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First Essex-Middlesex Coalition


To:
Governor Deval L. Patrick
From:
Marianne Rutter, Boxford; Chair, 1EM Coalition 

Cc:
Elizabeth Kilcoyne, Ipswich; Member, Board of Selectmen

Kathleen Pasquina, West Newbury; Treasurer, 1EM Coalition

Date:
June 5, 2009

On May 16, at this year’s 1EM Coalition’s annual delegates’ dinner – a training and networking event held prior to the state convention each year – we circulated a survey among the two-score delegates from a dozen different North Shore towns who were in attendance.  It had just one question:

What approach do you believe is the best one for Governor Patrick to use to fill the revenue shortfall in the state budget?

(a) Sales tax increase (+1.25% proposal)

(b) Gas tax

(c) Expense reduction measures

(d) Other (please specify):

_________________________________

The question was framed to cause delegates to choose the one solution they felt was best, so that we would get some stark contrasts and spark some lively debate.  We asked delegates to answer the question two times:  when they first arrived, and again at the end of the evening, after we discussed these and other issues, to determine to what degree the discussion swayed opinions.  A slightly larger number (42) answered the question at the outset of the evening; 32 responded again after the discussion.

Results
Before discussion

After discussion

A:  sales tax (+1.25% proposal

30%



34%

B:  gas tax




40%



54%

C:  expense reduction measures

20%



12%

D:  Other (specify)



10%



10%

base = 42 respondents
base = 32 respondents
Note:   “D” responses (other) were all for a combination of the other three answers.
As an exercise in persuasion, the discussion didn’t change many minds.  What it did, perhaps, was dissuade those of us who backed belt-tightening as the only solution:  the greatest movement was from expense reduction measures alone (C., 20% decreased to 12%) to revenue-producing measures (B., gas tax, 40% increased to 54% and A., sales tax, 30% increased to 34%).  
Although it’s strictly unscientific, our little exercise might cause one to conclude that a tax (gas or sales) could be “sold” even to people who think the best way out of our budget crisis is just to reduce expenses.  

 Discussion notes – summary of verbatim comments:
· give local control for local responsibility
· gas tax would help economy
· hotel tax is on out of state dollars
· stop MCAS testing:  sends Mass. $ out of state
· close charter schools, support public districts instead
· locally things are really dying in schools

· we need national support

· blame is passed up the line, nothing happens

· infrastructure problem:  $19 million in deficit

· gas tax is way to go, or mark in some $ to cover this

· educational testing: don’t give credit to national level elected officials for unfunded mandates (NCLB)

· Patrick achievement:  lumping towns’ healthcare into GIC (state program)

· gas tax – revenue to state rather than $ to Saudis

· stimulus package already helping the North Shore

· we have only had President Obama for 115 days

· $2.9 billion in Mass already

· on the issue of health care:  concern that lower income communities are not opting for GIC services:  co-pays are too high, citizens feel pushed out, retirees cannot afford
· so-called “evil of taxes”:  taxes are not a bad thing.  The gas tax is well thought out; breakdown is thoughtful

· one “voice crying in the wilderness” – against raising taxes, just use budget cuts:

· when times are good, taxes are raised
· they are never lowered when times are bad
· this makes the % increase tough to swallow
· towns are the ones being squeezed

· town budget income from the state should be permanent (not variable)
· Massachusetts is one of 7 states that has a flat income tax – proportionately, the poor pay more

· If we clean up state government corruption, it won’t save money – it’s like saying eliminating earmarks will balance the budget
· towns are being put into a box – people will buy less, businesses will fail
· taxes do give you something:  roads!  we all benefit from infrastructure and public transportation
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