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Hello!  


    As I'm sure you know, the discussion over casino gaming kicked into high gear this week with the House of Representatives taking up a proposal by Speaker Robert DeLeo. The Senate will follow suit in the coming months.

     Like all good, spirited political discussions, this one has had its share of hyperbole. Some have gone so far as to suggest that casinos will mark the beginning of the end of our civilization, while others have voiced the belief that casino revenues will solve all the Commonwealth's revenue problems.

     The truth, of course, will be found somewhere in the middle.

 

     Most of you probably know that I was tasked by Senate President Therese Murray to be the Senate's point person on gaming. In my opinion, the most important part of the job is to keep the discussion rational so that we can make a good decision with regard to casino gaming. So with that in mind, I want to offer these rational thoughts:

 

     * We have the largest state lottery in the country, so it seems we've already answered the moral question about state-sanctioned gaming and gaming revenues.

 

     * So-called "destination resort casinos" are fundamentally different than the state lottery. Scratch tickets are widely available. Destination resort casinos are, as the name implies, places that will attract people who will spend their discretionary income there instead of someplace else. 

 

     * The Massachusetts Legislature is being squeezed by the recession, and the attendant decline in revenues and rise in unemployment rates, the highest in decades, while facing increasing demands from citizens for public services. Jobs and revenues are the main drivers of the debate. 

     * If we choose expanded gaming as one tool for addressing the need for jobs and revenues, do we allow slot machines at racetracks, resort casinos only, or some combination of the two? That is the heart of the debate that is taking place in the House of Representatives.

      


     This is complicated stuff, I'm not going to kid you. There are potential problems with resort casinos. There are also potential revenues, revenues the state needs but can't seem to get because there is insufficient support for such things as a progressive income tax.

 

     My point is simply this: When the going gets complicated, it's time to be rational. There are many ways to make a bad decision, but maybe only one way to make a good one. And that's what I want with regard to gaming -- a good decision.


                                           Yours,
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    In case you missed it, the Boston Globe, on January 10th, printed an extensive interview with me, as the Senate's so-called "gambling guru" -- those are the Globe's words, not mine -- about casinos. I hope this article contributes to a rational, reasonable, discussion about what the state should do.    
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State Receives $87.5 Million in Federal Funds
On April 6th, I learned that the regional transportation reform plan I advanced in 2008 had earned the state $87.5 million from the Federal Highway Administration's "toll credit" program, a pool of money available to states that have toll roads that are part of the federal highway system. Approximately $22 million of that amount is to be set aside for Regional Transportation Authorities.

In 2008, I discovered that the state had never participated in the "toll credit" program. I then filed an amendment to the Senate's regional transportation reform plan that would require state Executive Office of Transportation officials to make the necessary calculations to determine how much the state would be eligible to receive under the federal "toll credit" program and apply for it. 

 

Under my plan, which was included in the state's 2008 Transportation Bond, 25 percent of that amount would be dedicated to regional transportation authorities. My plan also stipulated that the state could not spend any of the "toll credit" money until the state placed RTAs on a "forward funding" system similar to what was done with the Massachusetts Bay Transit Authority (MBTA) in the 1990s. Forward funding would eliminate the borrowing that the current "lag funding" system requires and save the state $2-$3 million in interest payments. Once the forward funding system is established, RTAs will be able to spend the "toll credit" money on much needed improvements to facilities, including those in Franklin County. The state will then be able to spend the balance on other transportation improvements.

 

I expect that the state will be able to access $30-$50 million a year from the "toll credit" program for as long as the program exists.

 

            This is essentially "found money." You know the feeling when you discover a few dollars in your pocket that you didn't realize you had. These toll credits legitimately belong to the state and I'm delighted that we are now using them. I am further delighted that regional transportation authorities will receive a significant windfall.
Senate's Economic Development Plan

   

On April 8th, the Senate approved several of my amendments to the Senate's Economic Development plan that will target resources to benefit the region's creative economy. 
 

As a member of the state's Creative Economy Council, I firmly believe that no overhaul of the state's network of economic development agencies would be complete without addressing the needs and job growth potential of the state's creative and cultural industries.
 

Western Massachusetts, indeed the entire state, benefits greatly from the economic activity generated by our creative economy. I am pleased that my colleagues agree that nurturing this sector of our economy will help us move toward a more prosperous future.
 

The Senate's Economic Development Reorganization plan, approved Thursday with a 37-0 vote, represents a major overhaul of the state's network of agencies charged with developing business interests and economic activity. The legislation creates a streamlined, cohesive model with built-in oversight and transparency measures to reduce redundancy and waste, and promote a more business-friendly environment that will ultimately help stimulate job growth in the Commonwealth.
 

