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Dear Local Official:

As the 2011 Legislative Session has now concluded, please check out a brief summary of some of the initiatives that have advanced through the process this fall. 

I am honored to have the opportunity to represent the citizens of the 2nd Hampden & Hampshire District on Beacon Hill and I look forward to working with you in the New Year! If you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Best wishes to you and your family for a safe and healthy holiday season!

Very Truly Yours, 
Mike

Michael R. Knapik
State Senator
2nd Hampden & Hampshire District 

 

 

Parole Reform
The Massachusetts Senate approved a comprehensive parole reform bill that toughens penalties for habitual offen ders and provides additional tools for law enforcement personnel to keep Massachusetts residents safe. The bill passed unanimously on a vote of 36-0. The House passed a less comprehensive bill on November 15th. A conference committee has been appointed to craft a final bill for consideration in both branches.

“This legislation is a huge step forward in the area of public safety,” Knapik offered. “We have seen too many times the tragic outcome of granting parole to those who do not deserve it. This bill will help to keep the most serious and chronic violent offenders off the streets which ultimately keeps Massachusetts residents safe,” said Senator Knapik. 

Under the Senate bill, habitual offenders would serve two-thirds of any sentence before becoming parole-eligible. Cur rently, they must only complete half of their sentence. The bill also mandates that any habitual offender found guilty of a third offense from a list of most serious crimes and those serving multiple life sentences would be ineligible for parole. 

Additionally, for anyone serving a life sentence, the bill raises the parole eligibility threshold to a two-thirds vote of the parole board from the current majority vote. It gives Judges the ability to set a parole-eligible date between 15 to 20 years into a life sentence instead of mandating a date be set at the 15 year mark. The bill mandates post-release supervision of anyone convicted of a felony after the law’s effective date. 

Other provisions include:

·         Expanding the state’s wiretapping law to include homicide, illegal possession and distribution of drugs, and illegal possession of firearms. It also updates the law to incorporate text messages and other electronic communications;
·         Reduces mandatory minimum sentences for certain drug crimes and modifies the “school zone” area by decreasing from 1,000 feet to 500 feet;

·         Establishes a “felon in possession” law prohibiting persons convicted of crimes punishable by 2½ years or more in state prison from possessing firearms;
·         An increase in the amount of good credit that inmates can accrue per program per month from 2½ days to 5 days; Increase in the total amount of good credit that inmates can accrue in a month from 7½ days to 10 days; and an additional 10 days of credit where an inmate successfully completes a 6-month program.

 

Probation & Court Administrative Reform (Chapter 93 of the Acts of 2011)
The Legislature passed and Governor Patrick signed a final bill overhauling the organizational structure of the Massachusetts Trial Court in early August. The House and Senate had passed similar bills in early spring, which addressed several of the recommendations set forth in a report compiled in January relative to hiring practices and patronage in the Probation Department. 

“The citizens of Massachusetts deserve a Probation Department dedica ted to the cause of public safety,” Knapik said. “This reform ensures that the Probation Department and the Court system are working in the best interests of Massachusetts citizens and not for their own personal interests” Knapik added.

The reorganization of the Commonwealth’s court system and the reform of the troubled probation department include the addition of an objective entrance exam for qualification as a Probation Officer or Court Officer and the establishment of a new Office of Court Management. The new Office will be headed by a civilian Court Administrator. The Court Administrator will be required to have significant leadership experience in finances and management.

Legislative action was spurred by a Boston Globe “Spotligh t Series” expose on the culture of political patronage at the Probation Department where individuals “sponsored” or connected to influential state leaders carried favor over more qualified applicants for positions in the department.

This law also creates new standards of transparency in the hiring process by requiring all letters of recommendation be held as public record. In order to limit the impact of such letters and to ensure hiring is based on qualifications rather than political influence, letters of recommendation will not be introduced 
to decision-makers until the final steps of the process.

 

Redistricting (Chapter 152 of the Acts of 2011- SENATE)
The House and Senate approved new Senate and House district maps as part of the decennial redistricting process. 

