Businesses endorse 25-cent gas tax hike
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Massachusetts business groups yesterday endorsed a 25-cent increase in the state gas tax,
a more aggressive hike than Governor Deval Patrick's 19-cent request, saying that the
state needs to move even faster to fix its ailing network of roads and bridges to encourage
a strong business climate.

The business leaders compared the current push for a transportation overhaul to the effort
that led to the state's new comprehensive healthcare law, saying that the costs to motorists
and businesses are worth it to fix chronic money shortages that have plagued the system
for more than a generation.

A 25-cent increase would generate about $650 million a year in new tax revenues for the
state.

"The political stakes are high, but the leadership here is necessary," said Paul Guzzi,
president and CEO of the Greater Boston Chamber of Commerce.

Guzzi was joined at a media conference in downtown Boston by leaders from the
Massachusetts Taxpayers Foundation, the Massachusetts Business Roundtable, A Better
City, and NAIOP Massachusetts, a commercial real estate development association.

Patrick welcomed the move but some in the Legislature, where support for such large
increases in the per-gallon tax has been uncertain, said the business groups were
insufficiently focused on the pain it would afflict on motorists. Either of the plans pushed
by the governor or the business groups would give Massachusetts the highest gas tax in
the nation.

"This coalition is profoundly out of touch with the struggles of working men and women
of our state," said Senator Steven A. Baddour, a Methuen Democrat who cochairs the
Legislature's transportation committee.

Senator Richard R. Tisei, the Republican leader from Wakefield, echoed Baddour's
earlier comments that many supporters of a gas tax increase were "elites," and said higher
gas taxes were a greater concern to smaller businesses.

The oft-fractured business community has rarely linked arms to support higher taxes.

"I've been involved in politics in Massachusetts now for 25 years and I am honestly not
sure that I can remember another time where the business community came out in such
an organized way on behalf of a tax increase," said Marc D. Draisen, a former
Democratic legislator and executive director of the Metropolitan Area Planning Council,
which advocates a 29-cent increase.



A higher gas tax might also reduce the pressure on lawmakers to raise corporate taxes -
which some of the groups have sought to reduce or hold steady.

The business groups argued yesterday that more money for roads will retain and attract
business, move workers, spur development, and put people to work on fixing roads or
expanding rail.

"It's certainly not about elitism. It's about getting people to work," said Richard Dimino,
president and CEO of A Better City, a transportation-oriented business group that had
been a key business supporter of the Big Dig.

The coalition emphasized that significant structural changes under discussion in the
Legislature, including reductions to MBTA fringe benefits, need to play a larger role in
the debate and go hand-in-hand with higher taxes.

Patrick's plan has generated some skepticism in the Legislature. Michael Widmer,
president of the Massachusetts Taxpayers Foundation, said he worries that a compromise
on a lower figure could leave lawmakers taking a tough political vote without raising
enough money to fix the Massachusetts Turnpike, keep fares down on the MBTA, and
improve regional transportation. By starting with a higher number, advocacy
organizations may be hoping to shift the debate so that any compromise figure will be
closer to Patrick's number.

"It's just basic to our economy that transportation and general infrastructure is really so
necessary," said Alan G. Macdonald, executive director of the Massachusetts Business
Roundtable. Macdonald was a member of a statewide transportation finance commission
that had suggested many of the structural changes being advocated by Patrick and the
Senate, as well as a more modest gas tax hike.

David Begelfer, CEO of NAIOP Massachusetts, cited the state risks of losing companies
that are hemmed in by bad transportation access. "We'll never know the projects that
were never built" because of a lack of road access, he said.

One notable exception to the pro-gas tax business group: Associated Industries of
Massachusetts, the largest state business organization, said it opted out of the 25-cent
plan because, though higher gas taxes will eventually be necessary, its members outside
of Boston worry that they will not benefit.

"Given the economy," said Brian Gilmore, Associated Industries' executive vice
president, "we really believe it would be prudent to do the reforms first and then focus on
funding."

Patrick and his transportation secretary, James A. Aloisi Jr., have been traveling the state
in hopes of persuading commuters, particularly those outside Greater Boston, that they
would benefit from better roads and transit access if the gas tax is raised.



The Legislature's transportation committee will hold its first of four official hearings on
the issue Springfield Technical Community College at 4 p.m. tomorrow
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