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Senator Rotundo, Representative Gattine and other esteemed members of the Appropriations and Financial Affairs
Committee, :

My name is Jan Kosinski, and I am the Director of Government Relations for the Maine Education Association
(MEA). The MEA represents nearly 24,000 educators, including teachers and other educators in nearly every
public school in the state, as well as full-time faculty and other professional and support staff in both the
University of Maine and Community College systems. Thousands of retired educators continue their connection
and advocacy work through the MEA- Retired program.

I offer this testimony today on behalf of the MEA in SUPPORT of LD 363, 4n Act to Authorize a General Fund
Bond Issue to Create the School Capital Improvement Fund.

Our state has a problem. The public schools in our state are old and due to the ongoing fiscal constraints on public
schools, cities and towns are struggling to keep their schools in good working order. Last year alone, two schools
were closed last year during the school year because they were deemed no longer safe for students and
educators. You can imagine the chaos and confusion students and families face when a school is forced to close
during the school year.

The headline from the Lewiston Sun Journal on February 6, 2024, read:

Agnes Gray Elementary in West Paris closed immediately, possibly for good
An architectural firm told Oxford Hill School District directors Monday night the two-story 19th-century
building is not safe for students or staff.!

A similar situation occurred in October of 2024 when the Mountain Vailey Middle School in Mexico was forced
to immediately close because it too was deemed unsafe for students and educators. The headline from the Bangor
" Daily News on October 9, 2024, read “Maine middle school abruptly closes because of safety issues.”?

! Please see Lewiston Sun Journal, Agnes Gray Elementary in West Paris closed immediately, possibly for good,
February 6, 2024, found here: Agnes Gray Elementary in West Paris closed immediately, possibly for good
* Please see, Bangor Daily News, Maine middle school abruptly closes because of safety issues, October

9, 2024 found here: Maine middle school abruptly closes because of safety issues
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Both of these situations could have been prevented if the school districts were able to dedicate more funding to
basic upkeep of the school buildings, and we are deeply concerned headlines such as these will become all too
common if the state does not act to address the capital needs of Maine’s public schools. Our current process of
state funding for school construction, by all accounts, is insufficient for the need we are facing.

Currently, Maine has a funding program to help cities and towns to address aging schools. While the formula is
extremely complicated, the formula is not the issue. Instead, clearly, the lack of funding is the key concern.

For example, the last round of funding was opened during the 2017-2018 school year and seventy-four projects
applied for state funding. The state was only able to approve nine of these projects over a three-year period, 2019-
2023, According to the recent report from the Maine Education Policy Research Institute, “[s]Jome of the schools
replaced were over 60 years old and two were over 100 years old.”® The State Board of Education recently opened
the process for the next batch of school construction funding and received 96 applications from school districts.
We will be elated if given the current fiscal constraints the state can fund ten of these projects. We expect even
funding 10% of the current need will be a stretch, thus forcing local towns to consider shouldering this expense on
their own or waiting 5-7 years for the next round of funding when the competition for the resources will be even
more fierce,

The longer we wait to address this issue, the more costly the fix will become. For example, according to the
MEPRI report on school construction, “the Brunswick High School project in 1992 had a cost of $19 million,
Hampden Academy cost $54 million in 2008, and the Edward Little High School/ Satellite Career and Technical
Education Center cost $120 million in 2019.”* This cost escalation represents a 500% increase in construction
costs over 30 years. Construction costs continue to increase at an alarming rate, and there should be no
expectation that construction costs will ease anytime in the future.

It is important to note, the current school construction funding mechanism from the state sets aside approximately
$115 million per year as debt service as part of the General Purpose Aid to education or GPA. This is part of the
states 55% funding calculation. However, the debt service sits on top of the state’s school funding formula. In
other words, the cost of the debt service is paid before any money flows to schools through the state’s school
funding formula, the Essential Programs and Services formula (EPS). This means all the schools are impacted by
the school construction funding process. All the other schools in the state pay for the Edward Little High School
with reduced state aid to support the education programs they offer. Increasing the state’s debt service will result
in less aid to all the other school districts in the state.

Something must give. If we continue our current path, we will see some towns with few options. They can
continue an effort to maintain aging schools, and hope they do not encounter the same problems as the Agnes
Gray Elementary School in West Paris or the Mountain Valley Middle School in Mexico, or they can ask local
property tax payers to fund 100% of the costs of a new school for their town. With the increased property tax
sensitivity in our state, we can expect many towns will reject such proposals. When local communities vote to
build new schools in their town, the impact is often to crowd out funding for other essential education programs.
Property taxpayers can only pay so much, so teacher salaries, innovative programs, and other key educational

3 Please see, Maine Education Policy Research Institute, MEPRI Report on Policy and Practices for Funding Maine Public
School Construction and Renovation, January 2025, page 9, found here: MEPRI-Report-School-Construction-Policy-

011425 .pdf
4 Ibid, page 9
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programs are squeezed and often face uncertainty during the budget process, because towns are now shouldering
more costs to pay for voter-approved school construction.

LD 363 is necessary. The amended version seeks to authorize $100,000,000 in bonds that can be used to help
towns renovate existing structures. This bond measure could help avoid situations the students and families in
West Paris and Mexico faced. In addition, this bond measure could help towns who are tired of waiting for the
elusive state funding for construction to draw down 50% of the cost from the state. This will certainly help towns
who are struggling with decrepit school buildings on one hand and rising property tax sensitivity on the other
hand.

Thank you for your attention and your service to the people of Maine and I will do my best to answer any
questions you may have.

35 Community Drive, Augusta, ME 04330 | 1349 Broadway, Bangor, ME 04401
PO Box 310, Caribou, ME 04736 | 29 Christopher Toppi Drive, South Portland ME 04106

207-622-5866 | 207-888-2070 fax | www.maineea.org



