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(as delivered)
Last year when I came here we talked about the fiscal shell game that I sense we have been playing: where we have cut the income tax and paid for it with higher property taxes and fees.  In the time since, I have met with many of you, in your towns and cities, and with your neighbors and business leaders, and you showed me how it works.  What the real impact of that shell game has been.  

How kids in Winchester have to seek private donations to pay to retain teachers in the public schools.  

How the excellent charter school and the excellent district school in Marlborough have unintentionally pitted neighbors against neighbors in a competition for resources that are inadequate for each of them.
How unexpected special ed costs in any number of communities put the sped director in the miserable middle between a child in need of and entitled to services and a superintendent responsible for balancing the budget.  

How in every community surging energy and health care costs, and diminishing local aid, keep pushing property taxes up and services down, forcing seniors and so many others on fixed incomes to leave their homes, and in many cases the state itself.

How you can walk in some communities down the street and see a closed fire station, and a closed library, and then so many of you sense that the gates of Beacon Hill have been closed to you and to those challenges.

Whether you chose to support me or not in the campaign, each of you took the time to show me what works and what doesn’t work in your communities.  None of you expected miracles, or asked for them – maybe except John Barrett – but nobody else expected miracles.  But you did ask for a partnership, one based on respect, understanding, encouragement, open communication, and a willingness to help you solve problems.  

I came here today to thank you for the preparation you gave me for the current responsibilities I have – and to assure you that that new partnership begins today.

This administration is fully committed to an active, collaborative, engaged partnership with every city and town in this Commonwealth.  Healing our relationship – and, through you, encouraging business growth, building the housing, improving and expanding the rails and roads, strengthening the schools -- is the only way we are going to move Massachusetts forward.  We cannot do much of that without you.  And we aren’t dumb enough to try.

But it will be neither easy nor instant.  I trust your good faith and willingness, and I hope you will come to trust ours.  We didn’t come here today with a big bag of free cash – go on react – or a series of set mandates, either.  We came with a few ideas about a grand bargain we want to make with you: what we can do, what we think you can do, and we ought to do together to build stronger cities and towns, and ultimately a stronger Commonwealth.  
First let me start with what I think we can do.  What we can do is support predictable, equitable and adequate local aid, and I will.  As you may have heard, thanks to a number of deferred issues, a soft revenue outlook, and the same health care and energy cost increases you are facing at the local level, my administration is inheriting a structural budget deficit in excess of $1 billion.  However, because the strength of our communities is central to everything else, I will not close that budget gap by reducing local aid.
In fact, we plan a modest increase in local aid, mainly in chapter 70 funding.  And we will do our best to develop a local aid resolution early in the budget process so that you can plan.

And yes, with your help in determining how many and at what pace you can absorb them, we will start in the coming fiscal year to support our commitment to add 1,000 new cops to community patrols in your neighborhoods.  We are looking to fund this in part with what we’re calling a “Safety Fee” that would be imposed on convicted criminals.  

The point is that without stable local aid as well as these modest increases, we will not have the foundation to rebuild our local economies, and secure our future.
I agree that we should work towards a fixed and predictable portion of total state revenues on which you can rely for local aid.  I know the Hamill Report suggests, and many of you believe, that 40% is that number.  I don’t know yet what the right number is.  But I am willing to work with you to find it and to devise a reliable mechanism that helps you plan.
I intend also to support legislation giving you the local option to impose a modest meals or lodgings tax.  I believe many cities and towns need alternative revenue sources – beyond property taxes and state aid – to support the services your residents want.  And I trust you and your neighbors to determine whether a 1-2-or 3% increment on lunch at the local pub is appropriate and fair.  That should be up to you.
I want property taxes to go down and will start this year by supporting targeted property tax relief.  Specifically, we will propose changes to the circuit breaker program to lower the threshold for seniors to qualify for property tax relief, to increase the amount of that relief, and to expand eligibility to low and moderate income residents regardless of age.  
And as we work towards our common goal of stabilizing, and ultimately reducing property taxes for everyone, I want you to know that we recognize that in many communities the Commonwealth owns property not subject to local property taxes.  I know this is a particular concern in many rural communities.  We will look to make continued progress in increasing the amount the state pays under the payment in lieu of taxes program.  

We will be working to release so-called “Municipal Impact Statements” on any major legislation, to increase transparency in the budgetary process, and to address the sense that many of you have of being saddled with mandates and not the money to pay for them.

