Boston- On Wednesday, January 28, 2004 Governor Mitt Romney filed a fiscal 2005 budget proposal that increases overall spending by $1.1 billion, or 5 %.  
The Governor’s focuses most of the new spending on four areas: public employee pensions; health care for the poor, elderly and disabled; K-12 and public higher education, and payments to retire the state’s high debt load. Spending in these four areas means less funding for everyone else next fiscal year. With almost all new disposable income tied to four major budget areas, all other budget accounts would share $306 million, an increase of 2.9 percent.
During a press conference at the State House Governor Romney said, “This is a stable and responsible budget. There are no gimmicks, no tax hikes and no broad fee increases.” He said the budget increases fees by $16.5 million. 

The governor is not calling for any tax increases or decreases; is no longer calling for slot machines as a new revenue sources, and is not proposing to use any of the $900 million in the two main state reserve accounts to mitigate spending cuts. It calls for the combination or merger of Massachusetts Turnpike Authority with Massachusetts Highway Department to save $200 million. The budget does require the state next year to spend $150 million in federal fiscal relief funds and $150 million derived from refinancing of state school building assistance bonds.

However, Romney’s budget proposes no changes in eligibility for state-funded health insurance programs that consume about a quarter of the state budget, while requiring state employees to pay 25 percent of their health insurance premiums, up from the present 20 percent. The Governor does preserve the nearly $100 million drug insurance program for Prescription Advantage. 
Although most of the increase- $496 million- represents spending Medicaid, the insurance program for the poor, elderly and disabled, which now makes up 29 percent of the annual state spending; Romney is proposing to eliminate funding for school health services, community health centers, and prostrate cancer prevention for uninsured black men. According to the National Prostrate Cancer Coalition, one in six American men is at lifetime risk of prostrate cancer. The disease kills 29,000 American men every year and data shows black men have the highest incidence and mortality rates, 60 percent higher than white men.

However my concern with the Romney proposal is that it makes already expensive health care even more costly by requiring private insurers to pay $21.5 million more towards the cost of treating the uninsured and offering child immunizations. The shifting of costs indeed does amount as the Massachusetts Association of Health Plans suggests amounts to “hidden taxes” and alleged the administration has not implemented reforms to control health care costs. “Gov. Romney has claimed that reform can pay for additional services,” Dr. Marylou Buyse, a practicing primary care physician and president of the association, said in a statement. “But when it comes to health care, instead of saving money by reforming health care, this administration is simply shifting costs from government to health plans, and ultimately, to the employers and consumers.”

The Governor’s budget proposal also proposes making fewer legal immigrants eligible for welfare assistance and requiring everyone who receives assistance to work longer hours. Depending on which proposal is adopted by Congress and the Bush Administration, the number of able-bodied families required to work in Massachusetts could increase to 55 percent in 2005.
In order to increase work participation among welfare recipients, the Governor’s budget call for increasing the work requirement for families with children between the ages of two and five from 20 to 24 hours per week and for families with school-aged children from 30-34 hours per week.

However, one key element of the Governor’s Budget and an attempt by the Governor to structurally decrease expenditure thereby freeing up funding go to public education is his proposal to reform the state’s pension system which will account for “millions upon millions” in savings, Romney said. The proposal, which will not affect current retirees, places a cap on the pension amount an employee can receive, basing it on the true reflection of the employee’s earnings over the course of public service rather than the current three highest earning years. This measure however, only affects employees with unusual pension contributions- such as those who get a spike in salary at the very end of their careers in government. The majority of government employees are unaffected by the cap. One of the pension reforms proposal is it clarifies perk, such as cars and housing allowances and to make sure such perks do not get added to pension benefits. It eliminates the “January 1” loophole that grants a year of pension credit to elected officials for a single day of service. Certain terminated employees and elected officials (under 55 with 20 or more years of service) on the same benefit calculation as other employees, eliminating the so-called “termination benefit”. The reform puts economic fairness into “buy back” provisions by charging accrued market rate interest over the buy back time period. Lastly, the Pro-rates pension benefits based on time spent in different positions, instead of the job grouping and employee is in on the day of retirement. To bring the unfunded pension liability under control and increase accountability, Romney’s proposal requires al future changes that increase the state’s costs- like early retirement packages- be calculated and paid within three years.
According to House Ways and Means Committee Preliminary analysis, the average benefit of members funded by the Commonwealth’s public retirement system is $18K for state employees, about $25 K for teachers and $28K for Boston teachers. State employees build no social security benefits during their employment with the state. Furthermore, the administration elected to pursue this matter through the budget process rather than a separate legislative vehicle that would enable appropriate deliberation. This is a particularly troubling issue for me as I have consistently opposed initiation significant legislation through the budget process especially in light of the fact that the changes proposed by the Governor would not have an immediate fiscal impact and are not germane to the budget. Such a “reform package” requires full disclosure to the public and debate and dialogue on the advantages and prejudices.
As to the budget proposal to merge the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority with the Massachusetts Highway Department, a refinancing program in theory aimed at jumpstarting school building construction, public construction reforms aimed at lowering costs, and changes the governor says will improve state services by “putting the public interest ahead of union and other special interests.”
The highway system merger would account for a one-time savings of $190 million, Romney said, and $20 million in annual savings. The consolidation plan would eliminate 200 positions. Speaker Thomas Finneran threw skepticism on Romney’s proposal to merge the Turnpike Authority with the Highway Department, saying it would saddle the state with $500 million in debt in exchange for a one-time “splurge” of $190 million in Turnpike reserve funds. 
As to additional cost savings matters to free up funds to allocate elsewhere in the budget, the Governor proposed to roll the $1.8 million “watchdog agency” known as the Inspector General’s office into the state Comptroller’s office. His proposal needs further education as in principal it makes sense since the State Auditor and Attorney General’s offices have long since replaced the IG’s office as the state’s top watchdog agency
