower health care costs .
But I will not ask you to support any new tax – whether it’s my proposal or anyone else’s – until we pass real and meaningful reform.  The House has passed their version and the Senate will debate theirs later this month.  The budget process comes to a close when the House and Senate together vote on a final budget late in June.    

That gives us two months to finish the work on our change agenda.  Two months before a tax package comes to my desk to give the public a reason to believe that they are paying for change, not the status quo.  

Tonight, let’s hear from you.  What change do you want?  What ideas do you have about how best to pay for the services we need?  What kind of government are you willing to demand?

We'll get through these challenges like we have so many challenges before: by working together; by imagining a better future and striving for it; by remembering that you have all the power you need to make all the changes you want.

So, thank you for participating.  When the meeting ends tonight, stay part of the process at our website.  Beacon Hill needs to hear from you.  And you need to hold us accountable.  Thanks.

