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School loan
tax credit
isn’t a new
silver bullet
BY CHRISTOPHER BURNS
BDN STAFF

G
ov. Paul LePage on
Monday offered some
details on a plan to re-
duce student debt and
entice college gradu-

ates to stay in Maine. One of the
options he laid out in his State of
the State letter was an option to
let employers who make pay-
ments on a worker’s student loans
claim a tax credit.

Although the governor has pe-
riodically teased details about
this plan during town hall meet-
ings and during his 2014 re-elec-
tion campaign, he has not submit-
ted this proposal to the Legisla-
ture, despite the claim he made in
his State of the State letter, ac-
cording to an online listing of gov-
ernors’ bills.

LePage’s focus on incentivizing
employers to help reduce their
workers’ debt is an idea that has
gained some traction in Congress:
In January, two Senate Republi-
cans and a Democrat put forward
a bill to allow employers to con-
tribute up to $5,250 pre-tax to pay-
ing off their workers’ student
loans, which the senators billed
as a recruitment tool for business-
es.

Other recent congressional pro-
posals include a bill that would
allow employers to make payroll
and income tax-free student debt
payments for workers.

Michelle Asha Cooper, presi-
dent of the Institute for Higher
Education Policy, called it “an
emerging trend” around the na-
tional student debt conversation.

But LePage’s policy proposal
isn’t bold or new: The state al-
ready offers employers a tax cred-
it for student loan payments made
by both individuals and employ-
ers. It’s called Opportunity Maine.
And this credit has not proven to
be a transformative tool in at-
tracting and retaining young
workers in the state.

An opportunity forMaine?
For nearly a decade, state law-

makers have tried to entice col-
lege graduates to stay in Maine by
helping them reduce their debt
burden with the Educational Op-
portunity Tax Credit, the formal
name for Opportunity Maine.

Graduates from Maine univer-
sities carry the sixth-highest debt
burden in the nation, with an av-
erage debt of more than $30,000,
according to a 2015 report by the
Institute for College Access and
Success.

Under Opportunity Maine, a
graduate with a bachelor’s degree
who makes regular monthly pay-
ments on student loans can claim
a tax credit of up to $4,356 per
year, while an associate degree
holder can claim up to $792 per
year.

When Opportunity Maine first
became available on Jan. 1, 2009,
the only people eligible for it were
Maine residents who attained any
degree at a college or university
in Maine, as well as employers
who made payments on their em-
ployees’ student debt. Over time,
legislators have continued to ex-
pand eligibility to include any col-
lege graduate, even if they weren’t
born in Maine or didn’t attend a
Maine school, so long as they live
and work in Maine.

Legislators made this change to
provide Maine employers addi-
tional leverage in recruiting and
retaining recent college gradu-
ates. An employer who makes stu-
dent loan payments for a worker
with a bachelor’s degree can
claim a credit for up to $4,500 per
year while the employer can
claim a credit of up to $840 per
year for loan payments on a work-
er’s associate degree.

But no businesses have claimed
the credit, according to Maine
Revenue Services, suggesting few
if any employers are using this
credit in their recruitment efforts.

As for the Opportunity Maine

Want
a real
primary?
Get in line

T
he Donald and The
Bern are the big win-
ners in New Hamp-
shire. With Maine’s
turn approaching,

who are you voting for? And
how?

The answer to those ques-
tions isn’t as simple as you
would hope. In Maine, if you
are a Democrat, 12 percent of
your vote is already spoken for:
Five of your party officials get
first-class, express tickets to
the Democratic National Con-
vention as superdelegates.
They can vote for whomever
they want. Your opinion might
sway them, or it might not.

For the
80-something
percent of con-
vention votes
you can influ-
ence, you will
need to get in
line. Literally.
In order to be
counted, you
will need to pub-
licly huddle in
groups declaring support for
Bernie Sanders or Hillary Clin-
ton. Anonymity is apparently
anathema to the Dems.

Meanwhile, the GOP is set to
hold regional super-caucuses.
Rick Bennett and Jason Savage,
the party’s chair and director
respectively, are to be com-
mended for leading the effort to
build a system that clearly and
definitively allocates the votes
of Maine’s delegates to the na-
tional convention. At least for
the first round of votes.

Their process successfully
incorporates a hallmark of
American democracy: the se-
cret ballot. Unlike the Demo-
crats, Republicans need not
stand in the public square and
declare their allegiance. Thus
no one will know the identity
of that one guy voting for Jim
Gilmore.

Both parties provide for ab-
sentees, with Republicans lim-
iting the ability to vote absen-
tee to those who presently or
previously served their coun-
try. And both parties will re-
quire the assistance of munici-
pal officials on back-to-back
days — Saturday and Sunday —
in order to register unenrolled
voters who wish to participate.

Shouldn’t this process lead
us all to ask: why the heck do
we do it this way? After all,
Maine Democrats were expect-
ing to go to the polls for a pri-
mary in the 2nd Congressional
District until Joe Baldacci
dropped out. 2012 saw big pri-
mary battles in both parties to
replace Olympia Snowe. And
who could forget 2010, when a
heavily outspent mayor cruised
past six opponents at the ballot
box to become the GOP nomi-
nee for governor?

