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Congressman Neal, Senator Buoniconti, Senator Candares;

Mayor Bissonette, District Attorney Bennett, and other elected officials present;
Secretary Burke and members of the administration here today;

Ladies and Gentlemen:


Good morning and thank you for the warm welcome.  
I am glad to be with you this morning to acknowledge the man who brings us all here.  Sheriff Ashe is simply a model public servant.  His thoughtful and creative approach to helping those incarcerated successfully re-enter our communities has been recognized nationally and has made us all safer.  I thank you for your partnership in so many ways, Sheriff Ashe, and I salute you and your team, and the example of far-sighted leadership that you set.
I also want to congratulate the Quiet Heroes we honor today.  Most of the good that happens in communities depends on the grace of people like our honorees who act outside of the media’s glare and the public’s scrutiny.  To the honorees, thank you for your service to us all.  And to anyone who thinks the budget cuts we have to make these days are just abstractions, look to these people and the important work they do to see what’s behind every one of those line items. 


We gather in uniquely challenging times.  The global recession has hit the Commonwealth hard.  You don’t need the headlines, the pundits or me to tell you: we can see it in our neighbors’ lives or feel it in our own.  Banks have money but won’t lend it.  Businesses, small shops and mighty conglomerates alike, as well as nonprofits are laying off or won’t hire because they can’t see a clear path to tomorrow.  Thousands have seen their savings or home equity snatched away by turmoil in the markets.  The poor have been in terrible shape for some time.  Nowadays, the middle class are one month away from being poor, and deeply anxious about it. 

Fortunately, we have a new partner in Washington who believes that inaction is not an option.  President Obama’s $787 billion federal recovery bill will help.  Though we are still analyzing the bill, it’s safe to say Massachusetts will receive between $6 and $9 billion over the next two-plus years.  Despite what you may have heard, these funds do not come as a lump sum windfall, to be doled out at my discretion.  Most will come through existing programs for specific purposes, either to the state or directly to municipalities, including cities and towns in Western Massachusetts.  Some will come to fund certain types of infrastructure projects.  Some will flow directly to individuals or businesses in the form of tax cuts.  Through certain competitive grant programs, we are well positioned to receive more funding beyond the $6-to-9 billion range.

Recovery funds will help lay the foundation for tomorrow’s economic prosperity by building and repairing roads and bridges, supporting clean energy projects and broadband expansion, and ensuring that today’s second grader can make the most of her chance at second grade.   Support for food stamps, Medicaid funding, extended unemployment benefits, and college aid means support for the very things that more of our neighbors need in times like these.

These are things the recovery package will do.  There are things it will not do, however, and we should be just as clear about that.  We will continue to face serious challenges to our operating budget and our overall economic health.  Tough cuts, lean funding, difficult choices and a season of further reforms will remain the order of the day in state and local government.  This bill is not a panacea.  It does not let any of us in government off the hook, nor should it.

There are opportunities in any crisis.  Indeed, now is the time for us to face up to some of our most fundamental problems.  Let’s be honest.  For more than a decade, our leaders have papered over our problems and put off our responsibilities.  They have refused to level with the public and with each other about the seriousness of our challenges.  In few areas is this more true than in transportation.

The picture today is not pretty.  Our current system is a cluster of tangled knots.  We have six different bureaucracies, some public and some quasi-public, overseen by a variety of different boards.  We have no mechanism today by which to plan and execute an integrated transportation strategy for the entire state. 

The level of physical neglect is shocking.  We have a large backlog of structurally deficient bridges and a long list of other critical but overlooked projects, from resurfacing Route 7 in Pittsfield or repairing the Longfellow Bridge in Boston, to South Coast Rail, for which the people of that region have been waiting for more than 20 years.  The decision to postpone or forego these projects costs all of us -- both in terms of the safety of our roads and bridges and the impact on our region's economy. 

Those projects we do undertake take years to get from concept to completion and have on too many occasions come in late and over budget, the Big Dig being just the most extreme example.

Rail service -- whether on the subways or commuter and freight rail -- is unreliable on many lines and inadequate on others.  How long have you been waiting to restore the connection between Hartford and Springfield?  And the Regional Transit Authorities, on which workers, seniors and students alike rely in Western Mass and elsewhere outside of Boston, are chronically underfunded.

Meanwhile the roads are too congested on a number of key commuting arteries, drivers spend a staggering $718 million every year on car repairs because of the sorry condition of many other roadways, and debt from the Big Dig -- some $4 billion of it -- has been stashed away at the MBTA and the Turnpike Authority, putting those entities in financial peril and constraining our ability to make investments elsewhere.

Cost overruns and shoddy oversight on the Big Dig have shattered the public's confidence in government, and starved regions outside of Boston of their fair share of investments and attention.  And every time we hear another story about a toll taker pocketing tolls or a police officer resisting civilian flaggers or a state worker collecting one pension from the T while earning another in state government, the average citizen just gets madder.

