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July Focus
Hello! 

     And Happy Independence Day!

     

     When I was appointed the State Senate's neutral point-person on gaming, I vowed that I would seek to find the best result for Massachusetts regarding whether to allow casinos within our borders.

 

     I also vowed that when discussing this issue I would always try to shed more light than heat.

     Unfortunately for our civic discourse, I've noticed that a lot of heat is being generated lately by critics who seem to ignore some of the fundamental elements that have been driving this debate from the beginning.

     The twin realities my Legislative colleagues and I have faced are these:

     1) There is a newly federally recognized Native American tribe in Massachusetts that has said that when they receive their land in trust they will establish gaming on that land. Under current federal law they can establish what is effectively a slot parlor on that land with no state interference, regulation or taxation. If we wish to manage this situation we must authorize casinos in Massachusetts so that the tribe will have to negotiate a compact with the Commonwealth. That compact can include regulation and taxation.

     and

     2) It is widely known that Massachusetts residents spend approximately $1 billion a year at gaming facilities in Rhode Island, Connecticut and New York. There is no doubt that there are problem gamblers in that group. There is also no doubt that although they leave their money in these other states, where it generates economic activity and helps create jobs, they bring their problems home to Massachusetts.

     We are surrounded by gaming facilities, and we face the prospect of one or more gaming facilities beyond the state's control coming to Massachusetts. These are facts. The question became: How to make the best of this situation.  

     Although there are differences between the House of Representatives' gaming bill and the one approved July 2nd by the Senate, both bills agree that one of the best ways to maximize jobs and maximize revenue is to allow the licensing of resort-style casinos within our borders. 

     The debate is not over. A House-Senate conference committee will hammer out the differences between their respective bills over the next couple of weeks and discussions will no doubt continue long after that. I simply want you to know that the 24 Senators who joined me in voting for the Senate bill did so because we believe it offers the best result given our circumstances.

Yours,   

     [image: image2]
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Senate Gaming Bill
     On July 1st, the Senate, with a 25-15 vote, passed gaming legislation authorizing three resort casinos in separate geographic locations of the state that could generate more than $350 million annually for the Commonwealth, 15,000 full-time permanent jobs and up to 9,000 immediate construction jobs.

     It was a spirited debate and we now have a strong proposal that will maximize job creation, help capture revenues lost to other states, and create mechanisms to address potential impacts. When Senate President Murray appointed me as the Senate's neutral point-person on gaming three years ago, I vowed that I would seek to find the best result for Massachusetts regarding whether to allow casinos within our borders. I truly believe this bill meets that goal.

     An independent study commissioned by the Senate also indicates the Senate plan would bring additional revenues for the Commonwealth, more than $250 million annually, from onsite hotels and the full-spectrum of attractions associated with destination resort-style casinos.

     The bill sets casino-funded requirements for community mitigation, addiction services and local aid stabilization, and establishes a law enforcement and regulatory structure to ensure thorough and vigorous oversight of the gaming industry.

     "Casino gambling will be a significant change for Massachusetts, and we took the right approach to ensure public analysis and input over the past year and to allow impassioned debate in the Senate," Senate President Therese Murray (D-Plymouth) said. "I believe we have produced a bill that takes into consideration the Commonwealth's reputation as a cultural destination and a place where tourism thrives and where tourism continues to be a big part of our allure and our economy.

     "We have produced a bill that is responsible to the public and will do what's best for our overall economic interests, creating short-term construction jobs and permanent long-term jobs," Murray continued. "With the development and commitment to robust, profitable resort casinos that offer a wide range of services and attractions, we will help our economy grow and capture significant revenues for the Commonwealth currently being lost to other states."

     "With this legislation, we have the potential to create thousands of jobs for working families, including both short-term and long-term construction jobs and up to 15,000 permanent jobs," said Senator Karen Spilka (D-Ashland), the Senate Chair of the Joint Committee on Economic Development and Emerging Technologies. "This bill creates strong provisions for community mitigation, including local advisory councils and upfront impact fees.

     "It also takes an aggressive approach to problem-gambling, requiring a baseline study for the treatment of addiction before casinos even enter the state and ongoing research on the impact of casinos on both individuals and the Commonwealth," Spilka continued. "Further, to ensure that we support all of the economic development activities in the state, this bill dedicates more than $130 million to an economic development fund that will fund our existing programs and invest in initiatives, such as STEM education, that will prepare our workforce for the future."

