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Don Fry on transportation, 

regionalism and, oh yeah, slots 

By Len Lazarick-

Don Fry, president of the Greater Baltimore Committee, is one of 
the most visible spokesmen for business in the region, particularly 
at the State House, where he previously served as both a 
delegate and senator. Fry has been a persistent and strong 
advocate for increased transportation funding - an area he 
oversaw as a legislator - and he and GBC are also pushing the 
growth in life sciences in the region. Earlier this year, the governor 
appointed him chairman of the commission overseeing the 
granting of slot machines licenses. 

Q: Why don't the politicians in the state seem to realize that 
solving the transportation funding problem is so critical for 
business and economic development? 

It is sort of perplexing that the elected officials don't understand 
the importance of it. Transportation is about mobility. It's about 
moving people, it's about moving goods, it's about providing 
services. For some reason, transportation never rises to the top 
level of a priority until it becomes a crisis. And then once it 
becomes a crisis, it's very difficult to solve in a short period of time 
because of the time you go through the planning and the design 
and the acquisition and the construction. 

Transportation has never been seen as one of those immediate 
solutions to problems that sometimes elected officials like to be 
able to show their constituents. It's incumbent upon the business 
community and others to continue to keep pushing and fighting 
about why transportation is important for the economy, why it's 
important for the quality of life that everybody has. 

Q. Do you hear from the business community about
 
transportation?
 

We constantly hear from the business community telling us that it 
is taking longer for their workers to get to and from their place of 
employment, that congestion is getting worse and that's starting to 
affect the lifestyle of their workers. People are looking for more 
flex-time opportunities and things of that nature, they're looking for 
alternative ways of getting to and from work. 

When they bring people to Baltimore and the Baltimore region, a 
lot of people who come from other major metropolitan areas are 
surprised that there is not a better mass transit system. Some 
people come to this city thinking they can live in the city without a 
car, because they've lived in other cities without a car. And they 
soon find out that it's not possible to do that. 

Q. The governor and others talk about how Maryland's
 
economy is a lot better off in the recession, and that they
 
expect it will come back as it was. What do you think?
 

We're all going to come out of the recession. It's just a matter of 
time when that happens, and how soon we come out of it, and 
how effectively we come out of it. One of the things we have going 
for us in the central Maryland region is the impact that the Base 
Realignment and Closures (BRAC) may have, 

and the jobs that come to this region because of that. And 
obviously with all the activity we have from the federal 
government - that's going to help us out. 

I think the part that's most disturbing is that we've got to be 
making decisions and leveraging our money at the state level in a 
way that we are better equipped when the economy does start to 
turn that we can move ahead of other states in key areas like life 
sciences. I'm sometimes worried that we're not quite preparing for 
that as we move along. 

Q. When businesses talk about business climate they're 
often talking about taxes. Are Maryland taxes too high? 
You're group has been advocating an increase in 
transportation taxes. 

I think there are certainly some taxes that are very disturbing to a 
lot of people in the business community and the tax structure is 
one that's concerning some people. We hear that a lot. 

But there are a lot of other things to a strong business climate. 
One is to have a fair and equitable regulatory system. Another key 
part is having a solid workforce, so you have to have a strong 
education and higher education system for your employees ­
those are key, critical, important things. 

The part that is probably most disturbing to business people I talk 
to is the unpredictability of exactly where the state is going in 
areas such as taxes or spending. If they know what the plan of 
action is, they can adjust accordingly. But to be caught off guard 
with things like a [now repealed] computer services tax or to be 
caught off guard by talk about an employer-mandated health care 
plan. 

Those are things they just don't anticipate. The uncertainty about 
that sort of drives them crazy. 

Q. That's a natural segue into Constellation Energy and the 
O'Malley administration. The Constellation Energy folks 
thought they had a deal last year and legislation was passed. 
Are O'Malley's continued attacks sending a bad message to 
the business community? 

I think the business community is well attuned to what's going on. 
The tone of the arguments is very disturbing to many people in 



the community. 

The other part that's distressing is the fact that this deal with the 
French company [EDF] to acquire 49% of Constellation's nuclear 
power plant activities is seen as a significant economic boost for 
the state of Maryland. But if we delay and don't move forward with 
it in an expedited process - now that the PSC is looking at it and 
depending on the time frame they take. There's nothing that 
guarantees that that deal has to occur in the state of Maryland. 
Other states would certainly welcome the opportunity to have that 
sort of investment occur in their states. You're talking about 
making a $4.5 billion investment in one of your Fortune 500 
companies within the state of Maryland, private money. People 
should be moving quickly to make sure that that deal occurs. 

Q. You folks and other parts of the business community also 
oppose re-regulation of electric utilities as O'Malley has 
proposed. 

