Testimony of the Town of FAYETTE

In support of

LD 1170, An Act to RAISE THE FLOOR OF STATE EDUCATION FUNDING,
Submitted on april 22, 2019

Senator MILLETT, Representative KORNFIELD, and members of the JOINT COMMITTEE OF education AND CULTURAL AFFAIRS, My name is Mark Robinson I am a resident of the town of fayette and for last 15 years I have had the distinct honor to serve as fayette’s town manager. i am testifying in support of ld 1170.  fayette is a municipal school district and depending on the funding year, can be characterized as a low or minimal receivership district.
we understand the goal of the Essential Programs and Services (EPS) funding formula is to direct State funding to school districts equitably.  equitably so that all districts can assure that the State defined measures of education are delivered to all students regardless of where they live and go to school. the Opportunities should meet all Maine students and Raise the Floor is drawing attention to one area of state education funding where that is not always true.
THE town of fayettE DUTIFULLY SUPPORTs its ANNUAL SCHOOL EXPENDITURE REQUESTs each year.  these requests have come at the cost of UNABATED INCREASEs FOR THE LAST DECADE.  for ALL OF THOSE YEARS WE HAVE HAD TO USE OUR RAINY DAY FUND (UNDESIGNATED SURPLUS) TO CUSHION THE BLOW TO THE TAXPAYER. YET STILL OUR TAX RATE (MIL RATE) INCREASES each year.   WE ARE ON AN UNSUSTAINABLE PATH and we need your help. please refer to the attached graphics these tell the story better than any narrative ever could.
Today in Fayette, a dollar on the tax rate is the cash equivalent of $165,721.  This year, we approved a school budget of $2,048,917.  The state education subsidy for this budget is $55,401.  The Fayette taxpayer pays exclusively 97.3 % of its education costs. The current tax rate in Fayette is $18.05.  in fy 2007-8 Fayette’s tax rate was $10.20, the tax rate has increased in subsequent years leading us to the current status.  The Fayette taxpayers now pay $1 million more today than they did 07-08 with about the same pupil count.
FOR the LAST DECADE OUR state EDUCATION subsidy HAS BEEN dramtically reduced. we thought we were unique. we now know that is not the case and something needs to be done about it in this session of the legislature. 
In the eyes of the state we are a wealthy town?
our municipal staff work for modest pay and benefits when compared to surrounding areas (this includes school staff as well where new teachers wait several years before reaching the proposed 40,000 per year). Both the Town Office and Public Works Staff have decreased in number over the last decade. Fewer people are carrying the load. Our road maintenance plans suffer as the result of keeping or approving most of the school request every year. Fewer roads are paved and the Town resorts to bonding for major roadwork to lessen the annual burden on the taxpayer. We keep our plow trucks well beyond normal acceptable useful life because of the tax burden new replacement poses to the taxpayers. We postponed the renewal of our Comprehensive Plan for the last 6 years. (it expired september of 2013).  and best of all the Town office is housed in a two room 24’ x 36’ building that was constructed by the National Guard as a temporary structure in 1983 and yet here I sit at the time of this writing.
the message i want to convey to you today is that we are not looking to take any education funding from another community.  we are Just looking to get a minimum guaranteed contribution to help rebalance an education funding formula that puts too much emphasis on property tax base and too little emphasis on the average resident’s ability to pay.

we support the goal of reaching 55% funding for the overall state-wide educational burden. however, that does little to support my town and district and others like little fayette. unrelated to this committee we also support the restoration of state revenue sharing back to 5% however that too provides only a marginal benefit to our town as we are minimal receiver for that as well.  raise the floor funding has the most positive impact. 
school costs and modest state revenue increases that provide minimal relief are our greatest challenge. We adjust and sacrifice on the municipal side to accommodate new school costs. every year
raise the floor is not the end all solution but it is a simple concept that we all can get our heads around:  

the EPS formula determines our total education expenditure allocation and our subsidy.

 if the subsidy is below 15% of the allocation We propose a second tier of funding to “raise the floor” of the subsidy to 15%.
The State has recognized the burdens caused by the minimal receiver designation
the picus report commissioned in 2013 stated that “Using property values as the only measure for a district’s ability to pay can be problematic because property values alone do not accurately measure the current ability of a property owner to pay the tax imposed.”  The same report suggested possible ways to fix the disparity, but the Legislature has yet to propose any of them.  We simply need to encourage the State to now take action to solve these undisputed problems

the state should increase the funding, and though the Legislature increased it last year, you won’t find school districts saying they have enough. 
our ask is a relatively modest request to be kept separate from other school funding.  we understand Raise the Floor will be competing with all other interests. however given these inequities and continued increases in education costs we have little choice.
thank you for your consideration
Thank you for taking the time to consider this critical issue.  
I am available to answer any questions that you may have.
Mark robinson, town manager, town of fayette
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