     The three resort casino licenses established under the bill are distributed among county-drawn regions - East, Southeast and West. The East region includes Suffolk, Middlesex, Essex and Worcester counties. The Southeast region includes Norfolk, Plymouth, Bristol, Dukes and Nantucket counties. The West region includes Hampden, Hampshire, Berkshire and Franklin counties.

     In addition to projected annual revenues, a one-time, up-front licensing fee of $75 million applies to all three regions for a total collection of $225 million for the state. Those funds would be distributed as follows: $105 million to the state's Stabilization Fund; $85 million for local aid; $20 million for start-up costs; and $15 million for community mitigation.

     The bill does not designate any licenses for racetracks or former racetracks, though any qualified bidder may apply. There will be an open, competitive and transparent bidding process for all applicants of all three licenses. An applicant must show financial viability through a rigorous disclosure process and execute an agreement with the prospective host community and the impacted surrounding communities that includes a local impact fee and a referendum vote by the host community.

     The legislation sets a 25 percent daily tax rate on gross gaming revenues to generate the estimated $350 million annually from gambling activities. Thirty percent of those revenues would go toward Commonwealth debt reduction; another 30 percent to the Gaming Economic Development Fund for statewide economic development programs; 30 percent to the state Lottery and Gaming Fund to protect Lottery aid and supplement unrestricted local aid; and 10 percent to the Gaming Mitigation Fund for social, community, cultural and racetrack relief.

     The bill's Gaming Control Board would be responsible for administering mitigation funds from initial licensing fees and gross gaming revenues. The Board consists of three full-time members appointed by the Governor for four-year terms. Additional responsibilities include drafting proposed regulations, reviewing license applications, performing casino and financial audits to ensure compliance with applicable laws, approving gambling machines, and monitoring daily gross gaming revenues.

     The bill strengthens law enforcement efforts, creating a special unit within the Attorney General's Office with dedicated state police resources to for the investigation and prosecution of gaming-related crimes.

     The legislation also puts in place a focused regulatory structure containing significant new laws for money laundering and enterprise crime, as well as changing the wiretap laws to specifically include authority where gaming crimes are suspected. 

     Crimes of money laundering - those financial transactions resulting from criminal activity related to gambling - would be punishable by up to six years in prison or a fine up to $250,000 (or twice the value of the property transacted), or both. Subsequent offenses are punishable by up to 8 years in prison or a fine up to $500,000 (or three times the transaction value), or both.

     Enterprise crime - or cooperative, organized criminal ventures related to gambling - would be punishable by up to 15 years in prison or a fine up to $25,000, or both. Those crimes include prostitution, child exploitation, and the manufacturing and distribution of narcotics.

     The bill also adds new crimes of licensure violations, making false statements to the gaming board, underage gaming, and possession or use of a cheating or swindling devices.

     Finally, the legislation defines state and local jurisdictions. Massachusetts State Police would be the primary enforcer inside a casino and share jurisdiction with the host community's local police on other matters according to arrangements worked out in a memorandum of understanding facilitated by the gaming board. Those matters would include things such as police details and use of local police at casinos; 9-1-1 calls and emergency response; and internal investigations.

     During the eight days of public debate in the Senate, the bill was amended to include a smoking ban in all casinos; a two-year extension on simulcasting at the state's racetracks; local ward approval for cities larger than 125,000 population; property tax relief for senior citizens; and the removal of a land restriction in Fall River to allow construction of a casino.

     The Senate legislation will now go to a conference committee where differences will be worked out with a bill passed by the House of Representatives.

Broadband Update -- Breaking News

     Congratulations to Governor Patrick, the state's Congressional delegation, the Franklin Regional Council of Governments and all the groups that have been working to bring broadband to western Mass! 

     The Massachusetts Broadband Institute is announcing today (July 2nd) that the state has been awarded $45.4 million in federal stimulus funding to expand broadband access in western and north central Massachusetts. The Patrick-Murray Administration worked closely with federal and state elected leaders to help secure this significant federal award, which will support long term economic growth, improve health care and education and strengthen public safety throughout the region.

     This is on top of the $40 million the state set aside in 2008 to provide universal broadband access. 

     We're making great progress!

Read the MBI e-mail blast.