That, in blunt terms, is where we are.  It's time we leveled with each other about it, and put it all -- the neglect, the shortsightedness, the excesses and the excuses -- to an end.

Two years ago, the Transportation Finance Commission issued an important report on much of this, concluding that, if we continue down the same path, we would underfund our roads, bridges and rail all across the state by $15 to $19 billion over the next 20 years.

The Commission stated that "the real cost of this neglect will be felt in our regional economy and in our way of life."  "Business as usual," they wrote, "will not suffice."

They were right.  It really doesn't matter that we got here under somebody else's watch or because of somebody else's short-sighted judgments.  This is where we are.  And we are all here together. 

A modern transportation network, adequately funded and professionally managed, is essential to our economic and social future.  Just as the Internet serves as a platform for modern communication, our roads, rails, buses and bridges serve as a platform for commerce and economic growth.  If we are going to attract and retain the kind of investment that assures opportunities for ourselves and our children, a high functioning transportation system is no luxury.  It is a necessity.
 
And it matters to all of us.

It matters to all of us who need to get to work every day and home again safely and reliably.

It matters to students who need to get back and forth to school.

It matters to elders who want a measure of independence and mobility.

It matters to emergency workers who need to reach people in distress.

It matters to tourists and other visitors who need convenient access to the Commonwealth's many cultural and recreational attractions.

It matters to businesses which need to be able to move goods and services around, across and through the state to markets.

It matters to the thousands of diligent, dedicated and responsible employees in each one of the transportation agencies today who are just as embarrassed as the rest of us when some foolishness by one of their colleagues reflects badly on everybody else.

And it matters to the whole state, every single corner of it.

For everyone's sake, the days of avoiding the truth and the consequences must end and end now.  We are out of time and nearly out of options.  Now is the time to reform and renew our system from top to bottom.

We have taken a number of steps already.  

We streamlined project delivery at MassHighway, cutting the average project timeline by 40 percent, created an online scorecard for accountability and transparency, and joined 49 other states in using civilian flaggers on road projects.

We saved $47 million at the MBTA by reducing overtime costs and staff levels and increasing employee health care contributions. 

We saved more than $31 million at the Turnpike Authority by eliminating unnecessary management positions and reducing the number of toll takers.  We also made Fast Lane transponders easily available and put the service areas out to bid to generate funds to reduce the outstanding debt.

We have launched the Accelerated Bridge repair program to fix a large number of our structurally deficient bridges over the next few years, and passed the first Transportation Bond bill in years.
These are important steps forward.  But they are not enough.  That is why we have proposed our Transportation and Economic Security Plan.  I believe this plan provides a long-term, sustainable and equitable solution to the many challenges facing us in transportation.  It has many interrelated parts.  Let me summarize them briefly.
First, we propose to create a consolidated, simplified Executive Office of Transportation, with four divisions:  Highway, Rail and Transit, Aviation and Port, and the Registry of Motor Vehicles.  We will abolish the Turnpike Authority, the Aeronautics Commission, and the Outdoor Advertising Board.  This simplification will eliminate redundancy, streamline operations, reduce headcount (by about 300 positions), increase efficiency, and save money.  Any savings will be plowed right back into deferred maintenance.

Second, we propose several reforms.  These include moving all transportation employees, including at the T and at the Turnpike, to the same health insurance plan as other public employees, and aligning the T pension system with the state pension system.  Let me be clear: the "23 years and out" rule, where T employees start collecting a pension earlier than any reasonable retirement, will end. 

We will also create a new Transportation Fund dedicated to paying down the Big Dig debt and sustaining our investment in a statewide maintenance and expansion program.  We will sell or lease non-core assets to help pay down debt.  We will gradually move MassHighway employees off the capital budget and back onto the regular payroll.  And we will modernize and make more transparent the bidding and contracting process, so everybody has a fair chance to compete for the work.

These and other reforms are central to our plan.  But we cannot secure our economic future and the public's safety on the roads, rails, buses and bridges with reforms alone.  So, our Plan calls for a 19-cent increase in the gas tax.  Judging by the media reports and my mail, that is all anyone seems to want to talk about.  So let’s take a moment on that.
The average driver would pay the equivalent of about one large cup of coffee a week, less than $8 per month.  Every cent of the gas tax would be restricted to the Transportation Fund, and dedicated exclusively to transportation projects.  Interestingly, last summer we sent 4 dollars a gallon to OPEC and got nothing for it, while here we’re talking about spending 19 cents a gallon and getting better roads, rails and bridges in return.  That’s a better deal by any measure.  In fact, our bill commits to spend 70 percent of the total gas tax in the region where it is collected, meaning we are proposing to institutionalize regional equity in the way we make future transportation investments.
Even at the cost of a cup of coffee per week, a 19-cent hike in the gas tax will seem too high for some.  For others it will seem too low.  You should know that if we wanted to solve all of our accumulated transportation needs, to address the full cost of neglect and inaction over the last 16 or more years, it would take a 73-cent increase in the gas tax!

