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February 3, 2008 

Editorials Referendum won't stop school mergers in '08 
State and local officials should focus on implementing the law that passed last year. 

— Opponents of the school merger law signed last year by Gov. Baldacci need to come to terms with one fact: The fight is over -- and they lost.

Backers of a citizen initiative to repeal Maine's school district consolidation law failed to collect the necessary signatures required to put the measure before the voters in November.

A bill that would do the same thing is before the Legislature, but even if it passed, it would not get the two-thirds support needed to override a certain veto.

Unable to kill the bill outright, opponents of the plan are trying to weaken it. There have been proposals to delay implementation or to take away penalties for districts that don't comply.

The latest effort to weaken the bill comes from a minority on the Education Committee, that seeks to attach a proposal to keep school unions as an option to a bill that otherwise removes financial and other barriers to school districts that want to merge.

The amendment would permit towns to keep their own elementary schools and school boards, and merge with their neighbors for high school.

Each member of the school union would pass its own budget, set its own policy and make decisions on curriculum. The towns would get together and elect a school union board to pass budgets and polices for the whole union.

School unions are the least-efficient structure in the old system, and the last thing anyone should want to save in the new one.

Still, opponents of the restructuring measure have held them out as a way to improve the current law.

Lawmakers should not go down this road. The school district merger should not be weakened to the point that it is meaningless.

There are, however, reasonable improvements now before the Legislature that would make the district consolidation more effective.

Districts should not be penalized financially for taking part in a program designed to cut costs. Districts over- loaded with the technical challenges presented by merging could be given a one-year reprieve from the part of the law requiring them to get voter approval for their budgets.

But that kind of reform will be dragged down by efforts to add inefficient organizational structures.

With the death of the repeal referendum, at least for this year, critics of the school consolidation should accept that it is the law and focus on ways to make it better, not worse.

