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Senate President Karen E. Spilka 

January 2, 2019 Remarks  

 

It is my honor today to be the first to welcome you to our renovated Senate chamber; doesn’t it 

look spectacular?  

 

On behalf of everyone here, I’d like to thank the many, many people who worked on this historic 

restoration. 

 

In a world that has become increasingly virtual, the Senate chamber remains a place where we 

can come together and sit side by side as equals to work on behalf of the people of the 

Commonwealth, a place where we can look each other in the eye as we advocate for our 

positions—and sometimes respectfully disagree—and shake hands at the end of a long day. 

 

Soon, this chamber will be filled with our voices as we begin the 191
st
 legislative session. 

 

As we started work on this renovation, however, we found this chamber was already filled with 

voices from our past that we could no longer ignore; the voices of those who—by accident or 

design—have been excluded from this great chamber throughout our history. 

 

We heard the voice of one of our great leaders, Frederick Douglass, who dedicated his life to 

eradicating slavery, and worked with abolitionists to not only free his fellow enslaved 

countrymen, but create true equality for African Americans. 

 

His words have proven to be so powerful that we have enshrined them on our wall: “Truth, 

Justice, Liberty, and Humanity Will Ultimately Prevail”—words that will guide our work here. 

 

We have also heard the voices of the women who, despite Abigail Adams’ demand to ‘remember 

the ladies,’ had to fight for the right to vote, then legislate, and then lead. 

 

As record numbers of women take office nationwide this month, we remember the tremendous 

courage of the Suffragettes, who 100 years ago organized, protested and fought for their rights as 

Americans. 

 

Finally, we have heard the voices of those whose minds were excluded from full debate in this 

chamber because their physical bodies were not able, and as a result we have made this chamber 

fully accessible from front to back. 

 

We remember with fondness—and sadness—our recently departed colleagues Senator Tom 

Kennedy and Majority Leader Fred Berry, who forced us to confront the physical limitations of 

this space, and who also made us realize the importance of encouraging all voices to have a 

seat—or a wheelchair—in this Chamber. 

 

I so wish they could be here today, to take the new lift up to this rostrum, and sit beside me, and 

to know that physical ability will never be an impediment to being a Senator ever again. 
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To all who have come before us and raised their voices in a chorus of demands for more truth, 

more justice, more liberty and more humanity—we have heard you. 

 

As we marvel at the beauty of this renovated Chamber, we can look to the two alcoves left 

empty, and know that, soon, they will be filled with the busts of Frederick Douglas, and an 

important woman from our history, very possibly our own Abigail Adams. 

 

Their presence will remind us that we are moving closer towards our goals of equity, diversity, 

and accessibility, both in our physical space, and in the work that we do. 

 

The voices of our past called to us to create a better Senate chamber; and now, as we begin our 

new session, the voices of our future call to us to create a better Commonwealth. 

 

When rising ocean levels threaten our coasts, and when unreliable public transportation makes 

the lives of working families almost impossible, what are these voices trying to tell us? 

 

When the level of income inequality in Massachusetts is the highest in the nation, and families 

feel they must choose between a house they can afford and a decent education for their children, 

what are these voices trying to tell us? 

 

And when the cost of healthcare threatens the well-being of our small businesses, our schools, 

our public institutions, our municipalities and our families, what are the voices of our future 

trying to tell us? 

 

They are telling us it is time to get to work. They are telling us that the time for small ideas and 

incremental change is over. They are telling us that we cannot let the political battles of today 

prevent us from conquering the complex challenges of tomorrow. And they are telling us that, 

yes, we must be bold. 

 

To those voices I say, ‘We hear you,’ and ‘We are ready to lead.’ 

 

When I first ran for State Representative, I chose as my campaign slogan the phrase “For Our 

Future.” 

 

I didn’t realize it at the time, but that phrase would become much more than a slogan for me, it 

would become a guiding principle, and a constant call to action. 

 

Today, that call to action feels more urgent than ever. 

 

We are living through a time of remarkable change. Technology has radically changed the way 

that we live and work and shifting priorities have caused us to rethink everything from where we 

live to how we commute. 

 

Massachusetts, in true form, has led the way in this new landscape. 
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We have produced entirely new industries fueled by creativity, innovation, and technological 

expertise, but we have also experienced pain points in the areas where we have failed to adjust or 

keep up. 

 

I have faith, however, that not only will Massachusetts rise to the challenges we face, we will be 

an example to others on how to navigate our way to a better future by calling on the 

fundamentals that have guided us in the past, namely education, innovation, and caring for the 

common good. 

 

Education has always been Massachusetts’ lodestar, beginning with the birth of public education 

under the guidance of former Senate President and Franklin native Horace Mann. 

 

I’m proud that the Senate successfully advocated for a record investment in education funding 

this past year, but we must do more. 

 

Adequately funding our education system will be one of the top priorities of the Senate this 

session. 

