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Hello!  


     On Wednesday, May 5th, I had the good fortune to receive the "Continuing the Legacy of Stonewall" from the UMass Stonewall Center, and to be the keynote speaker at the Center's Rainbow Graduation.

     In my remarks to the graduates, I asked them to become "Forces for Equality" and work to help our nation live up to its most sacred promise.

     I reminded them that, in a perfect world, where equality is the fulfilled promise of a just society, there would be no need for such a request.

     But our world is not perfect, and we need not look beyond our national borders to know that the rights of people defined as minorities are constantly under threat. It seems clear that without the unwavering vigilance and tireless labor of people of fair and open minds the goal of equality for all will never be achieved.

     One of my core beliefs, not just as a politician, but as human being, is that everyone is entitled to equality and justice before the law. I also believe that we can, through action, perseverance and courage, create, if not a perfect world, at least a better one.

     Equality for some in not equality at all. On this there can be no compromise.

Yours,   
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Senate Ways and Means Fiscal '11 Budget
     The Senate Committee on Ways and Means will release its budget recommendation on Wednesday, May 19th.

     The document should be available on-line within 24 hours of its public release.

Senate Ways and Means Fiscal '11 Budget
Municipal Relief Bill
     The Senate on May 13th unanimously passed a municipal relief bill that gives cities and towns new tools and local options to plan budgets, pool resources and save money. The legislation also includes new pension reform provisions that will generate millions of dollars in savings for local and state retirement systems.

     I served as Senate chair of the Special Commission on Municipal Relief as the Senate President's appointee and I can tell you that our commission did its work knowing that many of our cities and towns will simply be unable to provide core services unless new tools are provided and old, wasteful practices are abolished. This bill will help local government officials better meet the needs of their citizens during this fiscal crisis.

     I was able to incorporate several amendments into the Senate's bill, including:

· Regionalization Incentive: this amendment requires agencies to encourage and prioritize existing grants for municipalities which apply jointly in regionalization efforts. 

· Agency review of state and federal school reporting requirements: this amendment directs the Department of Early and Secondary Education to review state and federal reporting requirements in order to consolidate and reduce duplications in reporting.

· School and Municipal Coordination: this amendment states that towns may accept the provisions of this section, requiring that school and city officials meet annually to review the fiscal status of the school district budget and to identify potential cost savings through shared services. 

     The Senate's bill also builds off of landmark pension reform legislation we passed last year, closing more loopholes in existing law and ensuring a more equitable retirement benefit system for all public employees.

     The pension reform provisions will apply to all current and new employees to the extent it is constitutionally permissible.

     I was able to include an amendment to the bill that will help UMass employees. Before my amendment, the bill capped state pension benefits at 64 percent, or approximately $125,000, something that I believed would seriously impair the University's ability to attract the best employees, researchers, professors, etc. My amendment allows UMass employees to access TIAA-CREF or ORP benefits to make up the difference.

The key provisions of the bill include:

· A cap on pension earnings, restricting them to a percentage of the federal limit and eliminating grossly inflated pension pay-outs;

· Elimination, for all new employees, of the so-called "Section 10" termination allowance, which was removed for elected officials in last year's pension reform legislation;

· An anti-salary-spiking rule that would limit the allowable annual increase in pensionable earnings to no more than 7 percent plus inflation, but would not apply to legitimate and permanent job changes or promotions;

· Adjusting benefits based on employment history by pro-rating retirement allowance for employees who have served in more than one service Group, eliminating an individual's ability to jump to a higher Group just to receive a greater retirement benefit;

· A buy-back rule, consistent with all other state employees, that would require retired public officials elected to a new office to repay received benefits plus interest in order to rejoin the system; and

· A requirement for Supreme Court Justices, the only state employees who do not pay into the pension system, to contribute to their retirement benefits.

     In addition to pension reforms, the bill also establishes cost-saving efficiency measures specifically for local governments and gives municipalities the ability to enter into shared-service agreements free from collective bargaining requirements.

