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Legislature passes $5.8 billion budget

The House and Senate today passed the biennial budget with strong bipartisan support, and leaders in both parties said it represented the tough choices needed to deal with the reality of an economy in deep recession – a reality that would have been harsher without federal stimulus money.
The vote was 119-to-26 in the House and 33-to-2 in the Senate, easily giving the package the super majority it needs to go into effect on July 1. Gov. John Baldacci was scheduled to sign the budget into law on Thursday.
The package, essentially unchanged from what was unanimously endorsed by the Appropriations Committee, uses federal stimulus money to restore a $27 million cut in state General Purpose Aid in the current year’s budget. It also appropriates $947 million in GPA, $43 million in federal stimulus money and $11.6 million in federal special education funds, to bring funding for K-12 education to just over $1 billion next school year – money promised on 279s sent out earlier this year.

In the second year of the biennium, the plan currently is to cut GPA to $887 million and use $59 million in federal stimulus money to bring education aid to $946 million – or $54 million less than the year before. 
That level of funding for fiscal year 2011 is assuming the state revenue picture doesn’t get worse. If it does, legislators already have warned the drop-off in 2011 will be even greater.
“Local school units are being encouraged to embrace a two-year approach,” to their budget, said Sen. Richard Rosen, R-Hancock, who serves on the Appropriations Committee. The budget temporarily allows school units to exceed the 3 percent limit on carry-forward balances for fiscal years 2010 and 2011, in order to try and level out the so-called cliff.
The overall budget is $5.8 billion, which is $500 million less than the previous biennial budget.
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