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Sen. Valarie Lawson
Thank you, Pam and Wally, for your very kind words … and thank you to all of my colleagues. 

I am deeply humbled by your support, and I will work each day to the best of my ability to live up to the responsibility.

President Ruggerio, thank you for your support. I know I speak for our entire Chamber when I say it is great to see you recovering well. I am honored to serve alongside you.

The Senate has long provided strong leadership to address the serious challenges facing our state. 
I look forward to working with everyone in this room to deliver the results our constituents expect and deserve as we move forward. 

You each bring different areas of expertise – varied insights – and important perspectives. 
Tonight, I ask all of you to join us in working together … coming together as a unified Chamber … to address the challenges facing our state … and to build upon the progress we have made. 
This Senate has provided strong leadership in many critical areas. In 2024:

· We started the process to address the healthcare crisis

· For example, we fully funded the $160 million Medicaid reimbursement rate increase, and enacted the Health Care Provider Shield Act
· We increased – from 15 percent to 20 percent – the multi-language learner funding in the education formula, and will continue working to add funding to this factor of the formula
· We placed on the November ballot the largest housing bond in our state’s history

· We expanded the portion of retirement income exempt from taxation … and provided some relief for retired public employees
· And so much more. 

These were all top Senate priorities ... and they were made possible only because of the determined leadership of the members of this Senate.

But there is much more to do.
As a lifelong educator, I believe that improving our state, and lifting up everyone in it, begins with building a quality education system, from the earliest years through higher ed.
We need to continue the considerable progress we have made in supporting child care and achieving universal pre-kindergarten, which has been a focus for the Senate President, Sen. Gallo, and so many of us in this chamber.

We need to ensure our children can learn when they’re in school – and that starts by making sure they are fed. This chamber has repeatedly passed legislation to provide universal free meals, a priority for Sen. Acosta, among others. 

And we need to ensure our libraries can operate free of partisan political attacks, by enacting Sen. McKenney’s legislation to protect them.
We need to ensure that higher education is accessible to all. One step we can and should take on this front is to enact Senator Ciccone’s bill providing in-state tuition rates to every student who graduated from a Rhode Island high school, an issue the Senate has supported.
Finally, this chamber has championed incorporating the right to a quality education into our state constitution.

Former Senator Picard championed this issue, and the Senate has passed it in previous years. It is past time to put this question to the voters.

Rhode Island also has some catching up to do with regard to paid family leave. 

While we have made some progress to expand TCI, we have been in discussions with the Department of Labor and Training regarding further improvements. 

We will continue working to bring Rhode Island on par with our neighboring states, increasing the wage replacement rate, expanding eligibility, and providing 12 weeks of leave.

Supporting working families begins by ensuring they have the resources they need to take leave during these transitional periods in their lives. 

We also need to do better supporting our youth during times of crisis.
Two years ago, I joined several members of this Caucus, including Senators DiMario and DiPalma, as our Chamber organized a visit to Glenhaven Academy in Marlborough, Massachusetts. We were there to see a model of what a quality girls’ residential treatment facility could look like. 
While we took action and appropriated funding, the need for more beds remains, particularly for girls. 
Our children deserve nothing less. Out-of-state placements removes them the communities they know. It leaves them far from their networks of support and the families who love them. 
We must leverage the expected surplus funds at the facility being constructed in Exeter … as well as unspent funds for the facility that had been planned at the closed Saint Mary’s Home … and dedicate those dollars to the treatment facility our girls deserve.

It’s the right and moral thing to do.

In the long run, since we spend more money to send our girls out of state for treatment than it would cost to provide them the services they need here at home, it is a more prudent use of taxpayer resources. 

This chamber has long been a leader in addressing our state’s affordable housing crisis, as well. While I appreciate the partnership from the House, it was our chamber that led the way on past housing bonds ... on a dedicated funding stream through real estate transfer fees … on ending Section 8 discrimination … and much more.

And while we have taken many important steps to address the housing crisis, much more work remains.
One area that our policy staff has been researching is the creation of tax-free savings accounts for first-time homebuyers, similar to 529 college saving plans.

There is no one silver bullet to solve our housing crisis … or any of the other challenges we are facing as a state.
Shortly, the Senate President will outline some additional priority areas, in health care, the environment, and our economic challenges.

Ultimately, it is all of you, my talented colleagues in this room, who will generate the initiatives that will position our state for a stronger future. I look forward to working with all of you to do the hard work that moves our state forward.

I want to take a moment before I close to welcome the new members of our Caucus:
· Peter Appollonio

· Andrew DiMitri

· Todd Patalano

· Brian Thompson

· Lori Urso

· Lammis Vargas

Congratulations and welcome to the Senate … and congratulations to all of my colleagues on your election victories. I look forward to working with you in the upcoming session.
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