Maine’s Economy: Don’t Fix It, Study It
By Rep. Jon McKane               Lincoln County News - 11/06
There is both good news and bad news concerning Maine’s business environment. The good news is that the ruling party in Augusta has finally admitted that there is a problem with our economy. The bad news is that they don’t have a clue how to fix it.

And there’s more bad news. The Baldacci administration has hired an outside “think-tank” to tell us Mainers what we need to do to fix our economy – as if we didn’t already know. The Brookings Institution, a Washington-based think tank will be studying the Maine economy and will give us a “blueprint” on how to boost the state's prosperity, for the mere sum of $450,000.

In addition, the Speaker of the House, Representative John Richardson (D-Brunswick), has been traveling around the state with his entourage holding business forums. As he listens to business owners complain about Maine’s abysmal business climate, the Speaker seems genuinely concerned. 

Do not be fooled. His voting record on business-related issues, both in the Maine House of Representatives and on the Legislative Council, betrays his sincerity. Indeed, the votes by Richardson and his legislative allies have contributed mightily to Maine’s decline in its business environment from 46th in the nation last year to 49th this year, according to the Small Business & Entrepreneurship Council, based in Washington.

During his talk recently in Damariscotta, the House Speaker pointed to a correlation between Maine’s rank as 32nd in per-capita income and 32nd in college education and implied that this is no coincidence. Perhaps that is true. But would he then agree, using the same logic, to the correlation between Maine’s highest-in-the-country tax burden and Maine’s 49th ranking in our business environment? 

In other news that should concern the business community, House majority leader Glenn Cummings is headed to Israel to explore and learn about their economy. He will bring his findings back to Maine.

Maine’s economic woes have been well documented and explained in depth. The solutions, for the most part, are obvious and well known. Our property taxes, the highest in the country, are a burden for any business. Our top personal income tax rate is 8.5 percent, sixth highest in the country, and it kicks in at the near-poverty level of $17,000. Our capital gains tax is among the nation’s five highest. Our worker’s comp premiums are some of the highest, and our automatically rising gasoline taxes are in the top 10. Our combined state and local tax rate is the highest in the country at 13 percent. Finally our health insurance costs (not health care costs) are the highest in the nation.

Shouldering these massive costs is like running a race with a piano strapped to your back. Why would any business choose to move to Maine and face an uphill battle competing against businesses in other states that actively cultivate their business environment? 

The answer is that they wouldn’t and they don’t. Our entrepreneurial start-up rate is dismal. Many Maine businesses are closing their doors or leaving, and with them go some of Maine’s best and brightest looking for careers.

It takes a serious, long-term anti-business commitment to create such a hostile economic environment. It takes an abiding loyalty to big labor instead of an open ear to the business community’s concerns. It takes an adamant and blind devotion to the expensive and failing state-subsidized Dirigo Health program instead of a realistic look at health insurance market reform. And it takes a dogmatic belief in bigger government as the solution to our economic woes.

The Maine Economic Research Institute rates legislators every year on how they voted on bills important to Maine’s economy and the jobs that it supports. Out of a possible 100, the Speaker of the House earned a 27. Majority leader Glenn Cummings received a 24.5. And Rep. Nancy Smith, the chair of the Joint Committee on Business, Research and Economic Development – the committee that helps determine Maine’s business laws – registered only a 10.5! These low scores illustrate clearly that this anti-business attitude in the majority party is deeply ingrained. 

Maine’s crime rate is low. Maine’s environment is clean. We have great hospitals and some great schools. Maine’s quality of life is still high, but our unemployment rate is now the highest in New England and has risen above the national average. Businesses need more than quality of life to survive. They need a tax-friendly, nurturing environment, not an oppressive tax burden and excessive government regulation that work against their survival.

Now is not the time to spend any more tax dollars on “studies” of Maine’s deplorable business environment. We don’t need any more listening tours, experiments or new programs that “invest” in phony programs to “jump-start” our economy. Maine people and businesses know what we need already. It starts with an attitude change and ends with a big dose of common sense.

To quote Bob Dylan, “You don’t need a weather man to know which way the wind blows!” The direction of this ill wind is from Augusta and it has been blowing in the face of Maine’s businesses for far too long. Enough is enough - we can do much better.

Rep. Jon McKane, an electrical contractor, represents Newcastle.
 