The House and Senate maps are the result of 13 public hearings where more than 400 Massachusetts citizens submitted testimony. Through the use of new technology and a desire to have an open process, thousands of residents submitted comments through the legislature’s website and during the public comment period.

The Committee reunited 7 split communities under the proposed senate maps and ensured that 92% of the population will be represented by their current State Senator. The number of House Minority-Ma jority districts doubled from 10 to 20 and the Senate gained an additional Minority-Majority districting in Springfield, bring the total to 3. As Senate Redistricting Committee Chair Stanley C. Rosenberg (D-Amherst) noted, these districts “provide opportunity” and will better serve our State’s minority population. 

Under the new map, the 2nd Hampden & Hampshire District will lose the towns of Blandford and Chester, as well as parts of Chicopee. The 2nd Hampden & Hampshire District will still include four precincts in the City of Chicopee- 7A, 7B, 8A, and 9A. The district will pick up the City of Agawam. 

The Committee was also charged with redrawing the State’s congressional districts. Due to the population shift, Massachusetts lost one congressional seat. Ag ain, the Committee listened hours of testimony and read through thousands of proposals. All communities in the 2nd Hampden & Hampshire District will now be part of a new 1st Congressional District, which includes much of Western Massachusetts, from the Berkshires to the Sturbridge area.

For photographic representation of the new districts, click here.
The result of this process was the strongest minority-majority district in state history. The new map also includes an incumbent-free district spanning from parts of Southeast Massachusetts down to Cape Cod and the Islands. 

The Senate Republicans proposed a different map through the Amendment process. The map offered one Western Massachusetts Congressional district instead of the two seats proposed under the Committees plan. The Republican proposal offered the fewest split communities and compacted the districts in their geographic region. The proposal provided for a rigorous debate but was defeated after a roll call was ordered.

“This process was conducted with the upmost respect for the rights of the citizens of Massachusetts, Senator Knapik said. “These maps reflect the diligence brought forth by the Chairmen, the members, and their staff over the past year and a half and I commend them for that, Knapik added.

 

Human Trafficking (Conference Report)
Massachusetts became the 47th State to adopt Human Trafficking Laws this fall. This legislation sets tough penalties for crimes of enticement of a child under the age of 18 to engage in prostitution, human trafficking or commercial sexual servitude. 

“This is a major step in halting the exploitation of Massachusetts citizens” Senator Knapik remarked. “Not only does this proposal acknowledge the harsh realities of these crimes with tough penalties, it also establishes protections for victims,” Knapik added. 

This legisl ation includes criminal sentences up to five years in prison for attempted human trafficking, up to 20 years for trafficking adults, and up to life imprisonment for the trafficking of minors. Businesses involved in trafficking would face up to a $1 million fine for the first offense, with a mandatory minimum of 10 years to a maximum of life for a second offense. These offenses also carry a 5-year mandatory minimum sentence.
The legislation creates a 15-year criminal penalty for trafficking human organs, removes any statute of limitations for trafficking crimes, and updates the Commonwealth’s sex offender registration laws to include human trafficking and the enticement of a minor into prostitution through the use of electronic devices. Anyone convicted of these crimes would be required to register in Massachusetts as a sex offender.

This bill not only addresses the sentences for these crimes, but acknowledges the victims as well. The bill includes the establishment of a “safe harbor provision” which may provide protection services for victims and an update of the Commonwealth’s mandatory reporting laws to include sexual exploitation.

This legislation also creates an Anti-Human Trafficking Task Force and a “Victims of Human Trafficking Trust Fund” which will be funded from fines and convicted human traffickers’ forfeited assets. Additionally, items used in the commission of the crime are subject to asset forfeiture with all of the proceeds going to the victim’s fund. 

 

 Expanded Gaming (Bill Awaiting Governor's Signature)
After actively considered expanded gaming for over a decade and a half, the Legislature sent a bill to the Governor for his approval. This bill would authorize 3 resort casinos to be built in 3 separate geographic regions (Region A: Suffolk, Middlesex, Essex, Norfolk, and Worcester Counties Region B: Hampshire, Hampden, Franklin, and Berkshire Counties Region C: Bristol, Plymouth, Nantucket, Dukes, and Barnstable Counties). It will also allow for one slot facility (with up to 1250 slots) to be built in a destination to be determined by a competitive bid process.

