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Thank you for coming today.

I am pleased to announce that today the Cellucci-Swift Administration is filing legislation
that will freeze the state’s gas tax. With the price of regular gas jumping by 56 cents over
the past year and with further increases on the horizon, we need to step in now to protect
the consumers of the Commonwealth.

If the federal predictions are correct and gas prices reach $1.80 per gallon at some point
later this year, our proposal would save Massachusetts motorists $7 million per month at
their visits to the pump. In the past month alone, the price of regular gas has risen 13 cents,
and the Department of Energy Resources is predicting a hike of 15 cents by Memorial Day,
and an minimum of five more cents by Labor Day. By these estimates, the days of a two
dollar gallon of gas may not be that far off.

The current law sets the gas tax at 19.1% of the average per gallon price or 21 cents per
gallon, which ever is greater. Since the gas tax law was amended by a previous
administration in 1990, the price has never risen high enough to move the gas tax beyond
the 21-cent minimum. But because of recent developments in the international oil markets,
and perhaps because of the shortsighted energy policies by the federal government, the
current average price of mid-grade gas in Massachusetts is $1.68, which is dangerously
close to triggering this silent tax increase. Since the Department of Revenue sets the gas tax
based on figures from the previous quarter, we will likely experience this tax increase for
the first time this summer, which is historically the peak driving season.

Beyond the impact on the pocketbooks of Massachusetts families, escalating gas prices
could slow the Commonwealth’s booming economy. It could also deal a direct blow to the
Commonwealth’s third largest industry – tourism.

Tourism is now nearly a $19 billion dollar industry in Massachusetts, and much of that is
generated by visitors who live in the Northeast. If gas prices make car travel prohibitively
expensive, more and more visitors could stay closer to home for vacation. Traditional
summertime destinations like the Berkshires and Cape Cod would be especially hard hit by
a decline in tourism.

It is very important to note that our plan to save consumers money at the pump will not
affect any highway projects, which the gas tax helps fund. Since the gas tax has not risen
above the 21-cent minimum since the legislation passed in 1990, this will have no negative
impact on revenues. We will maintain the same commitment to capital improvement
projects, which has witnessed more than $18 billion in non-artery spending on the state’s
public infrastructure.

I know that there has been discussion about increasing the state gas tax to fund the $1.4
billion Big Dig overrun. Obviously, from this press conference today, Governor Cellucci
and I strongly oppose that idea. In fact, hiking the gas tax would be akin to price gouging by
the state with gas prices at their highest level in decades.

The Administration already has a balanced plan of bonding and cash payments to address
the Central Artery shortfall. We are today also filing legislation to devote this year’s final
budget surplus and capital reserve fund to retire up to $650 in high interest debt. In addition
to reducing the Commonwealth’s overall debt burden, this measure would save $600
million in debt service payments, which we could then use as a contingency reserve to
address any needs for the statewide road and bridge program, the Central Artery, or other
contingencies.
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It is our hope that this will be a temporary necessity and gas prices will at some point return
to more affordable levels. But while we don’t control OPEC, we must make every other
effort to protect the Massachusetts consumers and safeguard our economic stability by
freezing the gas tax today.

I am pleased that we have with us today some of the owners of independent service stations,
the people who hear the loudest complaints about high gas prices. While you would assume
that high gas prices would be welcome by gas station owners, in fact the opposite is true.

With that I would like to introduce Paul O’Connell, who is the past president of the New
England Service Stations and Auto Repair Association…


