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BCEC shell game

Editorials

Thursday, March 13, 2014 

When public officials insist that a new project won’t cost taxpayers anything, it’s time to hold on to your wallets.

And so it is with the proposed $1 billion expansion of the already humongous Boston Convention & Exhibition Center in the Seaport District.

A report issued this week by the Pioneer Institute on the expansion found that Massachusetts Convention Center Authority’s claims that it will require “no new taxes or fees” neglects what is essentially a shell game on the taxpayers. In this case a $5 billion shell game.

Under the 1997 law that covered the original construction, a variety of new taxes — a rental car surcharge, a portion of Boston and Cambridge hotel taxes and a tax on tourist trolleys — were to be used to secure BCEC bonds. Once those bonds were paid off — in 2034 — the money from those taxes should revert to the state’s general fund.

But legislation now pending on Beacon Hill to fund the expansion would delay that reversion of tax money until, of course, the bonds for that new project are paid off — likely around 2050. That’s where Pioneer comes up with that $5 billion figure — about $312 million a year. So you think the state couldn’t find a better use for those funds?

It’s not unlike the scam perpetrated on patrons of the Massachusetts Turnpike several decades ago, when it was supposed to be toll-free after its bonds were paid off. But if you keep issuing new bonds, why it never gets paid off.

In this land of perpetual taxes and fees, nothing ever really goes away — not when there are hungry public officials ready and willing to expand their empires.

The study’s author, Charles Chieppo, also noted that a subsection of the expansion legislation raises other disturbing questions about the possible diversion of the entire statewide hotel tax (two-thirds of which currently goes into the state’s general fund) should that money be needed to “further secure” bonds used to expand the convention center. Yes, it’s a backup plan, but it could endanger other state capital projects.

The report also contends “the BCEC remains a risky investment” with the flow of more convention business hardly guaranteed. And with an operating loss last year of $71.5 million on revenue of $51 million, how much more should lawmakers be willing to throw at this effort?
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