The 3 resort casino licenses will be subject to a strict and comprehensive application process and will come at a high cost. The fee for a Category 1 license (resort casino license) will cost no less than $85 million. The fee for a Category 2 license (slot parlor) will cost no less than $25 million. The revenues collected by the licensing fees will be distributed to a number of funds:

· 10% to the Community Mitigation Fund (about $28 million) 

· 14.5% to the Transportation Infrastructure and Development Fund (about $ 40.6 million) 

· 11% to the Local Capital Projects Fund (about 30.8 million) 

· 13% to the Manufacturing Fund (about $36.4 million) 

· 17% to the Community Colleges Fund (about $47.6 million) 

· 1.5% to the Mass Tourism Fund (about $4.2 million) 

· 23% to the Healthcare Payment Reform Fund (about $64.4 million) 

· 5% to the Local Aid Stabilization Fund (about $14 million) 

· 5% to the Race Horse Development Fund (about $14 million)

 A 25% daily operations tax will be applied to the 3 Category. 1 license establishments. Of the 25%, 20% will be distributed to the Gaming Local Aid Fund and 80% will be distributed to a number of funds: 5% to the Public Health Trust Fund

· 15% to the Transportation Infrastructure and Development Fund 

· 10% to the Debt Reduction Fund 

· 9.5% to the Economic Development Fund 

· 14% to the Education Fund 

· 6.5% to the Community Mitigation Fund 

· 4.5% to the Local Capital Projects Fund 

· 2% to the Mass Cultural Council 

· 10% to the Stabilization Fund 

· 2.5% to the Race Horse Development Fund 

· 1% to the Mass Tourism Fund

 There is no set timeframe for when licenses will be awarded or faciliti es will be built. The Massachusetts Gaming Commission will begin to come together once the legislation is signed by the Governor. The bill was drafted to provide the Commission with maximum flexibility to seek applications and issues requests in a manner that they think is best for the commonwealth. 

Each community must enter into a memorandum of understanding with the applicant and the proposal, in its entirety, must go before the voters in the host community. This will give each community and its residents the final say.


“My top priorities as State Senator are to foster long-term stable job growth for my constituents, to strengthen the economy, and to establish a stable revenue source for the state so that we can continue to provide top-notch services to Massachuset ts citizens. Passing this legislation will assist us in reaching these goals. Knapik said. “However, allowing the residents of the proposed communities to choose whether or not they approve of the facilities leaves the final decision to the public” Knapik continued.

 

Alimony Reform (Chapter 124 of the Acts of 2011)
The Governor signed the Alimony Reform bill earlier this fall. This law creates four distinct categories under which alimony can be classified- general alimony, rehabilitative alimony, reimbursement alimony, and transitional alimony. A probate judge would determine which category of alimony is appropriate case-by-case based on several factors, including the length of the marriage; age of the parties; health of the parties; both parties' income, employment and employability; economic and non-economic contribution to the marriage; marital lifestyle; ability of each party to maintain the marital lifestyle; lost economic opportunity as a result of the marriage; and such other factors as the court may deem relevant and material.

The bill would limit terms of general alimony to a percentage of the duration of the marriage- 50% of the time for marriages under 5 years, 60% for those between 5 and 10 years, 70% for those between 10 and 15 years, 80% for those between 15 and 20 years, and indefinitely for marriages that end after 20 years or more. 

 

“This comprehensive alimony reform legislation is the product of several years of testimony and a long public process,” Knapik said. “This proposal allows both parties to move on with their lives by balancing need for alimony payment with durational limits that would tie the payment period for alimony to the length of the marriage,” he continued.

 

 

Supplemental Budget (Chapter 142 of the Acts of 2011)
 

A supplemental appropriations bill, signed by Governor Patrick on October 27th, directed $153 million toward state budget accounts, focusing heavily on the restoration of local aid and trial court funding, as well as shovel-ready infrastructure projects and clean-up costs associated with the June 1st tornado.

