From the Legislature
 
Maine in Ten Years by Jon McKane
 

Ten years can go by quickly.  Before we know it, it will be 2016.  Our present kindergarteners will have their driver’s license, 2nd graders will be seniors in high school preparing for graduation, and your 1991 car will be an antique.

 

As we approach a critical election, it might benefit us to look at where Maine, as a state, will be in ten years.  Will we continue to be so highly taxed, have the highest health insurance costs and lagging economy?  Or will we choose a different destiny that will bring us prosperity while protecting what is valuable to us?

 

It would help in predicting our future position (or predicament) to look back ten years to see where we were and what choices we made.

 

In 1996, Governor King was in the middle of his first term.  At this point in his career, his controversial “laptop” program was only in the incubation stage.  The promise was going to be that Maine workers were going to be so technologically advanced that high-tech companies were going to flock to Maine to take advantage of this highly educated work force.  This was going to stimulate our economy.

 

Our state budget was around $2.5 billion, less than half of what it is now but spending was increasing and Maine’s property taxes were rising meteorically as were other taxes.  We were about to become the highest taxed state in the country.  Some “bold” souls were claiming that now was exactly the time to raise taxes even more and to “invest” more in infrastructure, education and social programs.  We invested more.

 

Maine had recently enacted new health insurance laws that guaranteed issue and kept everyone’s premiums, regardless of age, health or health habits roughly the same.  Mandates requiring coverage of many different treatments were being piled on to policies.  Health insurance premiums were rising dramatically.  

 

And here in the midcoast, residents were still complaining about the Wiscasset bottleneck and plans for a bypass were being studied.

 

2006 is here and we can see the fruition of these policies and programs.  We are now debating our 3rd citizens’ referendum on taxes, the cost of education in Maine is driving people out of their homes yet actual school population is dropping and scholastic assessments show little progress.  

 

Our economy has slowed to last place in the nation and health insurance is beyond reach for many Maine people.  Our birth rate is lowest in the country.

 

So what will the year 2016 bring us? Briefly, here’s some of what I would like to see:

 

Economy: Our quality of life, caliber of education, who lives here and who moves out or in, are all tied to our economy.  

 

Maine becomes the economic upstart of New England, much in the way Ireland and even Massachusetts turned their economies around. Maine does this by reducing regulatory hurtles for business, aligning Maine’s labor laws with federal labor laws, shrinking our state government, controlling spending and thereby lowering taxes for the benefit of all Mainers.  

 

We have become friends with small and large business instead of adversaries.

 

Our economy is developing without the ravages of sprawl.  With clean manufacturing jobs as its base, this economy is providing more and higher paying jobs with better benefits which not only improves the standard of living of many Mainers but allows younger families to stay here in their home state.  

 

More and better businesses with higher wages ultimately bring more revenue to state coffers affording the state better roads, more money for education, and lower over-all tax rates.  

 

 Education:  By 2016 we have begun to understand that small local schools are beneficial not only to student academic achievement but are also cost effective.  Consolidating administration costs will have reduced over-all education costs in Maine.   

 

The Department of Education has become the Department of Academic Excellence and focuses more on achievement than on interpreting a convoluted school funding formula.

 

We have lengthened the school year to 180 days. (The world average is 210).  

 

A “back to basics” school curriculum means fewer high school graduates from Maine who attend college have to take remedial math and English their freshman year.  A “life skills” course has been added to Maine’s high school graduation requirements.  

 

Publicly funded charter schools offer a different curriculum for those students who lag in the traditional academic atmosphere. 

 

And finally, school choice is authorized in Maine which allows parents to use their “per-student” allowance for private schools.  This gives incentive for all schools to improve.   

 

Health Insurance:  Our premiums for health insurance will have dropped significantly from the highest in the country to around average.  Lower rates mean more people are covered.  We have accomplished this by establishing a high risk pool - guaranteeing coverage for Maine’s least healthy people.  We change our insurance laws to allow young and healthy people to get the benefit of their youth and health and pay lower premiums.  

 

Maine insurers are now allowed to offer a “mandate-lite” catastrophic coverage policy.  These changes help to break up the Anthem monopoly and allow other insurance companies to sell competitive products in Maine.

 

We freeze enrollment in MaineCare and bring the program back to what it was intended to be - health insurance for those who can’t help themselves - not for everyone - and we pay our providers for all MaineCare services.  This, combined with changes to medical malpractice liability laws, helps bring the actual cost of health care down.

 

 

Maine’s wild lands - Maine’s natural beauty is one of our greatest assets.  By assuring its protection we preserve our quality of life and the economic benefits that come from our lakes, rivers, mountains and spectacular coastline.  Our wild lands continue to be a source of both recreation and employment.  

 
Mid Coast - Property taxes have stabilized.   Property is taxed at its current use instead of its “highest and best use” allowing coastal residents to keep their homes and fishing communities to stay put and grow.

 

Highways and Bridges:  A basic function of state government is building and maintaining highways and bridges.  Our roads have finally become a priority in Maine not an afterthought that depends on bonded money.  Construction work has started on the Wiscasset by-pass.

 

State government: Our government is leaner (but not meaner) and is more effective, accountable and disciplined.  Our budget is audited by an independent, non-government auditor and reaps great fiscal rewards. 

  

This is one vision for Maine’s future.  It is not impossible.  With many choices ahead of us, it is time to decide what kind of Maine we want in the not-so-distant future for ourselves, our children and our grandchildren.  To me, the answer is clear - we must make the choices that give us a Maine that we can be proud of and that sets an example of ingenuity, successful reform, prosperity, compassion and the highest quality of life.  It’s up to all of us.

