Maine’s Unnatural Disaster 
 

By Rep. Jon McKane

A natural disaster can raise havoc with a state’s economy. A large natural disaster, such as Hurricane Katrina, can be devastating. The short- and long-term costs of that particular storm and subsequent floods are still being calculated but are estimated to run into the hundreds of billions of dollars.

It is no wonder that the state of Louisiana, which endured the brunt of Katrina, suffered an economic decline in 2005. Other states in that region, such as Texas, Mississippi, Alabama and Florida, also suffered from Katrina and a rash of other large hurricanes last year, yet somehow they managed to grow their economies.

In fact, every state in this country managed to grow economically last year except two – Louisiana and our own state of Maine. These two states are the only ones to show an economic decline, according to a new Federal Reserve study and reported in The New York Times in late June.

Louisiana’s poor economic showing is understandable. And, sadly, so is Maine’s. While Louisiana suffered levee breaks and floods of biblical proportions, Maine’s businesses continues to drown in a flood of government regulations, exorbitant taxes, expensive electricity and staggering health insurance costs. 

Overall, dangerous, experimental, and foolhardy policies over the last three decades have finally brought us a condition that computer experts call “system failure.” Our economic breakdown is so unusual, at a time when the country’s overall economy is humming, that our state is being spotlighted by such financial publications as Barron’s and The Wall Street Journal. Now even The New York Times is reporting on Maine’s woes. 

Our long-term economic stagnation has made Maine somewhat of a national joke, but it’s not very funny to the average working Maine family or small business. The repercussions of an economy moving in reverse are fewer jobs and lower paying jobs. That means young families not making ends meet. It means our children leaving this state as soon as they are able. It means less money in your pocket, less in your savings account and less money for a better home, car, health care, education or simply a better standard of living. Meanwhile, the rest of the country thrives.

The disappointing and downright shocking answer from our state economist, Catherine Reilly, to the results of Federal Reserve study, was that “it failed to reflect what state officials viewed as a promising trend – middle-age professionals moving to Maine for the scenic setting and lower cost of living while commuting or telecommuting to jobs in other states.”

How sad. Maine’s most promising economic trend, according to the Baldacci administration, now seems to be the sale of our homes to wealthy out-of-state buyers. 

To say we have a “low cost of living” here in this state is again laughable.  We are still the highest-taxed people in the country as a percentage of income; we have the highest health insurance premiums; and our government continues to grow at record rates. 

Instead of confronting the obvious and well-documented problems with our retrograde economy, our government continues to kowtow to the whims of big labor, continues to expand the number of residents on public assistance (the highest percentage in the country), and continues to look at business as a never-ending source of revenue.
All is not lost, however. Despite our falling fiscal barometers, Maine continues to enjoy good health care quality from our hospitals, good education quality from our public and private schools, and a beautiful and healthy environment. Our quality of life here, other than the cost of living, is good. We have an intelligent, ambitious and creative workforce. There is just one part of the economic equation that is missing - a cooperative government with an understanding of business requirements that rewards entrepreneurship.  Maine’s recovery to the vibrant economy we once had begins with building on these strengths and changing the attitude in Augusta.

Although not as obvious as the brutal devastation of a category four hurricane hitting our largest city head-on, the “unnatural disaster” striking Maine stems from a state leadership that is out of touch with economic reality - it could be decades in the undoing. Louisiana is already recovering. 
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