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On Jan. 23, 2013, the leadership and the majority in the Massachusetts House of Representatives
voted down a proposal that would make legislative committee votes available to the public. It fell
on a party line vote of 29-126. This helped set the tone for the two-year legislative session,
which is currently taking place now. On April 8, 2014, this same group took it a step further. The
speaker and a majority in the House voted to restrict debate on critical aspects of the budget.
Several weeks ago, the governor outlined his budget which included approximately $100 million
in new taxes, mostly on soda, candy, and the vacation rental industry, along with a 5 percent
increase in state spending over the previous year. More recently, on April 9, the speaker
announced his budget. While it did not include tax increases, it did increase state spending and
relies on the so-called “rainy day fund” to cover some costs.

Moreover, unlike previous debates in the Legislature on the budget, the speaker along with a
majority in the House chose to exclude debate and votes on key amendments to significant
sections of the budget that tackle welfare reform, local aid and education funding. Those three
categories account for approximately 26 percent of the budget. This latest maneuver, which
represents a sharp break from the practices of past years and other thriving democracies, was
intended to suppress debate and limit controversial votes as some lawmakers head into the tough
months before election season.

Leadership in the House did not stop there. They announced to the public that lawmakers would
only have a few days to file amendments to other sections of the budget, apparently taking their
cues from when Nancy Pelosi ushered in Obamacare and argued that we’d have to pass it to see
what’s in it. When reporters pressed state Rep. Brian Dempsey, D-Haverhill, who chairs the
budget-writing House Committee on Ways and Means, on the very brief window for filing
amendments, he told State House News Service that the budget “process is more transparent than
in the 1990s when fewer resources were available to help track amendments.” The representative
is right to argue that the budget process is more transparent now than in the 1990s, but that’s
mostly due to the development of the Internet than the Legislature’s intentions, and his current
efforts are helping to roll back that progress.

Just last year, Massachusetts residents witnessed the consequences of similar refusals to have a
full, open, and honest debate process on important legislation. As many will remember, the
speaker and the majority in the Legislature passed a 6.25 percent sales tax on computer software
services without scheduling adequate public hearings on its impact. They were then forced to
repeal it a few months later. The Legislature also refused to study the impact of the
implementation of Obamacare in Massachusetts, which is taking its toll on residents now.

Unfortunately, these failures are the rule, not the exception. The Massachusetts Legislature
regularly earns poor marks in the transparency of its processes compared to those in other states.



The Sunlight Foundation named Massachusetts as one of four states to earn an “F” grade, along
with Nebraska, Kentucky and Alabama. They go into great detail concerning the many flaws of
the Massachusetts Legislature and the budget process.

Knowing all this, many are left to wonder why legislative leaders go to such great length to hide
basic and fundamental information from the public. Clearly, some who supported these efforts
understand that they have caused significant confusion, but they remain lost when trying to
explain their votes and seem desperate to cover their tracks. State Rep. Paul Heroux, D-
Attleboro, prides himself on using his campaign website to list his legislative committee votes,
but he voted against making them available to the public, and has left constituents with no way
of verifying whether what he lists on his website is how he votes in committee while in Boston.

Despite the obvious problems, few have shown any willingness challenge the House leadership
from within. While the Democratic candidates running for governor have an opportunity to lead
their party in a new direction, unfortunately, none of their websites list ideas for how they would
do that. At best, I was able to find one of the candidates state he would promise to “continue to
enhance the transparency of state government.” It’s time for those whose voices carry the
furthest — Joe Avellone, Don Berwick, Martha Coakley, Steve Grossman, and Juliette Kayyem
— to break the silence and push their party toward solving the problems currently festering in the
Statehouse. Given the extent of these abuses, silence is nothing more than unspoken consent.
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