     Several regionalization measures in the bill would allow cities and towns to establish mutual aid agreements between fire, police, EMS, public works and other local services; and allow school districts to share superintendents and enter into collaborative bulk-purchasing agreements.

     An amendment I included in the bill would allow two or more municipalities to create veterans' services districts regardless of geography. Before my amendment, the bill allowed only contiguous towns to pool services for veterans. My amendment removes that restriction to allow greater flexibility.

Other initiatives include:

· Flexibility in municipal and regional school districts to finance projects over a term matching the asset's useful life, not to exceed 30 years, spreading out cost over a longer term to reduce annual expenses (this provision applies to municipalities in general as well);

· Streamlining procedures for regional school districts to access their stabilization funds, allowing them to draw funds by a two-thirds vote of all members of the district; and

· Setting Special Education tuition rates by October 1 of each fiscal year, prior to the first of the year, making it easier for schools to plan their upcoming annual budget.

     Additional money-saving local options in the bill establish an early retirement program for municipal employees with at least 20 years of service. The benefit would be capped at 80 percent of the employee's salary. Municipalities would be limited to the number of salaries they could replace.

     The bill also gives municipalities the option to use electronic billing, if approved by a board of selectmen or mayor, and establish temporary tax amnesty programs that would expire June 30, 2011.

     A series of sound business practices in the legislation improves and streamlines the local bidding and procurement process, and allows municipalities to enter into cost-saving cooperative purchasing agreements.

     Finally, the bill also increases the authorized term of municipal leases from 10 to 30 years, and it eliminates the need for legislative approval to rectify irregularities in town elections or town meetings if the secretary of state finds that procedural standards were met.

Employment Rights Bill
     The Senate on May 13th passed legislation establishing new employment rights for victims of domestic violence, stalking and sexual assault.

     The bill requires employers with 50 or more employees to allow up to 15 days of leave, with or without pay, to any employee who is a victim of domestic violence or lives with a family member who is a victim of domestic violence.

     I believe this bill provides reasonable protections to employees and their families who find themselves in deeply traumatic circumstances.

     Employees can use the leave to obtain medical attention, counseling, housing, protection orders and other legal assistance.

     Employers can require employees to provide restraining orders, police reports, medical notes or other official documentation, such as a conviction record or victim advocate statement, to certify that the employee or employee's family member is a victim of domestic violence.

     The bill requires the employer to keep all information about the employee's leave confidential. Employees must exhaust all available leave, such as vacation and sick time, before seeking leave established under this bill; however an employer may waive this requirement.

     The bill has support from victim advocate organizations and the business community. Jane Doe Inc. and the Associated Industries of Massachusetts had input on the legislation.

     The bill now goes to the House of Representatives.

FY '10 Local Aid
     Whenever there is a discussion in the media about "local aid," the focus typically falls on the two main local aid accounts -- Chapter 70 aid for public schools, and the aid that goes directly to municipalities, known as "lottery aid," which is the money generated by the sale of lottery tickets.

     That's understandable because those two accounts make up approximately $4.8 billion -- $3.8 billion for Chapter 70 and $936 million for unrestricted aid -- of the $6.2 billion the state invested in fiscal '10, our current fiscal year, in what is broadly called local aid.

     But there is so much more to local aid. Our tax dollars that are committed to the local aid account also finance such programs as the School Building Assistance Program ($590 million); municipal pensions ($118 million); regional transportation ($40 million); the PILOT program that reimburses municipalities that host state-owned land ($27 million); plus a variety of programs for veterans, police officers, school children, the elderly, libraries and arts and cultural organizations.

     Here is a chart that will give you a full description of the state's fiscal '10 local aid commitment:

Fiscal '10 Local Aid 


     I think I can safely speak for the entire western Mass. legislative delegation when I say that we understand that local aid is our lifeblood, and preserving it, expanding it when possible, is among our top priorities. Even though we are facing an estimated $2.7 billion deficit in next year's fiscal '11 budget, local aid will be one of the last places the Senate will look to cut.

