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TO:  David Cash and Phil Griffiths

FROM:  Nancy Goodman, Vice President for Policy

RE:  EOEEA Budget Listening Session

DATE:  November 19, 2009

Thank you for the opportunity to share some thoughts about privatization, reorganization and public/private partnerships.  We understand these are difficult times and that each Secretariat has been given the responsibility to provide recommendations for cuts to A & F.  However, it bears stating at the outset, that the environmental agencies did bear disproportionate cuts during lean budget times in 2002-2004 and we were just beginning to realize prior funding levels for some programs when revenues started to plummet.  It also bears repeating, that at only .7% of the entire state budget, additional cuts to the environmental budget cannot reap large cost savings -- but will have large impacts on programs and mandated responsibilities.  I liken EEA having to absorb the same percentage of cuts as other larger secretariats to a non-progressive tax policy.  A 10% tax hurts a family earning $50,000 much more than one earning $500,000 and the same could be said for budget cuts.  There is only so much EEA can absorb before meaningful environmental protection will cease to exist.

I offer some comments on the three proposed approaches:

Privatization—Depending on the function some privatization could work.  The key is the state must retain oversight and we need sufficient expert staff to perform audits.  While many point to the LSP program as a model, the Bureau of Waste Site Cleanup lost 30% of its staff between FY 2000 and 2005.  Just today we got an email from a condo owner in Lowell pleading with us for help because she recently found out from a news article that her condo was built on a contaminated site.  We need to ensure that this is not repeated in the future because of budget cuts. 
Public/Private Partnerships—Exploring more robust partnerships with watershed organizations and land protection groups that could perform certain functions (perhaps at less cost) is worthwhile, however, state staff is still needed to coordinate and make partnerships work well.  Organizations will also need financial support to take on new responsibilities.  There are also issues around liability, public process, and transparency that would need to be worked out.  

Reorganization/Consolidation— While this might be an opportunity to streamline some programs and realize some efficiencies, given the staff cuts we’ve already seen and others we anticipate, the upfront costs and upheaval of any reorganization may not be worth it unless significant savings could be realized.  Since we haven’t seen any numbers on potential savings from changes we are hearing about, it is difficult to comment.  In fact, I have never seen any analysis of either cost savings or programmatic enhancements or efficiencies from the DEM/MDC merger although I have heard that the upfront costs were significant.   

ELM believes each of the agencies has important and distinct missions and need to remain distinct, with Commissioners that serve as advocates for their particular programs.  For instance, we see the missions of DFG and DAR as unique and not necessarily complementary.  We would be happy to respond to any proposals for consolidations within agencies or some transfers of specific programmatic work if there could be considerable cost savings, but don’t have specific recommendations.  We note that the new Division of Ecological Restoration that melded Riverways and CZM’s Wetlands Restoration program seems to make sense.

We certainly would be open to reasonable increases in certain fees and fines -- both for the regulated community and individuals that use state facilities -- that would take some of the pressure off.   Closing certain facilities may be necessary; if that is the case we ask that traditionally underserved populations don’t have their facilities closed.  

Finally, to the extent possible, we would like to see line-items retained even with deep cuts like we’ve recently seen for the Integrated Pest Management Program.  This provides transparency and helps interested parties track how resources are being used.  Equally important, once a line-item disappears it is very difficult to reinstate it.  Looking ahead to when the economy recovers, we want to be able at some point to restore funding for these programs.  

We appreciate the opportunity to comment and also ask for an opportunity to provide feedback on any specific proposals you will be developing based on these listening sessions and the current fiscal situation.   
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