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Governor plans to issue curtailment order Friday

Gov. John Baldacci is expected to issue an order to curtail spending on Friday to help keep the state budget in balance until the Legislature returns to vote on a supplemental budget – a curtailment that will likely cut at least $38 million in General Purpose Aid to schools in the current year.
The curtailment is just the start of the bad news.

The Department of Education already had told districts to expect the $38 million cut this school year and another $36 million in 2010-2011, based on an overall state revenue shortfall that was pegged at $200 million in October. News reports now say that number could double as state income and sales tax collections continue to fall.

The curtailment essentially stops the state from spending money it doesn’t have until the Legislature returns, and it only covers a portion of the shortfall. When the Legislature comes back in January, it will implement cuts through a supplemental budget to cover the full shortfall projected for the biennium.
That shortfall will be determined by the state’s Revenue Forecasting Committee, which also is meeting on Friday.

While school districts already have been cutting in anticipation of the revenue shortfall, the curtailment will give them official reduction targets. School boards and superintendents have asked for those targets since waiting until a supplemental budget is passed makes it harder to find all the necessary savings in this school year.

Commissioner Susan Gendron told the Education Committee about the pending curtailment order on Tuesday, but said she did not have many specifics.

“We have not seen, as agencies, the curtailment at this point. I don’t know what’s included except I know that GPA is included,” she said.

Asked how bad the cuts to education are likely to be when the supplemental budget is released for review in mid-December, Commissioner Gendron did not want to speculate.

She reiterated the targets the department currently has are for a $38 million cut this year, and $36 million next.

“The governor continues to try to keep his commitment to funding K-12 education. He continues to do everything he can to mitigate the impact on local schools,” she said.
In the current fiscal year, schools were scheduled to get just over $1 billion in aid – a combination of state aid and federal stimulus money. Now the state’s share is being cut by at least $38 million for a total of $964 million in aid.
Next year, schools were scheduled to get only $946 million in combined state aid and federal stimulus money – an amount that is being cut by at least another $36 million in state aid for a total of $910 million.

Depending on how much the state deficit grows, those numbers could become much worse.

Commissioner Gendron says the state can only cut about $15 million more out of GPA in fiscal year 2010-2011 before it puts federal stimulus money at risk because federal stimulus regulations say states cannot cut aid to education below 2005-2006 levels. 
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