And we will re-engage with the Local Government Advisory Committee.  It will serve, in effect, as our “municipal cabinet” and will have the ear of myself and the Lieutenant Governor.  The Lieutenant Governor will attend the monthly meetings; I will be there every quarter.  More often as and when you need me.  In between time, we expect to be in frequent communication with you on issues as they arise and on which we can help.
We are blessed with a Lieutenant Governor who understands your and our shared unique challenges.  There is no one better qualified to be a champion in my office for you.  He will be the point person on the LGAC, and will serve as an ombudsman for cities and towns that need help managing their issues through the state bureaucracy.
That’s what I can do and what you can expect from us in the first year.  We will build on that in the years to come.  Not everything we have to do or want to do can or should we try to do in the very first year.  A partnership of the kind that serves the Commonwealth best, must be about our long-term interests, about identifying a destination, and developing a plan, and then showing the discipline to stick to that plan and adjust as necessary as we go along.  So that at the end of four, or eight years, we turn over a robust, natural, free-flowing, problem solving relationship between state government and cities and towns, and that must be a two-way street, cause I want some things from you in return.

What you can do is to join us in promoting business and job growth – not just in word, but in deed.  On Tuesday we announced the creation of our Development Cabinet, a collaboration between the executive offices of Housing and Economic Development, Transportation and Construction, Labor and Workforce Development, Energy and Environmental Affairs, and Administration and Finance.  Its charge is to identify and promote business development, job growth, and key infrastructure projects, coordinating the disciplines within government to get better outcomes quicker.  I will chair that myself.

The Development Cabinet will have our people working together to promote growth in all sectors and in every region, so that we can be more effective and efficient, bring more accountability and transparency to the state government, and ultimately create more jobs and more wealth in our Commonwealth.  

You can help by participating in these initiatives.  In your own cities and towns and through your regional planning councils or chambers of commerce, identify for us the kinds of economic development you think make the most sense in your community, the available and appropriate land and vacant facilities, the talent pool.  You can join the sales teams when we are pitching companies that are here to expand here, and companies from out-of-state to locate here.  You can identify land and buildings in your communities that would be suitable for new or rehabilitated housing, especially rental units and starter homes.  And you can work to make your permitting and approval processes faster and more to-the-point.  

This is an indispensable part of what it will take to move the economy forward.  We cannot think of our regulatory system as setting up obstacles to business expansion.  Our regulatory system has got to promote business expansion.  And our job as leaders in government is to recognize multiple bottom lines.  The profit bottom line to be sure, but our job is to balance that bottom line with community and human bottom lines, and environmental bottom lines.  That’s our job.  Let’s take that job on together.
You can use state technology at the local level, so that you can access websites, purchasing and geographic information systems available at the state level, and we will be taking steps to make that easier for you to do.

You can converge regionally, and leverage group strengths, wherever that makes sense.  As we relax limits on joint procurement, you can partner with neighboring communities, pool resources, and increase your buying power for everything from paper clips to power.  EMT services are essential, but not every community needs its own.  Some of you have already begun to implement regional service sharing agreements.  I encourage you to pursue these whenever and wherever it makes sense. 
In that same spirit, I want you and your municipal employees to join the state’s GIC health insurance program.  Your revenues are being swallowed up by health care cost increases.  The cost of health care to municipal employees has gone up on average 63% from 2001 through 2005; the rate of increase for state employees is nearly half that.  And I ask you just to imagine what additional fiscal latitude you would have had over the last five years, even in tough times, if you had had half the rate of increase in health care costs that you have been experiencing.  There is no prudent reason not to joint the GIC and I will do whatever I can to enable each of you, and your communities, and the municipal unions with whom you work, to do so.
And we want to review home rule petitions before the state legislature and determine specific areas where cities and towns may be granted permanent local authority.  If something is good in Winthrop, it may also work in Winchendon.
Now, there are a couple of other things that we need to do together, in very close partnership, and in partnership with others.  They are long-term changes; we have to consider them together, and we need other voices beyond our own at state government and at local government at the table.
The first is expanded gaming – whether slots or full-fledged casinos.  I think you all know that I have misgivings about gaming, not for moral reasons, but because I wonder frankly, whether the social costs associated with it – the crime, the regressive nature and impact on poor people – outweigh the taunted benefits.  But I make my decisions by listening carefully to all sides.  And I want to hear all sides on this question, too.  Come to the table with us and bring your best views on whether you think the Commonwealth should take this step.

In a similar vein, we must, together with the affected utilities, take a close look at property tax exemptions for the telecommunications industry.
Exemptions that favor certain industries invariably shift the tax burden to other industries and to homeowners.  As a policy to encourage the growth of the telecom industry at its infancy, the exemption was right.  Our job is to consider whether that exemption is right today.  You and the leaders of the industry as well as other interested parties must join with us to think this through, in serious ways, in thoughtful ways that balance all of the interests.  
Our statewide renaissance begins in cities and towns.  You are the frontlines.  Through you, we will show people that their government cares about them, that it works for them, and that they can think of the State House as their house – just as they do town halls and city halls.    

Gimmicks, sound bytes and the confrontational politics of the past all end right now.  The Lieutenant Governor and I want your partnerships; we need your partnerships.  In fact we need each other.  Working with all of you, we can make this state as great as her remarkable potential.  Because you are the key to that goal, we will be doing everything we can to assure you have all the resources and the access you need to flourish.
I know that together we are up to the challenge, and I look forward to working with each and every one of you.

Thank you.

 

