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PUBLIC EDUCATION AT RISK  

   The date this edition goes live, ironically, is the first day of early voting in this non-presidential election year, which is sad due to the lack of information the average voter has or is aware of. (Seems the blue-book already received by voters is being ignored this time around.) Early voting is a pet peeve of this writer’s but that’s an issue for another time. 
   The economy, the upcoming presidential election, the beginning of a long-in-the-works revolt against Wall Street and the cynicism Americans feel toward Congress are but a few of the monumental obstacles faced by Proposition 103, also known as a “Temporary Tax Increase for Public Education.” Far too many voters read only as far as “Shall taxes be increased” and vote NO, regardless of the subject matter. But when the subject matter is public education, such careless disregard takes on new meaning. The world wants and knows that high quality education is vital for today’s and future students, but voters still remain adamant “don’t raise my taxes to provide it.” Therein may be the problem – taxes as the source of funding for education. 
   The proponents of Proposition 103 face an uphill battle and have a very short time to persuade voters. Why public education requires the funding at the level it does is a matter of unending debate, but just what is being paid for with education dollars is a major part of the problem, and must be addressed sooner than later. 
   The Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP) costs Colorado millions of dollars every year. Many teachers would like to see an end to the test which has been administered to Colorado students since 1997. As of 2004, $67 million had been spent on CSAP testing. An update on the figure is being pursued, but for many years, the expense averaged $15 million, give or take a few dollars. 

   Refusal to administer the test brings some very dire consequences that states cannot afford; for example, 1) loss of Title I federal funds which assist disadvantaged children; and 2) federal funding for No Child Left Behind reading programs. 

   Education in Colorado has reached the point of always being the basis for fighting between Democrats and Republicans. In this writer’s opinion, it should NEVER be – it should be kept out of the political battles and approached in a non-partisan manner. 
   Readers may recall the acrimony that evolved over Senate Bill 07-199, also known as the property tax freeze bill. The battle ensued over Republican claims the bill was a tax hike and illegal because it was not put to a vote of the people. That battle ended with a high-court ruling in favor of the bill. 

   Just prior to the opening of the legislature in January of 2008, Representative Cory Gardner (R-Yuma) requested and received an updated projections analysis from the Colorado Legislative Council for the property tax impact of Senate Bill 07-199.  That property tax revenue was estimated at $48.2 million during the 2007 legislative session. The property tax changes in SB 07-199 increased that revenue estimate to $117.8 million statewide for Fiscal Year 2007-2008. The cumulative property tax change for Fiscal Year 2007-2008 through Fiscal Year 2016-2017 (10 years) was $3.798 billion.  

   Gardner was so incensed over the increased estimate of revenue that he labeled the increase as “modern-day bank robbery.” With the recession taking firm hold in 2008, those “bank robbery” projections pretty much evaporated into thin air.  

   Of course, forgotten and ignored in such acerbic rhetoric is the subject matter – funding for education. The recession took firm hold in 2008, and here we are in 2011. 
   With recovery from “the worst recession since the great depression” still being debated as uncertain, lagging, stalled, double-dip, you name it, 2011 is probably not the ideal time to ask for a tax increase.  Most voters would say there is never an ideal time, BUT, a solution must be found. 

   It is hard to believe an individual or corporation would be impacted by such a small annual increase in taxes.  Estimates by the non-partisan Colorado Legislative Council for the temporary five-year period:  Monthly for individuals - $16, $34, $36, $38, $40 and $21. (The $16 and $21 are for half years.)  Monthly for corporations - $18, $43, $46, $50, $53 and $28. (The $18 and $28 are for half years.) Sales and Use Tax - $37, $78, $81, $85, $89 and $46. (All figures are rounded to the nearest full dollar.)
   In case “wondering” has crept into your consideration, according to the Colorado Legislative Council’s Fiscal Impact Statement, “The additional revenue collected from these tax rates must be spent only for the costs of public education from pre-school through higher education, and must be over and above the amount appropriated for public education during Fiscal Year 2011-12.” 
   Additionally, the Fiscal Impact Statement analysis points out, “The measure sets Fiscal Year 2011-12 state appropriations for public education (combined, about $4.3 billion) as a minimum funding level for five years, and requires that new tax revenue be allocated in addition to, not as a substitute for, this amount.”  

Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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