I don't think we've given the market a chance to really come into 
play. The de-regulation that was set up originally, because of the 
artificial caps [on rates], no other company was going to come in 
and actually participate because they couldn't compete because 
of the costs that were there. 

You finally have a situation where if you look you finally see 
businesses around the state have used the market rates to 
reduce their costs. Now it's time for the residential customers to 
have that same opportunity, and we think you have to give time 
for that to occur. 

Q. The Business Tax Reform Commission is clearly looking 
at combined reporting of corporate earnings. You guys think 
that's a bad idea. 

We haven't been convinced yet that combined reporting is going 
to produce the type of revenue that many of the proponents are 
advocating. Many of the quote "loopholes" that allegedly exist in 
corporate taxation have been dealt with in Maryland, such as the 
Delaware holding law. 

Combined reporting is going to cause companies to do a lot of 
things differently - change the way they conduct business, the 
way that they account for their business. And we just don't know 
that it's going to reap the benefits that people think it should. We 
think it's appropriate that they let this commission do its work 
before the legislature acts. Why have a commission with public 
and private experts on there to make recommendations and then 
have the legislature just supplant its decision-making before 
you've actually gotten the benefit of that expertise? 

Q. Are we losing business to states that people consider low­
tax? 

We may not be losing business but we certainly have people that 
are willing to look at other places to see if opportunities elsewhere 
present a better or at least equal situation. We still have 
tremendous assets in this state, such as our quality of life, such 
as our higher education and the educated workforce that we have, 
and just that Maryland is a great place to live. But sometimes 
those get balanced out with some of the other business dynamics 
that come into play. 

Q. Given recent news coverage of crime in downtown and 
loss of offices to the East Harbor, is downtown still 
struggling? 

Downtown Baltimore I still think is doing very well. One of the 
challenges that you have is that downtown Baltimore is not the 
same downtown as it was 20 years ago. Then it was a very 
centralized business district. Subsequently it expanded a little bit 
with the Inner Harbor, and then it expanded west with the growth 

at the University of Maryland Medical System and everything 
occurring there, and then you have the expansion with Inner 
Harbor East. 

So you now have significant portion of the area that borders the 
waterfront that is the business area. Before the recession hit, I 
think you could say that there was movement across the country 
for people to come back to urban cities. Baltimore was one of 
those areas that seemed to be moving ahead of any place else in 
the nation for people coming back here. You saw more cranes 
dotting the skyline in downtown Baltimore five years ago than you 
probably saw in the previous decade. Baltimore still is strong, but 
it's obviously probably going through a slump like everybody else 
because of the recession. But I think Baltimore's ready to come 
back strong and continuing forward. 

Q. What about the concerns about crime in the central 
district? You guys are here every day. Do you think it's been 
downplayed and not reported? 

I don't think it's been downplayed or not reported. I think that 
you've seen some incidents occurring in the last couple of months 
that have certainly received a lot more public recognition than 
they previously had and there probably has been a spike up for a 
couple of months. 

But I think the police and the mayor and the business community 
have responsively looked at the situation and said we have to 
take action on this. You've seen increased enforcement 
downtown. 

For many years, you can clearly say that there were hardly any 
incidents downtown. Now, you've got some incidents that clearly 
have occurred, and we think that they have to be addressed. But 
overall, the downtown Baltimore area is still very safe. Both for 
businesses and for employees and for tourists. 

Q. There are clearly areas of the city that are prospering. 

You look at Canton, you look at Fells Point, you look at Federal 
Hill, you look at a lot of the activity that's occurring on the West 
Side now. You look even at activities that are starting to develop 
on the East Side. You're starting to see a lot more apartments, 
condos on the West Side of Baltimore where people who work in 
the University of Maryland Medical System now live there. You're 
starting to see a lot of other activities taking place. I think that will 
do nothing but spike up once the economy gets better. 

Q. How is regionalism faring these days? 

I think you see some very positive signs. Years ago, we forget, 
you'd see jurisdictions in the Baltimore region competing against 
each other for economic development opportunities. Now you 
actually see a very strong coordinated, I think, cohesive, 
association between the economic development officials and 
among the elected officials. They're not going to go and try and 
steal prospects from someone else, and if a prospect comes to 
them and perhaps doesn't find that their particular jurisdiction to 
be attractive, but they still want to be in the central Maryland 
region, you'll see that a county offiCial tried to assist, and say 
"Have you checked into this other jurisdiction? They may be better 
for you than what we are." 

From that perspective it's much better. I think there still could be a 
lot more coordination, a lot more cooperation with respect to 
areas like transportation. I worry about things like our water 
supply, both the quantity and the quality of the water supply within 
our region as the growth takes place. Are we really coordinating 
that? I think those are some of the areas that we need to be 
paying attention to. 



