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SCRANTON – The hair seemed to bristle on the back of Gov. Tom Corbett’s neck when the question was asked. 

In a brief press conference after his address Thursday to the Greater Scranton Chamber of Commerce, Corbett glared when asked about his proposed budget cuts to state colleges and universities.

He was asked to respond to Penn State University President Graham Spanier’s comment that some, not all, of the budget cuts would be placed on the backs of students in the form of tuition hikes.

“Let’s go back to the numbers, the facts: 3 1/2 billion over 10 years they’ve (Penn State) received from the state,” Corbett said. “The same period of time, when they got the money they wanted, they increased tuition by 110 percent. Now who’s putting it on the backs of the students?”

And Corbett took it a step further.

“I think their four-year graduation rate is 60 percent,” Corbett said. “If a student takes longer to graduate, there are additional costs.”

Corbett’s proposal would cut Penn State’s funding from $304 million to $152 million for the fiscal year that starts July 1. With regards to tuition, Spanier has said tuition would increase, but the students will not “bear the entire burden.”

According to an Associated Press story, the 14 state-owned universities, which include Bloomsburg, Kutztown and East Stroudsburg, also come in for 50 percent reductions. State support for community colleges is also trimmed in the administration’s spending plan.

A poll released Thursday by Franklin & Marshall College in Lancaster revealed two-thirds (67 percent) of those polled are against the proposed reductions. Corbett wasn’t bothered by the poll results.

“We didn’t campaign based on polls; we’re not governing based on polls,” he said. “It’s not what we were elected to do.”

Corbett’s proposal would slice state spending by nearly $900 million, with large cuts to basic and higher education and the elimination of many valued programs.

In the words of Chamber President Austin Burke, Corbett is a “gutsy Irishman” who was scheduled to speak at the Scranton Friendly Sons dinner in Dickson City on Thursday night. Pennsylvania’s first lady, Susan Corbett, was speaking at the Society of Irish Women’s 13th annual St. Patrick’s Day Dinner, also held Thursday night.

Corbett said his $27.3 billion budget proposal for 2011-12 is just that – a proposal.

“It’s a starting point; we don’t know what the final number will be,” he said. “But the final number will not be above $27.3 billion, or I will not sign the budget.”

Corbett reiterated his campaign promises of not raising taxes and not enacting new taxes. He said a tax on natural gas drillers would only drive the industry out of Pennsylvania to other states.

“Have any of you ever heard of a KOZ (Keystone Opportunity Zone)?” the governor asked. “Let’s say a business came to you and said they were going to invest $15 million and will hire 50,000 people and they asked for 10 years tax-free. Would you do it? Sure you would.”

In lieu of increasing taxes, Corbett said, government spending must be cut. He said state spending has increased by 40 percent during the last three years, with a similar increase in the state’s debt.

“And this all occurred during a time when our economy continued to go south,” he said. “There are no painless choices. These are all difficult decisions.”

Corbett, who confessed he had to borrow a green tie to assure appropriate attire on St. Patrick’s Day, said he is aware of the worries on people’s minds.

“We’re going to be all right,” he said. “It’s just not going to be painless.”

Corbett said the answer is not to tax more.

“We won’t grow by taxing,” Corbett said. “We must control our spending. Increasing taxes sends the wrong message.”

He said it’s not the job of government to create wealth or to create jobs. He said free enterprise will grow the economy.

“If people don’t agree with me, then they will vote me out in three years,” he said.

He took several minutes to address his opposition to a severance tax on natural gas drilling.

“Everybody says the gas companies won’t go anywhere because the gas is here,” Corbett said. “Let me tell you – capital is mobile and equipment is mobile. We are in competition with several other states that have natural gas reserves. I want to keep those jobs here; I want those companies to commit to Pennsylvania.”

Estimates on revenue that would result from a severance tax on natural gas drilling range between $107 million and $180 million, he said.

“Would that solve our $4.3 billion deficit? Not by a long shot,” he said.

Corbett said that as attorney general he was an advocate for a safe environment, and that will not change.

Regarding the $20 million approved by former Gov. Ed Rendell for the Lackawanna County stadium renovation, Corbett said he has not even looked at the issue. He said he wants to be sure that whatever funding is allocated, there should be matching funds from the recipients.
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