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Fallon Give’s Overview of Gov. Romney’s Proposed Budget

“Fallon sees good, bad and ugly in Romney’s proposed budget.”

Boston- The Governor’s projected spending for higher education as well as additional funding for kindergarten through twelve hinges upon his proposal to merge the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority with the Massachusetts Highway Department. The Romney administration feels that the Sate could not invest more money in education without savings generated by this merger in particular. Governor Romney maintains that the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority and Massachusetts Highway Department are a natural target for consolidation, which he maintains will generate $20 million a year in operational savings and $190 million associated with the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority’s cash reserves. With the $210 million generated from the consolidation, Higher education spending will increase by more than $70 million in Governor’s budget $34 million of it will fund the collective bargaining contracts in line with what was approved in the current fiscal year; $18 million will be distributed to the state and community college campuses through a new formula based on enrollment and costs; and the remaining $18 million will go to the University of Massachusetts. This increase in higher education spending expenditure in addition to the $12 million it will cost to pay for the first year cost of the new John and Abigail Adams Scholarship Program. Under this scholarship program, students whose MCAS scores put them in the top 25 percent of their class by the end of their junior year get free tuition for four years at the University of Massachusetts or at any of the state community colleges. The Governor has pointed out that savings from reform make it possible to pay for his Legacy of Learning education program, which includes free public college tuition for the top MCAS scores, more money for low-performing school districts and an ambitious school building program. His budget proposal also calls for unlimited expansion of charter school. Education officials praised the budget for increasing K-12 education, but there are several areas they said needed to be increased further to make up for years of declining state aid and increasing student enrollment. Commissioner of Education David Driscoll said Romney’s K-12 budget provides enough funding for districts to receive the “foundation” levels called for under the landmark 1993 Education Reform Act. House Ways and Means Committee Chairman Rep. John Rogers (D-Norwood) even praised the Governor’s expansion of kindergarten programs and Romney’s plans to expand home care programs. But Rogers said Romney “failed to address reforms” called for by the Legislature, including changes in the uncompensated care pool that pays hospitals to provide care to the uninsured and the special education “circuit breaker” that helps schools cover the high cost of teaching special needs students. It is a fact that next year special education programs alone will need $80 million in additional funding. This singular and significant issue was not at all addressed in the Governor’s budget. Arc of Massachusetts, the chief advocacy organization for individuals with developmental disabilities, said almost 800 adults served by the Department of Mental Retardation will lose services under the Governor’s proposal. Arc officials said Romney’s spending plan ensures minimum compliance with legal and federal mandates, but slashes $23.6 million from the department’s budget. Under questioning from Legislators, Commissioner Driscoll said that the special education system would need a total of $250 million- or about $130 million more than Romney proposed to reach full funding under the “circuit breaker” law that helps districts with the high cost of education special needs students.
However the merger of the Massachusetts Highway and the Turnpike Authority as the precursor to additional and sustained funding for education is precarious. Governor Romney’s Turnpike proposal is based upon two contradictory premises: 1) that the proposed merger would result in $20 million savings to taxpayers; and 2) that toll revenues would remain segregated from the general fund. Since any savings realized through administrative reductions as the Turnpike would result in a surplus of toll revenues (which are off-budget), it would not produce any annual savings in the budget or to the taxpayers. If the Governor proposes transferring surplus toll revenues from the “segregated” toll fund to the General fund, the Governor would be taxing toll payers for general government purposes. Right now Turnpike commuters pay tolls to maintain the Turnpike; under the Governor’s plan commuters would pay for Medicaid, welfare, corrections or some other area of the budget. Moreover, the Turnpike currently has a $2 billion outstanding debt. If the Mass. Highway Dept. and the Turnpike Authority merge, the Commonwealth’s capital budget would have to assume that immediate fiscal burden. Also it would place the Commonwealth of Massachusetts in violation of a variety of state finance laws and clearly will jeopardize the State’s bond rating. Taking this type of action would inflate our financial debt, rather than reducing it, thereby drastically affecting the State’s bond rating, therefore the Governor’s plan maybe fiscally or legally unrealistic.
Overall, however, the Governor’s budget proposal overall is worthy of the Legislature’s diligent review. It should not be dismissed readily. Although I may take issue with the fiscal reasonableness of some of his suggestions, it remains an earnest effort by the Governor.