     But I cannot predict what might happen if the ballot question to roll back the state sales to 3 percent should pass in November, except to say that every program listed on that chart would be in jeopardy.

     I hope you will keep that in mind as you begin to learn more about that question.

Stan in the News -- UMass Stonewall Center's Rainbow Graduation 

 
     Many thanks to the folks at the UMass Stonewall Center for presenting me the Continuing the Legacy of Stonewall Award on May 5th and inviting me to speak at The Rainbow Graduation.
     Here is a media report of the event.
 

Rainbow Graduation
Stan in the News -- New Century Theatre 

 
     I was delighted to take part in New Century Theatre's 20th anniversary event on May 6th where I got to perform a scene from "Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf." I am now an "award-winning actor!"
     Here is a media report of the event.
 

New Century Theatre
Broadband Update

   

     On May 10, the Massachusetts Broadband Institute (MBI) announced that its federal stimulus application, known as MassBroadband 123, is currently in due diligence review by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration. 

     The application is seeking $45.5 million to bring broadband service to the 123 communities in western Mass. that lack this essential service. Governor Patrick, WesternMA Connect and my colleagues in the western Mass. legislative delegation are continuing to make this a top priority.

     According to the MBI, this is a critical part of the process that will determine if MassBroadband 123 receives funding by the Broadband Technologies Opportunity Program created in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.

     The MBI states that this will be a highly competitive process and does not guarantee funding. However, the due diligence review is a mandatory step before any funding is granted. The MBI states that awards will be announced on a rolling basis running from June to September 2010.

Roundup   

Find Stan on Facebook

     I'm always looking for more Facebook friends. If you're interested, please check out my page and sign up!

Stan on Facebook
State Grants

 

     The Northampton Housing Authority has received $492,900 from the state Department of Housing and Community Development for the construction of a heating system replacement at the Authority's Hampshire Heights development. The award is funded with American Recovery and Reinvestment Act Weatherization Assistance Program funding. 

     The state Department of Housing and Community Development also awarded $5,000 to the Franklin County Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority to help make repairs at the Stratton Manor development.

     The state Department of Agricultural Resources has awarded a $12,000 grant to Community Involved in Sustaining Agriculture (CISA) and $15,000 to the Shelburne Falls Farmers' Market.
     The state Department of Energy Resources has awarded a $40,000 grant to the Nature Conservatory in Whately to remove and replace a failed culvert in a fish habitat.

Visiting Lawyer Program for Veterans

     On June 17th, the Massachusetts Bar Association will offer a free Visiting Lawyer Program for veterans in Hampden, Hampshire, Franklin and Berkshire counties as part of its Serving Our Veterans in the Law initiative. The program will be held at the Soldiers' Home in Holyoke.

     All veterans who reside in Hampden, Hampshire, Franklin and Berkshire counties are eligible for the free program. Veterans will be matched with attorneys based on their legal concerns. Each in-person meeting will last 15 minutes.

     To participate, veterans can either call for an appointment or register online. The deadline for appointments is Friday, June 4. Walk-ins will not be accepted.
To schedule an appointment, call:

Massachusetts Department of Veterans Services Paralegal Gail Cavanaugh-McAuliffe, toll free: 888-844-2838, xt. 5782, or 617-210-5782.
To register on-line, visit:

Massachusetts Department of Veterans Services and click on the "Visiting Lawyer Program" button on the top right hand side of the page.

Trivia 

      
    Now for the answer to our previous question:

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

Who was she?

    The answer is: Frances Perkins

    And our winner is: Margo M.

    Now for another chance to win:

What substance flooded Boston's North End
on January 15th, 1919?

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

Thanks for playing!

Parting thought . . . 


"If we have no peace, it is because we have forgotten
that we belong to each other."

Mother Teresa


	

	