So I’ll ask again: why do we
hold primary elections for all
offices except president?
There are normally one of two
answers given: love or money.

The “love” argument is
straightforward. Choosing a
party’s nominee is inherently
a function of a political party.
While a caucus may make it
more difficult for some to
voice their opinion, the true
party faithful — better moti-
vated and organized — will
brave it all for a chance their
preferred candidate will be se-
lected. It provides an opportu-
nity for the party to have a
back-and-forth where members
discuss candidates and then
decide.

Ultimately, the theory goes,
individuals “love” their party
and do the work for its candi-
dates up and down the ticket.
Therefore, while a caucus may
narrow the electorate, it does
so in a way that pays dividends
for the party writ large by
keeping activists engaged. You
just have to hope it doesn’t go
awry with arcane rules and
straw-polls.

That argument was offered
by several people in response
to former state Sen. Kevin
Raye’s bill to create a presiden-
tial primary back in 2012. If
you accept the premise, why
not do away with primaries for
other offices? Wouldn’t the
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Twin City Ties
What Lewiston and Auburn could
expect from a potentialmerger

BY CHRISTOPHER BURNS
BDN STAFF

A
fter decades of debate over the merits
and drawbacks of consolidating Lew-
iston and Auburn, the residents of
Maine’s Twin Cities got their first
peek last week at a draft charter that
sketches out how a unified govern-
ment would look. A referendum vote
to merge the cities could come as
soon as November.

So why merge? Gene Geiger of Lew-
iston, chair of the six-member vol-
unteer joint charter commission,
said that a consolidated govern-
ment would improve efficiency
and delivery of municipal ser-
vices, attract economic devel-
opment and reduce the cost of
governing.

“In concept, I believe this
will be beneficial for taxpay-
ers,” Geiger said. “But that
has yet to be proven.”

Before the commission puts
the charter before voters, its
members have several issues to
settle, including how the cities
will deal with their debts, where
the new government will be located
and whether the merger will save
taxpayers money.

To fill in these gaps, the commission hired
New York-based consultant CGR to analyze the
benefits and drawbacks of merging and provide
the commission with options for combining gov-
ernment operations. Those findings won’t be
available until later this year, but here are three
things residents of the Twin Cities can expect as
their cities consider marriage.

Mergers face long odds
No Maine municipalities have merged since

1922, when the towns of Dover and Foxcroft unit-
ed as Dover-Foxcroft. Since then, several munic-
ipalities have actually split after secession ef-
forts, including Long Island, which seceded from
Portland in 1993, and Chebeague Island, which
seceded from Cumberland in 2006.

By and large, few mergers get enough support
to pass. Suzanne Leland, a public administration
professor at the University of North Carolina at
Charlotte, has studied more than 100 merger ref-
erenda that have been held since the 1970s, the
majority of which failed.

“Only about 15 percent of consolidation refer-
enda pass,” Leland said. “It is truly a rare
event.”

Those odds don’t bode well for the prospects
of a Lewiston-Auburn merger.

Not that those exploring the merger option

need a reminder. Over the last 20 years, three
different citizen commissions — in 1996, 2006
and 2009 — recommended that Lewiston and Au-
burn merge and laid out the benefits in store if
they followed through. City officials, however,
largely ignored those recommendations.

The 2009 commission wrote in its final report
that the prior merger efforts stalled in part be-
cause city councilors on either side of the An-
droscoggin River didn’t feel a sense of urgency,
especially as they contended with more immedi-

ate matters, such as passing budgets. The
commission also concluded that merg-

er efforts failed to garner support
because residents on both sides of

the river feared they would lose
autonomy and political control.

“[Mergers] are politically
difficult to pass because they
typically mean that two dif-
ferent governments have to
be willing to give up their
identities, accept the debts of
the other governments, lay
off workers if cost savings
are promised, and the exist-

ing elected officials will have
to run under the new unified

government, which may make
re-election more difficult,” Le-

land said.

They produceminimal savings
Many make the argument that merging

municipal governments will yield significant
savings for municipalities by reducing the ranks
of administrators — having one police chief, in-
stead of two, for example, or one public works
director, not two.

“Logic says if you can streamline redundan-
cies and improve efficiency, there has to be sav-
ings there,” Geiger said. But Geiger is careful
not to promise big savings and admits that “we
don’t know what savings there might be.”

In 2009, the citizen commission exploring a
merger identified $2.6 million in potential sav-
ings over five years from consolidating adminis-
trative positions, police and public works de-
partments. But the potential for those savings
has likely dried up since 2009 as the cities have
reduced staff and services already in response to
shrinking budgets brought on by lower property
values and reduced state aid, Lewiston City Ad-
ministrator Edward Barrett said.

Over the last six years, Lewiston has eliminat-
ed 33 positions from its city staff and operated
on a flat budget, Barrett said, which may leave
little room to find savings through consolida-
tion.

Even when a municipal merger nets savings
for cities, it’s unlikely the savings will be great

See Merge, Page D3
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Over the last
20 years, three

citizen commissions
recommended that

Lewiston and Auburn
merge and laid out the
benefits in store if they
followed through.

City officials, however,
largely ignored those
recommendations.

The state already
offers employers a tax
credit for student loan
payments made by
both individuals and
employers. It’s called
Opportunity Maine.
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