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This fall, Gov. Patrick cut $600 million from the state budget after first quarter tax revenues came in lower than projected. With House Speaker Sal DiMasi's recent warnings that local aid could be slashed by as much as 10 percent in the upcoming budget, municipalities have little choice but to tighten their belts even further.

Cuts save money, but cities and towns should also explore ways to maintain service levels by spending more wisely. One way is to regionalize service delivery.

Although few would disagree that working together provides enhanced buying power and offers economies of scale, few public managers seem willing to relinquish control over service delivery in their municipalities.

But managers may soon find themselves with their backs to the wall. Although it shouldn't take a fiscal crisis to generate reform, inefficient service delivery may be a luxury municipalities can no longer afford.

During the last 15 years, MetroWest towns - including Framingham, Natick, Wellesley, and Needham - have engaged in two attempts at regionalization from which policy makers can take important lessons.

In 1993, municipalities across Massachusetts prepared for a 911 emergency response system upgrade. Among other things, the change required cities and towns to replace outdated equipment and put their systems on the same radio frequencies. It provided the impetus for addressing issues that were sorely in need of attention. In Natick, for example, some dispatch equipment was as much as 32 years old.

Since the upgrade required communities to invest in costly new equipment just as the Commonwealth was emerging from a deep recession, 13 MetroWest towns explored the possibility of saving money by investing in a single regional 911-dispatch system.

Not only did each town then have its own system, most had a separate public safety answering point (PSAP) for police and fire. That meant two sets of personnel, operating and equipment costs, even though most towns didn't get enough police and fire calls to keep even a single dispatcher busy for 20 minutes out of every hour.

The requisite study was conducted and millions in potential savings were identified. But resistance from union and management employees, along with concerns about local control, killed the effort.

Despite this failure, there have been successful regionalization efforts elsewhere in MetroWest, as a recent Pioneer Institute case study outlines. The Education Cooperative (TEC), located in Dedham, is one of 32 regional education collaboratives in the state that helps local school districts fulfill their statutory education requirements.

Although the collaboratives were born out of the need to provide newly mandated education services, they have become a resource for local school districts to access regionalized services and supports that save money and enhance efficiency. Some proponents believe these collaboratives have the potential to provide even more regionalized services.

Most of the Commonwealth's education collaboratives were created to provide special education services. Because of the small number of students with certain special needs in individual districts, schools looked for ways to work with neighboring districts to fulfill this requirement. At the time, school enrollments were shrinking and costs were rising - primarily due to special education mandates. These trends encouraged districts to view educational collaboratives as a cost-effective alternative.

TEC provides cost-effective services that respond to local needs. The cooperative allows a number of communities - including Dedham, Framingham, Hopkinton, Medfield, Needham, Norwood, Sherborn, Walpole, Wayland, and Westwood - to pool their resources and provide special education services to students. These services include a range of special education programs, alternative schools, professional development and licensure, internship opportunities, cooperative purchasing, and other resources that support administrators, teachers, and students.

Working together makes sense. Especially in this difficult fiscal climate, Massachusetts' 351 cities and towns simply cannot afford to be islands. The savings from collective purchasing and pooled resources helps municipalities trim budgets without compromising the services they provide.

Nevertheless, regionalization should not be a measure of last resort when times are tough. Local governments always owe it to residents and taxpayers to provide the most cost-effective services possible. Regionalization offers a way to live up to that responsibility.

Charles Chieppo is a senior fellow and Steve Poftak is director of research at Pioneer Institute, a Massachusetts public policy think tank.
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