My amendments call for:
 

Creative Challenge Index 
 

Creating a commission to measure and encourage skill building in students for increasingly critical areas to employers such as creativity, creative thinking skills, innovation, and teamwork, among others. 
 

Regional Visitors Centers 
 

Taking steps to restore funding for regional visitors centers lost during 9c cuts. These centers perform vital functions for the tourism industry by increasing business opportunities, profits and employment. Marketing will attract tourist to the region but it is the regional visitor centers that will provide information and guide them to the local attractions, lodging, restaurants, and provide travelers roadside amenities. 
 

Hampshire County Tourism and Visitors Bureau
 

Forming a bureau to highlight the rich and varied attractions offered by Hampshire County, including the arts, agriculture, sports and recreation, entertainment, restaurants, and lodging.  
 

State Cultural Districts
 

Promoting the creation of state designated cultural districts, areas comprised of artistic and historical significance. In addition to generating their own revenue, state cultural districts will bolster local economies including restaurants, lodging, retail, entertainment interests. 
 

 

The legislation also creates a 'one-stop shop' for businesses seeking to expand or locate in Massachusetts by requiring the existing Massachusetts Office of Business Development (MOBD) to contract with regionally-based economic development organizations.
 

These private organizations would act as the primary contact for businesses seeking assistance from the state and perform business prospect management services on behalf of the Commonwealth. MOBD would oversee the efforts of these organizations, provide leads, and share information about state programs and services.
 

The legislation also increases accountability, communication and oversight of state agencies, quasi-publics and state contracts with private organizations engaged in economic development activities. It requires every governor to publish a written economic development policy by December 31 of the year he or she is elected to help the Commonwealth strategically assess economic development goals over the long-term.
 

The bill further requires the Secretary of Housing and Economic Development to act as chair of the boards of all state authorities engaged in economic development and business assistance activities. Those authorities will also be subject to performance management reviews that take into account both output measures, such as the average length of time to return a call, and outcome measures, such as the number of jobs retained. 
 

All organizations involved in economic development activities, including quasi-public authorities, will be required to submit annual reports to the Secretary of Housing and Economic Development and publish audited financial statements.
 

The legislation merges organizations tasked with marketing the state nationally and internationally, including the Massachusetts Office of Travel & Tourism, into the newly-created Massachusetts Marketing Partnership.
 

The Partnership will serve as a central marketing organization for the entire state and will be charged with increasing the Commonwealth's efforts in the areas of tourism and international trade. The Massachusetts Film Office and the Massachusetts Sports Partnership will also be included in the Partnership.
 

Through the creation of the Massachusetts Growth Capital Corporation, a larger number of small businesses will gain access to working capital so that they can continue to grow even in times of tight credit. For those small companies that receive financial assistance from the state, finance and management consulting will be mandatory to help keep companies afloat and prevent job losses.
 

The legislation also consolidates the Economic Stabilization Trust, which provides financial assistance and consulting to struggling businesses, with the existing Community Development Finance Corporation, further streamlining state assistance to small businesses.
 

The legislation also requires an economic impact statement to be filed by administrative agencies planning to adopt new regulations that details the cost of the proposed regulations to small businesses before public hearings on those regulations. Additionally, it requires a rolling review of regulations to identify and modify those which prove too costly. 
 

The bill expands the state pension fund's investment authority by creating a $25-50 million credit program to support lending to fast-growing small businesses in Massachusetts. It also promotes beneficial competition for the issuance of tax-exempt bonds by non-profit institutions by providing parallel authorization to both MassDevelopment and the Massachusetts Health Educational Facilities Authority.
 

Further streamlining the state's approach to economic development, the Department of Business Development is eliminated within the Executive Office of Housing and Economic Development, allowing MOBD a direct reporting line to the Secretary.
 

Several other agencies, including the independent Massachusetts Sports and Entertainment Commission and the Massachusetts Industrial Development Authority, are eliminated, with an estimated savings to taxpayers of $1 million a year.
 

Finally, to ensure that all state agencies and authorities in the Commonwealth stay true to their stated mission and goals, and to avoid waste and ineffectiveness in the future, the bill establishes a Sunset Commission to conduct regular reviews and analysis - a measure supported by the Associated Industries of Massachusetts.
 

The commission would consider the continuing need for agencies and authorities in state government, based on their performance, and assign "sunset" dates, or elimination, for any that are found to be unnecessary.
 