Q. Those sort of issues seem to be low on the priority list. 

They're not sexy issues, whether it be the infrastructure of the city, 
those are not things that spur the interest of elected officials, or 
quite honestly, spur the interest of voters, but when they become 
problems, they're the things that quickly dominate people's lives, 
and become major portions of that quality of life that we talked 
about. 

Q. That water main break [at Lombard and Gay] certainly 
screwed up things all over the city because it made it so hard 
to get across the city. 

It also has an impact on business operations. Those are things 
you don't think of because oftentimes they're hidden or 
underground. It's tough to make them exciting. But they are key 
components to what makes a government work, key components 
to what makes business operate. 

Q. How is Baltimore doing on bioscience these days, one of 
GBC's priorities? 

When you look back five or six years, you had a smattering of 
bioscience. But now you have a real concentration and 
coordination and understanding of the impact bioscience has in 
this region. You see tremendous opportunities developing with 
University of Maryland Biopark, with the science and technology 
park at Johns Hopkins, the University of Maryland Baltimore 
County's Biopark - those are key components and life sciences 
are going to continue to grow over the next 20 years. It's 
anticipated that it's probably going to be the fastest growing 
industry in the country. 

Unfortunately, like other industries, it is going through some 
struggling times because of the lack of capital. What we need to 
do is to make sure to reduce the amount of time that it takes to 
take a product from the lab table to commercialization. If we can, I 
think Baltimore is well-positioned to be a real player in the 
bioscience community, and not only just Baltimore, but the entire 
state of Maryland. We commend the governor for his Bio-2020 
efforts and would like to see more state investment in bioscience. 

That's one of the areas that I look to and shake my head and say: 
Why aren't we as a state investing more money in bioscience? 
When we get out of this recession this would be a great time for 
us to jump ahead of everybody else. They claim in reports that 
we're second, third or fourth, depending on what the reports say, 
but if we don't make those investments or keep those investments 
up we could fall down the ladder, and that's not helpful for us. 

Q. Do you regret accepting the chairmanship of the slots 
commission? 

No, [laughing] I don't regret it at all. It's a very interesting and a 
challenging role, but it's one in a subject area that I thought I knew 
a lot about, but I'm learning more about all the time. 

I think the biggest problem we're experiencing is expectations that 
people had with respect to slots legislation. Many people thought 

that by passing the constitutional amendment saying we had 
15,000 machines that instantaneously these machines were going 
to pop up. Or they were going to have 15,000 at one time, or 
we're going to have 10 companies competing for them. Now the 
timing of it is such that the economy affected the number of 
companies that were willing to put the money up front. That's a 
national phenomenon. You see gaming companies merging 
together and consolidating. I think in a number of years, Maryland 
is going to be where it expected to be in this area. 

Q. Have you made progress on bridging the gap for minority 
contracts? 

Absolutely. We've substantially increased the awareness about 
the importance of both majority and minority and women-owned 
companies working together. We've had a program that we've 
worked with the hospital institutions where we looked with their 
procurement officers at the amount of monies that were being 
spent on things like business services and medical equipment and 
supplies where there are two minority companies within the 
region. We can show that over a three, four year period of time, 
they have increased their spending to minority and women-owned 
companies by about 140%, huge about a $30 million increase. 

We're taking that to other industries as well. We did a study a 
number of years ago, that said, for various reasons the Baltimore 
region had a smaller amount of minority and women-owned 
companies - 15,000 fewer minority and women-owned 
companies than in regions of comparable size. If we could expand 
those, it would mean $5 billion for the regional economy. So we 
see that as another great way to grow the regional economy. 

Q. Has the state of the economy and your own members hurt 
GBC financially? 

Whenever you have economic downturns, nonprofit, membership 
organizations, experience challenges. We're doing very well, but 
we obviously have some things that occur. When you see banks 
that merge together that had been major players, suddenly you 
don't have two companies, you only have one as a member. 
Other companies have financial challenges and are going through 
reorganization or bankruptcy, so they have to be very careful with 
their expenditures. We're adjusting accordingly, and I think 
weathering this very well. 

Q. Are there any other issues that concern you? 

When you have tight economic times, the state government needs 
to be thinking about where it can best leverage the limited 
resources that it has to make the best bang for the buck either 
immediately or in the future. When the economy turns, we then 
moving forward rather than trying to catch up. 

If there's anything that's distressing to us it's the fact that we 
haven't been able to get government officials to recognize that if 
you make those investments in areas like life sciences, tourism ­
those are easy areas to cut, but it's a short term cut, it's not a long 
term benefit. 
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