Fiscal '11 Budget

     On June 30th, Governor Patrick signed the $27.94 billion fiscal '11 state budget, one week after the Legislature passed the House-Senate conference report.

     This is an extremely difficult budget, and I know that many of my constituents are as upset as I am over the cuts to education, local aid, social services, environmental protection and all the programs we progressives care about. Our horrible financial situation is exacerbated by the failure of the federal government to deliver approximately $700 million for health care reimbursements promised to Massachusetts. 

     And we're not the only ones. There are 30 or so other states that were promised similar reimbursements and are now being left empty handed. Our state budget is balanced, but that achievement has come at a much steeper price than necessary. 

     I hope you will join me in encouraging the U.S Senate to follow Congress' lead and come through with the promised reimbursements.

Read the Governor's remarks here:
Fiscal '11 budget
Legislature's Transparency Reforms

     During budget debate earlier this month, the Senate unanimously approved new reforms that will make government more transparent and accountable, actions that have been praised by such watchdog groups as MassPIRG and Common Cause. The reforms were also part of the House of Representatives' version of the budget and were signed into law by the governor earlier this week. 

     The reforms include:

     The creation of a searchable new state budget website, which makes transparent much of state spending and revenue sources for all state agencies. The website will allow the public, including local officials, businesses, lawmakers, citizens, and others to see where the state is investing our tax dollars;

     Providing greater transparency of transferable or refundable tax credit programs granted to businesses in the state. The budget language requires agencies that administer these programs to provide the following information to the Commissioner of Administration and Finance starting in 2011: 1) the identity of the recipient of the tax credit; 2) the amount of the credit provided; 3) the number of jobs created as a result; and 4) relevant, specified information about how the recipients met the objectives of the credit program. This information would be made available on the state budget and spending website. 

     Deirdre Cummings, legislative director for MassPIRG said: "Passage of these transparency and accountability reforms would move Massachusetts from a lagging state to a leading state. Just like David Ortiz, the Senate hit one out of the park last night." 

     Pam Wilmot, Executive Director of Common Cause Massachusetts said: "With the passage of these amendments, Massachusetts citizens will have a powerful new lens with which to view their government in action. Check-book level detail of state expenditures, including information about key tax credits, is critical to an informed citizenry."

Driving Safety Bill Heads to Governor

 
     On June 25th, the Legislature finalized a bill that bans texting while driving, making it a primary offense, and takes additional steps to improve safety for all drivers and public transportation passengers while also cracking down on historically bad motor vehicle operators. The governor is expected to sign the bill July 2nd.
     The bill prohibits all drivers from texting while driving and punishes violators with increasing fines of $100 for the first offense, $250 for the second, and $500 for third and subsequent offenses.
 
     Although texting would not be considered a moving violation subject to an insurance surcharge, the bill does make it a primary offense which means law enforcement has the authority to pull someone over specifically for the act of texting while driving. Additionally, a penalty up to $200 or two years in jail, or both, would apply to anyone who causes an accident while texting and driving.
 
     The bill further enhances public safety by prohibiting junior operators - anyone under 18 - from using any cell phone or mobile device for any reason, hand-held or hands-free, while driving. Violators would have their licenses or permits suspended for 60 days and pay a $100 fine for the first offense. Suspensions and fines would increase to 180 days and $250 for the second offense, and one year and $500 for the third and subsequent offenses.
 
     Currently, 28 states and the District of Columbia ban all cell phone use by junior operators.
 
     Operators of public transportation vehicles - including the MBTA, school buses and ferries - are banned from using any cell phone or electronic mobile device under the bill. The exception would be in the case of an emergency. Violations are punishable by a $500 fine.
 
     The bill also ensures the abilities of drivers 75 and older by requiring them to renew their licenses in-person and also complete a vision test every five years. According to the Journal of the American Medical Association, the only policy to result n fewer fatal crashes was requiring in-person renewals.
 
     Finally, the bill targets historically bad drivers by requiring anyone with three surcharged moving violations within two years to take a driver re-training course or have their license suspended indefinitely until completing the course. Current law is five incidents in three years.
 
