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Editorial: No on Proposition 88

Schools proposal is too small, mistimed
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Proposition 88, the initiative calling for a statewide $50 parcel tax to provide new funding for education, is premature for a number of reasons. Voters should reject it.

To begin with, Proposition 88 raises very little new money for schools -- $450 million a year. That is less than half what schools get from the California State Lottery and would increase school funding by less than 1 percent. Under terms of the proposition, this pot of money would provide funding for four things: class-size reduction, textbooks, safety improvements and facilities. But the amounts are small. For example, the class-size reduction piece would provide only about $27 per student, not enough to hire new teachers or acquire classroom space. 

The idea of $85 million for "Academic Success Facility Grants" -- $500 per student for schools in the top half of schools on California's Academic Performance Index (API) -- is intriguing, but not enough to overcome other problems with the initiative.

Second, Proposition 88 is a back-door way of reopening Proposition 13, which was approved by voters in 1978 and restricted property tax rates to 1 percent of assessed value and assigned the distribution of property tax revenues to state law -- essentially turning the property tax into a state tax and taking it away from local governments and school districts. After Proposition 13 passed, the parcel tax was the only tax left for local school districts to use to raise money.

A generation after Proposition 13, it certainly is time to revisit California's property tax system, and we'd like to see an open, broad discussion. But Proposition 88's creation of a statewide parcel tax is not the right forum for that.

Third, the timing is wrong. The state has launched an ambitious $2.9 million, nine-month independent research project titled "Getting Down to Facts: A Research Project to Inform Solutions to California's Education Problems." Results from more than 30 researchers from six nonpartisan think tanks and 11 universities are due January 2007. The idea is to provide a foundation of information so lawmakers and voters can find common ground around solutions for governing, financing and improving results in California's K-12 system. Proposition 88 just gets in the way of that project.

Christopher Cabaldon, president of EdVoice and mayor of West Sacramento, is the chief proponent of Proposition 88. We'd like to see the ideas in the measure come as part of the consensus-building and coalition-building that takes place after the research results come in January 2007.

In this election cycle, it is better to focus support for education on Proposition 1D, the Kindergarten-University Public Education Facilities Bond Act of 2006. (See our editorial of Sept. 18.) That measure would authorize the sale of $10.4 billion in state general obligation bonds to construct and modernize public education facilities. Voters interested in promoting education in this election should vote No on Proposition 88 and Yes on Proposition 1D.