 

I hope that we will pass a bill to finally implement the recommendations of the Foundation 

Budget Review Commission as soon as we are able, because all children deserve access to a 

quality public education, regardless of where they live or who they are. 

 

Education drives our economic growth, our national leadership, and our ability to strive for an 

ever greater quality of life for our residents. 

 

It also drives our passion for ingenuity and innovation, our second fundamental value. 

 

Massachusetts has never been shy about shaking up the status quo, from the Revolutionary War 

to the fight for equal marriage. As gridlock grips the federal government, we have both the 

opportunity and the obligation to lead. 

 

Right now, increasing health care costs serve as a silent stranglehold on budgets everywhere. We 

can begin to address this by passing legislation that slows the rise of prescription drug prices and 

increases transparency for the consumer. 

 

When it comes to climate change adaptation, our potential for leadership is virtually limitless, 

especially as our proactive and evidenced-based approach stands in stark contrast to the inaction 

of Washington. We can work with businesses and scientists to push the envelope on clean energy 

technologies, creating new jobs in the process. Collaborating with city and town governments, 

we can determine smart environmental changes on the local level that will help offset our 

transportation and housing concerns. 

 

We can commit ourselves to creating a transportation infrastructure that matches our innovation 

economy by studying the feasibility of re-envisioning our outdated commuter rail system as a 

true Rapid Regional Rail system. 
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We can take on the challenge of creating livable neighborhoods where people can afford to live, 

work and raise a family, 

 

And we can, and should, continue our leadership in the areas of juvenile justice and criminal 

justice reform, so that we level the playing field and give all of our residents a fair shot at a 

brighter future. 

 

As we call on our ingenuity to deliver innovation solutions for our future, no idea should be 

beyond consideration. 

 

Finally, the term common wealth reminds us that we are all invested in preserving our common 

good. To that end, we must create an economic development and tax framework for the 21
st
 

century where innovative technology-driven businesses can develop and thrive here, but where 

we also capture new revenue to continue providing essential services, and fund our vision for our 

future.  

 

So far, we have been addressing these new industries on a piecemeal basis, which only serves to 

breed confusion for business, government, and consumers. We must work together to find a 

balance that benefits us all, especially as we will be relying on these industries to fuel our 

economic success. 

 

In the meantime, we can be proud that the Legislature has increased the balance of our Rainy 

Day Fund to more than $2 billion, which will provide for our resilience as a Commonwealth as 

we prepare for a future that is both exciting and uncertain. 

 

As I contemplate how the Massachusetts State Senate will address the complex challenges before 

us, I am reminded of another Frederick Douglass quote: “I would unite with anybody to do right 

and with nobody to do wrong,” 

 

As your Senate President, I am committed to making sure we invite all voices to the table, and if 

we find that the table just isn’t big enough, we will build a bigger table.  

 

I promise to listen to your voices, and, through you, the voices of your constituents. 

 

I promise to listen to the voices of our partners in state government, the Speaker of the House 

and the Governor. 

 

I promise to listen to the Minority Leader, to business leaders, labor unions, our institutions of 

higher learning, and government officials. 

 

And I also promise to listen to the voices of children and of working mothers, of teachers and 

steelworkers and seniors and veterans and nurses and home health aides and police and 

firefighters, of immigrants and small business owners, scientists, artists and academics, and 

many others, especially those who feel don’t believe they have a voice at the table right now, 

because these are all the voices of our future, and I want us to be able to say: ‘We hear you.’ 
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There is one more voice from the past that compels me to action, and I have saved it for last 

because it is personal to me, and that is the voice of my father. 

 

While the physical injuries he sustained during his military service were attended to, the 

psychological trauma he experienced never was, and this inattention to his mental health had 

long-term consequences for him, and for our family, just as undiagnosed or untreated mental 

illness has long-term consequences for many families across our Commonwealth. 

 

As we fight for our future, we must make the care of our mental health as routine as the care of 

our physical health, and end the stigma surrounding mental illness once and for all. 

 

We cannot end the epidemic of addiction, or solve the problems of chronic homelessness and 

unemployment, child abuse and neglect, veteran and first responder PTSD, childhood bullying, 

or repeated incarceration, without first addressing the underlying issue of mental health. 

 

This is my personal promise to all of you: that achieving true mental health parity, and finding 

creative ways to integrate preventative mental health care into our health care system – will be 

my priority, for this session, and for as long as it takes. 

 

As we begin our session, it is a privilege to be in this Chamber with you today, in this place 

where we can listen to and be guided by the voices of our past, the voices of our present, and the 

voices of our future, and work together for a future where we not only succeed, we become the 

model for navigating change while maintaining our core values. 

 

The work will be hard, and sometimes the voices of our critics will threaten to overwhelm us. 

But if we promise to remain true to ourselves, each other, and our common values—and listen to 

one another, we will create a better Commonwealth. 

 

I thank you again for the trust you put in me, and I stand as ready as ever to be your Senate 

President. 

 

Thank you. 


