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Raise Up leader Lew Finfer, outside his Dorchester
office.
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Raise Up focuses on affordable housing, college debt — but skips 2020
ballot
Aug 7, 2019, 5:50am EDT

Already this week, ahead of Wednesday's 5 p.m. deadline to alert Attorney
General Maura Healey of plans to put a ballot question to Massachusetts voters
in 2020, a coalition of car repair shops have submitted a question about their
ability to access digital repair data.

But one organization that won’t be handing in paperwork is Raise Up
Massachusetts. That may come as a surprise, given how busy the progressive
group has been in the past — it moved to put three questions on the ballot in
2018 — and the success it’s found in making its proposals law. Last year, the
Legislature agreed to raise the minimum wage and establish a paid family and
medical leave program, although Raise Up’s push to create a “millionaires tax”
was thwarted by the Supreme Judicial Court.

That doesn’t mean Raise Up is sitting idly by. Among other initiatives, the organization's leaders say they're taking a
hard look at proposals to increase funding for affordable housing and affordable child care, and to cut the cost of
attending college, possibly by eliminating tuition and fees for in-state students at public colleges and universities.

It’s pushing those issues in the Legislature now, but Raise Up’s leaders tell the Business Journal that the group may
seek to take one or more of them to the ballot in 2022. The group has already committed to supporting a revived
version of the millionaires as a 2022 ballot question.

“We thought we needed more time, more research,” Lew Finfer, a member of Raise Up’s executive committee, said of
the decision to keep the issues off the 2020 ballot.

Raise Up is considering several options to help low- and middle-income Massachusetts residents find affordable
housing. Earlier this year, it endorsed increasing the real estate transfer tax to raise funding for affordable housing.
Gov. Charlie Baker has proposed increasing the tax to fund climate resiliency efforts, but Raise Up and its allies
support increasing it even more to fund affordable housing. Harris Gruman, a Services Employee International Union
official in Massachusetts and another Raise Up executive committee member, raised as a possibility enabling cities
and towns to levy taxes on real estate transactions.

College affordability, now a major issue on the presidential campaign trail, is very much on Raise Up’s radar, leaders
said. A subgroup within the organization is focused on the possibility of shifting the cost of Massachusetts public
colleges and universities to state taxpayers, rather than have Bay State students pay tuition and fees at the institutions.
Legislation that would do as much has been filed on Beacon Hill.
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The group considered pursuing a 2020 ballot question on that issue, but decided to wait, according to members.
Raise Up member Zac Bears, executive director of the group spearheading the proposal, PHENOM, said that group
plans to make a big push with lawmakers for debt-free public higher education next spring, ideally after the
Legislature tackles funding questions surrounding K-12 education.

“There has been discussion of a potential ballot initiative in the future,” Bears said of the debt-free initiative.

A proposal to tackle high child care costs is still in its early stages, though business leaders have shown an interest in
teaming up on the issue, Raise Up leaders said. The group's Deb Fastino has been instrumental in those talks.

Raise Up wants to be deliberative about what it considers ballot-worthy, its leaders said. “We do not want to be
demagogues about using the ballot, just throw something out there and you clean up the mess,” said Gruman. “We
don’t want to be irresponsible about that.”

Gruman added that the 2020 election looms large from the perspective of the SEIU, one of Raise Up’s principal
funders. The union wants to focus much of its money and employees on the presidential campaign, he said.

“Speaking for the SEIU only… our job No. 1 in the next year is getting a new president,” Gruman said.
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