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The cost of education in Maine is high. Maine State government will spend close to $1 billion this year for K-12 education – more than a third of the state budget. The lion’s share of Maine’s education costs, however, is paid for through local property taxes. On average, Maine’s towns and cities pay more than 50 percent of these costs. Some “property rich” coastal communities pay almost 90 percent.

Three years ago, in June of 2004, the people of this state passed a referendum initiated by the Maine Municipal Association, which demanded that the state government assume a larger portion of education costs –  55 percent of all K through 12 education costs to be exact. The objective was property tax relief. 

In response to these demands, in January of 2005 the Governor and his administration put forth a schedule for the “ramp-up” to 55-percent funding over four years, instead of the two years the referendum demanded. The ramp-up bill, known as LD 1, was also billed as a way to provide property tax relief. 

It also included, however, significant changes in the definition of education in Maine known as Essential Programs and Services (EPS).  This education spending formula, passed by an earlier Legislature was designed to be a per-pupil, cost based school-funding formula.  The intent was to identify the cost of educating students statewide before splitting this cost 55% State, 45% local.  Unfortunately, it left plenty of “wiggle room” for our elected officials to use it as a tool for spending shifts.

     Prior to these changes in the EPS formula, the Department of Education and the Maine Legislature paid for new programs such as laptops for junior high students ($11.4 million per year) through a dedicated account.  Other programs like, Jobs for Maine Graduates, ($1.6 million) and the Magnet School, ($1.7 million); as well as the Governor Baxter School for the Deaf, ($6.5 million) were paid through the state’s General Fund.

     By changing this state law, the Legislature and the administration added these pre-existing programs to the EPS formula.  This maneuver, which artificially lowers state spending, appears in the EPS formula as new education “ramp-up” money.  This pushes the cost of these programs on to the local property tax payers, even though these programs are not connected to a local municipality.

Also added to the education burden was the cost of implementing the EPS formula ($1 million) and several positions in the DOE. In fiscal year 2008, over $20 million in General Fund spending was added to EPS. This type of fiscal maneuvering accounted for $65 million of the four-year ramp-up. 

One might ask why the state would take such a disingenuous approach. There are several reasons, including the most obvious one – to save State government money at the expense of local taxpayers.

 But more importantly, this money shifting artificially lowers State spending. Under the new spending caps for state government passed under LD 1 – the same law that substantially changed EPS – all new education money until 2009 is exempted from the state government’s spending cap. By shifting General Fund spending to the EPS formula, the state falsely lowered its spending by more than $20 million a year while inflating education-funding totals.

Changes in the ramp-up schedule also saved the state money - again at the expense of property taxpayers and schools. In 2005, the ramp up schedule percentages for school funding over four years were placed in state statute. In the recently passed state budget, the Legislature decided to change the 2007-08 ramp-up from 54.44 percent down to 53.51 percent. This change saved the state $17 million, forcing municipalities to pick up the cost.  When this amount is added to the other spending shifts, the percentage of education paid by the state this year drops even further to 52.3% 

Also in the latest state biennial budget is another “tax relief” proposal – school consolidation – which shrinks the number of school districts in the state to reduce administration costs. Clearly this issue needed to be addressed. But why was this major policy initiative included in the state’s biennial budget instead of as separate legislation? Simply stated, the state government desperately needed another $35 million to help balance the budget. They booked the $35 million savings by taking it out of General Purpose Aid (education money) to towns. 

In the 2006-07 fiscal year, more than 70 school units received less in school subsidies than in the previous year. In this fiscal year (2007-08) this trend continues and grows to 85 units.

By maneuvering around the voters’ demand of fully funding 55 percent of education in Maine, our state officials have not only broken the public trust but have again failed to lower property taxes.

Education in Maine now relies on an unfair, ever-changing and mysterious school funding formula and an ill advised, hastily executed school consolidation plan. It has become impossible for school boards, especially rural ones, to plan for the future, thus placing the quality of Maine’s education system in jeopardy.
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