That is clearly unacceptable.  So we set about to make choices.  Here are the ones I propose:

· 4 cents to roll back the toll increases on the Turnpike and Tunnels that are proposed to take effect this spring.  

· 6 cents to ensure that there will be no cuts to existing T and commuter rail services, and no fare increase, for at least two or three years.

· 6 cents to address unmet road, rail and bus needs specifically for Western, Southern and Northern Massachusetts, including for the regional transit authorities.

· 2 cents starts to end the costly practice of paying the salaries and benefits of transportation personnel with debt.

· And 1 cent for innovations to prepare us for the inevitable decline in gas tax revenue as fuel efficiency improves.

That’s where the 19 cents comes from.  So that we don’t have to revisit this again for a long time, our plan will tie the gas tax to the Consumer Price Index.  That way, transportation leaders will have the resources they need to provide the services our economy needs in the future.

Now, I do not believe that a gas tax alone will solve all our challenges.  In fact I do not and will not support an increase in the gas tax without the restructurings and reforms I have outlined.  But I do believe this gas tax increase, together with major reforms and a simplified bureaucracy, are central parts of what we need.  Our long-term job growth and economic security, as well as the safety of our system, depend on both major reforms and new revenue now.

Naturally, there are objections.  Some of the loudest come from those who were in power when this mess was made, people who had nothing to say then and have no alternative to offer now.  I have little to say to them in polite company such as this.  But there are other objections I would like to address here.

One objection to 19 cents is that we will end up with the highest gas tax in the nation.  That is true, by a penny or two.  But we also have the highest transportation debt in the nation, and one of the highest levels of accumulated neglect.  Our gas tax has not been increased since 1991 -- 18 years ago! -- and has declined in real value by over 33 percent since then.  If we had let the gas tax adjust with inflation the last time around, as we propose to do now, we would not have the problem we have today.  

Some say we should just raise the tolls.  OK, but that does not really address the needs beyond our Big Dig debt.  We still have unmet needs for RTAs and non-Turnpike road and bridge work in every region, including this one.  And though it is admittedly regressive, a 19-cents increase is the fairest means we have at hand to share responsibility for all our needs.  By the way, we are exploring border tolls at all of the state lines; if the federal government let’s us do this and it is prudent, that could provide some relief.
The charge I hear the most and the one that, frankly, troubles me the most is that this proposal is unfair to Western Mass.  I am no stranger to Western Mass.  I have campaigned and governed here for more than four years now.  I understand the issues that affect you.  I told you I would be governor of the whole state and I have kept that pledge.  So, you were very much on my mind as we considered how to craft this bill.  That’s why the bill commits a third of the gas tax increase to projects of direct importance to you, and legislates that 70 percent of all gas tax revenue will be spent in the region where it is collected.  You may not like or feel responsible for the Big Dig debt at the Turnpike or the MBTA; but as a practical matter it is an obstacle to our ability to invest elsewhere.
Speaking about the Big Dig, one recent comment in the paper read, “Springfield can’t pay for Boston’s mismanagement.”  Nice sound bite.  But suppose that sentiment ran both ways?  What would it mean for the Springfield finance plan and the $52 million no-interest state loan that was just extended for 15 years?  What would that mean for Chapter 70 aid to public schools in Holyoke, Springfield or Chicopee, most of which depends on tax dollars collected back in Eastern Massachusetts?  What would happen if Eastern Massachusetts, which already has universal broadband, said we don’t care about extending broadband to Western Mass, which the legislature has only last year voted to help pay for?
All across the Commonwealth, here no less than anywhere else, people expect smooth roads and safe bridges, convenient buses and reliable trains, and they are frustrated when those services are denied them.  All but the most out-of-touch also understand that none of that comes for free.  Those are indisputable truths whether you live in the City of Boston or the little Berkshire County hamlet of Richmond or any place else in between.
As your friend and your neighbor, I have to tell you that regional grievance is a poor basis for policy making.  As a Commonwealth, we have got to move beyond that type of thinking.  We are one Commonwealth, with shared priorities and shared responsibilities. And we need to accept the stake that we each have in all of it.  From fixing our broken roads to educating the children in our schools, we do it together.

The objection to which I am most sensitive is the one about the timing.  This is a crummy time to ask more of people.  I understand that.  I wonder if people ever think there is a good time to raise a tax.  But consider this: Most of us make more money than our grandparents did.  Yet they sacrificed to build the network of roads, rails and bridges for us.  I don’t think it is unreasonable to sacrifice the cost of one large coffee a week to maintain and improve that network for another generation. 

Our proposal is based on pressing realities, however unpleasant or inconvenient they are.  Some of the pols back in Boston and perhaps in this room are betting that telling you the truth about what neglect has and will cost us, and trusting you to face up to that truth, is political folly.  But that is politics as usual.  I did not seek this office to launch a career in politics.  I came to office to do what is right for the long-term -- not for my future as a politician, but for ours as a Commonwealth.  I respectfully remind you that doing otherwise created the sorry state of affairs we face today.  Let’s try something better than politics and policy as usual this time.
Thank you.
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