 

To prevent a large cut to municipal local aid, the bill allocated $65 million to cities and towns to fulfill the legislature’s pledge in the Fiscal Year 2012 budget. The Massachusetts Cultural Council also received $750,000.

 

The trial court system received $12 million. The Hampden District Attorney’s office was granted $252,843 for operations and received $45,000 to cover state police overtime expenses associated with complex casework. 

 

$38 million was granted to the Infrastructure Development Fund to advance shovel-ready infrastructure projects to spur economic development across the Commonwealth. Funding from this line item will finance the construction of an Access Road from Westfield Road to the campus of Holyoke Community College. 

 

$10 million was allocated to municipalities to cover cleanup cost s in response to the June 1 tornado. 

 

This legislation also deposits $350 million into the Commonwealth’s Stabilization (“rainy day”) Fund, bringing the year-end balance to an estimated $1.4 billion. 

 

 

Pension Reform (Bill signed by the Governor)
 
A third iteration of pension reform legislation was enacted in the Legislature in November. Knapik served on the six-member conference committee charged with reconciling the differences between the Senate and House of Representatives proposed bills. The bill was unanimously passed in the House of Representatives 151-0 and the Senate on a 24-10 vote. 

 

The bill increases the retirement age for all new employees (Group 1: 60-67; Group 2: 55-62; Group 4: 50-57). The age increase reflects the retirement age the federal government has established for retirees to collect Social Security benefits and the notion that people are generally living longer. 

 
This legislation also addresses salary “spiking” measures by increasing the career “look back” period for members who enter service after April 2, 2012. Retiree pensions will be based on an average of 5 years of compensation rather than the current 3 year base. 

 

The minimum retirement allowance for members increased to $15,000 from the current $10,000. Under the proposed legislation, municipalities are given the option to increase the retirement allowance of members who have completed at least 25 years of creditable service upon majority vote by the local legislative body.

 

The legislation also increases the cost-of-living allowance (COLA) base for state retirees and teachers from the current $12,000 to $13,000.

 

Further, the salary contribution rate decreased by 3 percent for long-term Group 1 employees and teachers who have at least 30 years of creditable service. Additionally, early retirement penalties were lessened for such employees. 

 

The bill establishes a mandatory retirement age of 65 for state police officers in an attempt to maintain congruity with municipalities mandatory retirement age of 65 for police officers, firefighters, and correctional officers. 

 

The “Section 10” loophole that allowed elected officials to collect a termination allowance upon failure of re-election excludes all new employees under this piece of legislation. 

 

 

 
Local Bills
 

Below is a summary fo r a few bills I am working on that are more local in nature:

 

Chapter 123 of the Acts of 2011 allows the City of Westfield to award an additional liquor license.

 

Chapter 165 of the Acts of 2011 allows the City of Easthampton to award an additional liquor license.

 

Chapter 175 of the Acts of 2011 made minor modifications to the Easthampton City Charter.

 

Senate bill 1325 would lift a residency restriction for Assistant Treasurers and Collectors. This bill has passed both branches of the Legislature and is awaiting the Governor's signature as of November 21st.

 

Senate b ill 1901 would authorize a loan for Holyoke Community College to expand its campus by acquiring a building in Holyoke to expand its nursing and healthcare programs. This bill has passed the Senate, and is awaiting action in the House of Representatives.

 

Senate bill 1709 would designate Volleyball as the official team and recreational sport of the Commonwealth. It is awaiting action

 

House bill 3484 is a home-rule petition requested by the City of Holyoke that would eliminate to position Deputy Police Chief in the Holyoke Police Department. A hearing was held on this bill in June and is awaiting action in the Joint Committee on Municipalities & Regional Government. 

 

House bill 3575 was filed by Senator Knapik and Representative Michael F. Kane. It would name the Congregate House on Lower Westfield Road after retired Holyoke Housing Authority Executive Director Raymond Murphy, Jr. This bill is awaiting a hearing before the Joint Committee on State Administration & Regulatory Oversight.