     Additional provisions in the bill:
 
  * Authorizes health care providers and law enforcement to notify the Registry of Motor Vehicles (RMV) of any driver who may not be able to safely operate a vehicle;
  * Protects from civil liability those police officers and healthcare providers who do notify the RMV that a driver may not be able to safely operate a motor vehicle, and also provides immunity from liability for a failure to report; 

 
  * Requires the RMV to develop regulations to help identify cognitive and functional impairments to the safe operation of a motor vehicle;
 
  * Ensures that RMV will not impose additional fees for transactions conducted in person or over the telephone in excess of fees charged for website transactions; and
 
  * Requires the RMV to establish a public awareness campaign to educate all drivers on the dangers of distracted driving.
 
     The bill now goes to the Governor for his signature.
Governor Signs Health Care Providers Bill


     On Friday, July 2nd, Governor Patrick signed into law H-1696, An Act Relative to Assault and Battery on Health Care Providers.
     This bill was passed unanimously by House of Representatives and the State Senate.
 
     Violence against nurses and other health care workers, which can range from verbal and emotional abuse to physical assault and homicide, is not uncommon in hospitals and other health care settings. This violence can be perpetrated by patients, families, friends, visitors, and even co-workers.
 
     Bedside nurses face tough, stressful work, and studies indicate more and more nurses are walking away from bedside care, placing additional stress on the health care system.  Assault and workplace violence only exacerbate this problem: 
· 48 percent of all non-fatal assaults in the U.S. workplace are committed by health care patients.

· Nurses and other personal care workers suffer violent assaults at a rate 12 times higher than other industries.

· In a 2004 survey of Massachusetts nurses, 50 percent indicated they had been punched at least once in the last two years, and 25-30 percent were regularly pinched, scratched, spit on or had their hand/wrist twisted.

· Between May 2006 and May 2007, there were over 1,000 phone calls to 911 from inside Brockton Hospital. That is over three emergency calls per day.

      Several years ago, the state increased the penalties for assaulting an emergency medical technician while providing treatment. H-1696 simply adds the front-line health care worker to this provision, thereby providing the same penalties for those who assault nurses and others providing treatment.  I am pleased that this is now law.
Panel Examines BP Oil Catastrophe
     I know that everyone is watching the unfolding disaster in the Gulf of Mexico with a mixture of anger, sadness and deep concern for the people and wildlife that call that region home. 

     I wanted to let you know that the Committee on the Environment, Natural Resources and Agriculture is examining the situation and has held a hearing on the disaster's potential effects on Massachusetts. 

     State Representative William Straus, committee co-chair, was quoted by the State House News service as saying: "Although there is no immediate indication that the catastrophic oil spill in the Gulf waters will make its way up to the shores of Massachusetts, it is vital that we have in place the appropriate agencies in position to take action immediately to protect and minimize the devastating effects the waterways of this state could endure from exposure to Gulf oil such as the Gulf is experiencing."

Benefits for Children of Fallen Soldiers

     Last month, the Senate unanimously approved an an amendment to the fiscal '11 

budget that expands full cost waivers to state colleges and universities to children of fallen soldiers, a fitting tribute, I believe to the brave men and women who gave their lives in the line of duty.

     The waiver would be available to a surviving child of a parent who died as a result of

injuries sustained during active and full-time military service outside the United States while deployed in support of or in an armed conflict or hostility as a member of the armed forces of the United States or National Guard, occurring after 1989.
     If the child meets the admission criteria to the college or university, the amendment provides a full waiver of charges for tuition, fees and room and board.  The waiver does not extend to community colleges or if the child already holds a higher education degree. 
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 Amherst Housing Authority has received $134,270 in American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funding from the Department of Housing and Community Development to replace heating systems at several of the authorities developments.

     The Department of Housing and Community Development has also awarded the Town of Amherst $750,000 in Community Development Block Grant funds for site preparation in advance of the construction of 43 rental units on town-owned land.

     The Department of Housing and Community Development has awarded a $9,360 technical assistance capital bond to the South Hadley Housing Authority for heating system replacements at the Abbey Street developments.

Trivia 

      
    Now for the answer to our previous question:

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

    The answer is: Molasses

    And our winner is: Kathy T. of Hadley.

    Now for another chance to win:

The area of the Quabbin Reservoir was originally called "Qaben"
by the Nipmuc people.

What does "Qaben" mean in the 
Nipmuc language?

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

Thanks for playing!

Parting thought . . . 


"If you must play, decide upon three things at the start:
the rules of the game, the stakes, and the quitting time."

Chinese Proverb
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