     Other provisions of the bill include:
 

· Prohibiting the use of state funds to pay for registered lobbyists; 

· Stopping agency executive salaries from exceeding the amount of the Governor's salary; 

· Improving low-cost access to small claims courts by raising the limit on filings from $2,000, where it has been for many years, to $7,000; 

· Providing a three-year permit extension for development projects struggling with tight credit conditions; and, 
· Calling for a study of business energy costs, as well as a study to determine the feasibility of a state-owned bank.
 

     The bill now goes to the House of Representatives.
Stan in the News -- Municipal Conference 2010 

 

     Many thanks to all the state leaders, including Governor Patrick, who spoke at my Municipal Conference, co-sponsored with the Franklin and Hampshire Councils of Governments, and to the 200-plus local officials who attended. It was a great day filled with good, healthy discussion. 

    We also got some decent media coverage. Take a look!

Hampshire CoG

WGGB
Roundup   

Stan on Facebook

     Please find me on Facebook!

Chapter 90 funds released
     On April 2nd, the Governor notified cities and towns that they will receive $155 million in state Chapter 90 funds to rebuild and repair local roads and bridges this year, an increase of $5 million over last year.

     

     Each city and town will receive an increase in Chapter 90 funding for the fiscal year beginning on July 1, 2010 compared to the previous year, with funds allocated using a longstanding formula based upon community road miles, population and employment. 

     This year alone, officials project the Administration has funded an estimated $1.085 billion in Accelerated Bridge Program and American Recovery and Reinvestment Act projects. 

 

    Chapter 90 funds are allocated as part of the three-year Transportation Bond Bills approved by the Legislature in 2008. The funds may be used for road, bridge and multi-use path projects and related needs. 

 

     These funds are critical for the safety of our residents and the growth of our economy and I am pleased that we have been able to increase our investment this year.

 

     A complete list of awards, broken down by community, is available online at the Massachusetts Department of Transportation website. 

 

Small Business Technical Assistance Grants
     Three western Massachusetts community development corporations have received Small Business Technical Assistance grants from the state Office of Small Business and Entrepreneurship.
 

            The grant recipients include:
 

· Hilltown CDC - $20,000
· Franklin County CDC - $30,000
· Valley CDC - $20,000
     Our economic prosperity depends on the health of our small businesses. These grants are like a good diet and exercise for entrepreneurs in our region.

    The Small Business Technical Assistance Grant Program was established in 2005 as part of a statewide effort to stimulate and support entrepreneurial business growth in the state. These programs typically assist businesses with 20 or fewer employees.   

Greenfield Veterans Center Opening
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    Here I am with State Rep. Chris Donelan (center) and Greenfield Mayor Bill Martin at the opening of the Greenfield Veterans Resource and Referral Center on Monday, March 29th.

Regionalization Advisory Commission Public Meeting - May 4th 

    On Tuesday, May 4th, at 10 a.m. at the Greenfield Community College Downtown Center, 270 Main St., Greenfield, the Joint Committee on Municipalities and Regional Government along with Lieutenant Governor Timothy Murray and the Massachusetts Association of Regional Planning Agencies will hold a public meeting to discuss the final report of the Regionalization Advisory Commission.

 

     Municipal officials and private citizens are invited to attend.

     I served as a member of this commission as the designee of the Senate President and I'd like to thank Linda Dunlavy, executive director of the Franklin Regional Council of Governments, who served as the Governor's appointee, for her work on this report. She and I, as well as Robert Dean and Phoebe Walker from the Franklin Regional Council of Governments who served on various sub-committees, were the only western Massachusetts voices on this project.

Department of Housing and Community Development Award

 

     The Amherst Housing Authority has received $15,860 in technical assistance capital bond funding for heating system placement from the state Department of Housing and Community Development.
Trivia 

      
    Now for the answer to our previous question:

Mt. Greylock is the state's highest point. 
But it also has another distinction. 
What is it?


    The answer is: There were actually a couple of answers to this question: 

1) Mt. Greylock is the only taiga/boreal forest in the state; or

2) Mt. Greylock was the first state park in Massachusetts

    And our winner is: Andrea O. 

    Now for another chance to win:

The first woman cabinet secretary was born in Boston
on April 10th, 1880.

Who was she?

Submit your answer to our TriviaMaster, 
who will select our winner at random. 

Thanks for playing!

Parting thought . . . 


"When you can do the common things of life in an uncommon way, 
you will command the attention of the world."

George Washington Carver



	


