
Jonathan Zlotnik’s Legislative Legacy and Transition

State Representative Jonathan Zlotnik is concluding a 14-year tenure in the Massachusetts 

House of Representatives, opting not to seek re-election after seven terms. Representing a 

district that encompasses Gardner, Templeton, and Winchendon, Zlotnik’s career has been 

defined by a focus on "closing the gap" between local market realities and the cost of regional

development through state-level intervention.

The primary takeaways of his legislative career include:

• Infrastructure and Economic Support: Securing tens of millions in state funding 

for essential local infrastructure (sewer, water, and roads) that these communities 

could not afford independently.

• Legislative Compromise: Negotiating a critical shift in the Chapter 90 funding formula

to favor road miles over population density, significantly increasing aid for rural and 

less affluent districts.

• Adaptive Reuse: Championing the preservation and repurposing of historic "overbuilt" 

municipal buildings rather than costly demolition.

• Fiscal  Responsibility: Overseeing local efforts to aggressively pay down unfunded 

pension liabilities ahead of state mandates.

Zlotnik will transition into academia as the Director of the Senior Leadership Program (MPA) 

at Clark University. He has formally endorsed Gardner Mayor Michael Nicholson as his 

successor.

Professional Transition and Political Context
After over a decade in office, Representative Zlotnik is transitioning from active legislative 

service to an educational leadership role.

Departure and Future Outlook



• Senior ity and Opposition: Zlotnik is currently the third longest-serving 

representative in his district and ranks high in seniority within the House. He noted that 

he has been one of the most frequently opposed members of the legislature, having 

navigated seven campaigns in 14 years.

• Philosophy of Exit: He cited the desire to leave "when the ratings were still good," 

drawing a comparison to Jerry Seinfeld’s departure from his television show.

• New Role: Zlotnik will serve as the Director of the Senior Leadership Program (MPA) 

at Clark University in Worcester, a program from which he graduated in 2023.

• Potential Return: While leaving the House, Zlotnik did not rule out a future return to 

public office, stating he still maintains a passion for public policy and service.

Succession and Endorsement
Zlotnik has officially and completely endorsed Michael  Nicholson, the current Mayor of 

Gardner, to succeed him. He cited their "symbiotic" working relationship and shared vision for 

the district as the primary reasons for the endorsement.

Regional Economic Development and Public-Private Partnerships
A central theme of Zlotnik’s tenure was the recognition that his district lacks the market 

investment seen in other parts of Massachusetts.

Closing the "Investment Gap"

• The Need for  State Support: Because construction costs are uniform across the 

state but the return on investment is lower in rural regions, Zlotnik focused on using 

state funds to incentivize developers and investors.

• Infrastructure as a Foundation: He prioritized funding for "under the ground" 

infrastructure—culverts, conduits, sewers, and water—as these are prerequisites for 

commercial and residential development.



• Mass Development: Zlotnik worked closely with entities like Mass Development to 

create public-private partnerships aimed at regional growth.

Adaptive Reuse of Municipal Assets
Zlotnik advocated for the preservation of historic buildings, specifically old school buildings 

like Waterford, Helen May, and Prospect Street.

• The "Overbuilt" Factor : Older buildings were often constructed with excessive 

steel, concrete, and granite (e.g., the Waterford school). Their durability makes them 

assets, while their "overbuilt" nature makes them prohibitively expensive to demolish 

(costing millions of dollars).

• Project Examples:

• Waterford Community Center : A complex renovation aimed at providing 

community services that the city could never afford to build from scratch.

• Winchendon Veterans Housing: A project involving the renovation of an old 

building, currently reaching its halfway point (beam signing).

• Templeton Baldwin’s Elementary: Converted into housing.

• Old Murdock High School : Converted into a senior and community center.

Legislative Achievements and Funding Mechanisms
Zlotnik detailed several specific legislative wins and funding streams that have impacted the 

district recently.

Chapter 90 and Road Maintenance
The Chapter 90 program is a vital lifeline for municipal road maintenance. Zlotnik highlighted 

a significant "political compromise" achieved in the last two years:

• Formula Shift: Traditionally, the formula favored population and job density. Zlotnik 

helped negotiate a secondary fund that favors road miles, effectively doubling the 

allotment for many communities in his district.



• Defense of the Program: He warned that this compromise is not guaranteed and 

must be defended against legislators from more urban districts who seek to revert to 

population-based distributions.

• Small  Br idge Program: New funding was secured for bridges that fall into a "black 

hole"—too large for small bridge grants but ineligible for federal funds due to technical 

restrictions (e.g., the Main Street Bridge in Otter River).

Recent Spending and the "Millionaire's Tax"
The Governor recently signed a supplemental budget utilizing excess revenue from the 

"millionaire's tax," which by law must be spent on education and transportation.

• Universal  School  Meals: Approximately $200 million of this revenue was used to 

continue the free school breakfast and lunch program that began during the pandemic.

• Gardner  Community Youth Center : Secured funding for a second year of this pilot

program, which serves middle and high school students and has seen participation 

grow to over 100 children.

Winter Recovery Funds
The legislature appropriated a specific pot of money to help cities and towns cover "snow and 

ice" deficits. For example, Gardner received $251,000 to help close a $1 million deficit in its 

winter maintenance account.

Fiscal Responsibility and Governance
Zlotnik highlighted the fiscal discipline of the municipalities within his district, particularly 

regarding long-term liabilities.

Pension Liabilities and Audits
Fiscal  Metr ic Status /  Context

Pension Reform
Massachusetts shifted to a system where pensions are funded as they 

are committed.

Gardner ’s The city is several years ahead of the 2034 state mandate to pay off 



Progress unfunded liabilities.

Legislative Auditing
Zlotnik views the controversy over auditing the legislature as "political 

theater."

Financial  

Transparency

He asserts that legislative finances are already public record and 

available online back to 2010.

Auditor ’s Function
The State Auditor typically identifies 10M–30M annually in misspending
or fraud across various state programs.

Technical Challenges in Infrastructure
Zlotnik addressed the difficulty of maintaining New England roads:

• Weight vs. Engineer ing: Modern vehicles (including heavy electric trucks like the 

Ford Lightning) are significantly heavier than the vehicles for which older roads were 

engineered.

• Mater ial Limitations: While scientific advancements in asphalt exist, they are often 

hindered by higher costs and strict state regulatory specifications.

• The "Band- Aid" Dilemma: Municipalities must constantly balance the high cost of 

deep "re-engineering" (drainage, alignment, sidewalks) against the immediate need for 

superficial "Band-Aid" resurfacing.

Jonathan Zlotnik’s legacy is defined by a pragmatic, "team-effort" approach to governance. 

Zlotnik emphasizes that the successes of the last several years—from the Waterford 

Community Center to the localized shifts in state aid formulas—resulted from a coalition of 

local officials who prioritized results over individual credit. As he transitions to a role training 

future leaders at Clark University, he remains a resident of Gardner and maintains that his 

involvement in the community's future will continue.


