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I.
Introduction

“Education is as necessary as the light.  It should be as common as water and as free as air.  The first object of a wise government should be the education of the people.”  - Egerton Ryerson, 1829

We are pleased to have this opportunity to make a presentation to the Commission examining Kindergarten to Grade 12 education financing in Saskatchewan.  

The Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) represents approximately 4,600 support staff workers in 48 different school divisions in the province.  As the union representing the majority of support staff workers in the school board sector, we feel it is important to express our views on K-12 education funding.  

Our members play important roles in the schools as caretakers, trades and maintenance workers, secretaries, library aides and technicians, bus drivers, teacher assistants or teacher associates and other specialized staff working with special needs students.  Our work is essential to the smooth operation of the schools yet often goes unrecognized.  

For a number of years our union has supported the position that the provincial government should fund the majority of the costs of our K-12 education system. Throughout the 1990s there was a dramatic shift towards local property taxes to cover the costs of education as the provincial government embarked on a program of fiscal restraint to reduce its deficit and debt.  

Our members felt this restraint at the bargaining table and in their conditions of work as many school divisions eliminated positions or reduced hours of support staff.  Unlike the teachers who bargain wages and benefits at a provincial table, our union bargains close to 60 separate collective agreements in the school board sector. The financial limitations of school divisions are a recurrent issue in our negotiations and this has become more acute as many school divisions become more or wholly dependent on local property taxes as their primary source of revenue.

Our submission will outline why we believe that K-12 education should remain solely publicly funded, with the provincial government covering the majority of costs of primary and secondary education.  A new funding arrangement must guarantee fairness and equity for both students and taxpayers, and provide equitable wages and benefits for support staff. 

II.
Principles for K-12 education financing
The discussion on education financing must begin with an agreement on a set of principles that shape our vision for K-12 education.  We believe that the following fundamental principles for education are supported by the public and must be met in a new funding arrangement:  

1.
Education is a social good that must remain wholly in the public sector: fully publicly funded and publicly controlled.  

Public education is an important social program that contributes to overall well being of our society.  The first schools in Canada were private schools reserved for the wealthy or privileged in society.  But along with the struggle for democracy and the creation of democratic institutions was the fight for a public education system accessible to all.  
CUPE strongly believes that education is a right, not a privilege.  A public education system strengthens cultural values, knowledge and democratic and civic values important in our society.  A public education system ensures that all people in society, regardless of their background or income, have the opportunity to expand their knowledge and develop to their full potential.
We are alarmed by trends in other provinces such as Alberta and Ontario to move increasingly towards a private or market model for primary and secondary education with the development of Charter schools, private schools or voucher systems.  The proponents of market reforms of education believe that education is an individual responsibility, not a social responsibility, and they view parents as consumers who should have the “choice” to select the kind of education they want for their children just as they choose their shampoo.  

A parallel private system diverts resources from a public system and results in increasing inequalities among students.  In New Zealand, where the government embraced market-based reforms in the late 1980s, the school system became divided between poor and rich areas.  Schools with a higher percentage of Maori and Aboriginal students, students living in poverty or with special needs or behavioral problems were less able to attract students and therefore received less funding.  Schools in middle and upper-class areas were well-funded and able to provide higher levels of educational programming
.  

Another concern of our union is the increasing commercialization in the schools.  As schools are strapped for funding, some are increasingly looking to corporate sponsorships or other commercial partnerships to raise funds.  Some of the forms this has taken include sponsorship of school sports teams in exchange for the corporation’s logo painted on the gym wall, the donation of computers or other expensive technology in exchange for compulsory viewing of news and advertising (Youth News Network), corporate advertising on school buses or captive marketing in the schools by soft drink companies or pizza chains. 

Another alarming trend is the development of lease-back schools or schools that are built and financed by a private corporation and then leased back to the public over a 20 – 30 year period.

The Nova Scotia government’s plans to build over 50 lease-back schools ended abruptly when the Provincial Auditor revealed that the 38 lease-back schools already built cost taxpayers $32 million more than what was estimated.  The government cancelled the school expansion plan in 2000 and has reverted to public sector financing of schools.

Almost three years ago the Saskatoon Public and Catholic school boards considered exploring the option of lease-back schools to deal with the lack of infrastructure funding from the province.  Our union expressed our opposition to the idea and so far it has not resurfaced.

It is imperative that this provincial government expresses its commitment to a public education system and prevents any incursion of private models or commercialization in our province.  We would like the provincial government to be on record opposing the concept of lease-back schools.
2.
All students have the right, by virtue of their citizenship, to a high quality of education.  

All students should have the equal opportunity to receive a high quality of education regardless of where they live, their race or their family’s level of income.  Through accessible, public education, students develop the knowledge and skills that will provide them with enhanced opportunities for learning and work in their future, and allow them to make valuable contributions to society.  Our public schools should provide an equal chance to all students to reach their full potential. 

This means embracing diversity, supporting programs to assist students who may be socially or economically disadvantaged, and providing a safe and supportive learning environment for our children.  The provincial government’s support for Community Schools is an important commitment to addressing inequalities and diversity issues by providing a broader range of social supports in the schools.

The provincial government must also ensure there is adequate funding for appropriate teacher-pupil ratios, for appropriate levels of support staff and for maintenance and capital needs of our schools so that children have a safe, comfortable and clean environment in which to learn.

The equalization principle behind the Foundation Operating Grant in Saskatchewan had been designed to guarantee that students across the province received a similar high standard of education, regardless of the relative wealth of their school division.  School divisions with a higher property tax base from which to raise revenues receive a lower operating grant from the provincial government than those school divisions with lower assessment areas. 

Although there are now shortcomings with the Foundation Operating Grant, which we will discuss later in our submission, we want to emphasize that the provincial government must continue to support the principle of a high standard of education for all students in this province.  

3.
Citizens must contribute to the costs of educating students in our society on a fair and equitable basis.  

All members of our society benefit from our public education system and should contribute to the costs of maintaining this vital social program.  The payment of taxes, however, must be fair and equitable to sustain public support for our public education system.  Taxpayers should be paying on a basis of ability to pay, namely through a progressive form of taxation.

The principle of the ability to pay is based on the concept that those with a greater capacity to pay taxes should pay a higher level of taxes for the betterment of the whole society.  Our personal income tax system is a progressive form of taxation compared to property taxes, which is a more regressive form of taxation.

III.
The current problems with the funding arrangements for K-12 education 

The Canadian Union of Public Employees does not believe that the current funding arrangements for K-12 education are meeting the goals of tax fairness and equitable distribution of resources. We see a number of problems with the current funding arrangements:

· although education is a provincial responsibility, almost 60% of the costs of K-12 education in Saskatchewan are being supported through the local property tax base with the provincial government covering just over 40% of the costs.  

· the distribution of provincial resources among school divisions has lead to a situation where 18 school divisions do not receive any provincial monies.  This trend towards many school divisions being wholly dependent on property taxes to pay for K-12 education could weaken the provincial education system.  The provincial government has little moral or political authority to enforce provincial standards or curriculum or protect social programs if it is not providing any of the funding towards the costs of providing those programs in one-fifth of all school divisions.

· when the provincial government is not the majority funder of education, it becomes more difficult to develop and implement new policies and programs.  For example, our union represents 4,600 school board employees in 48 different school divisions with whom we negotiate almost 60 separate collective agreements.  Across very similar school divisions there are great disparities in wages, benefits and working conditions, as well as discriminatory low wages for women in traditional female jobs.

We believe it would be more efficient and less costly if we could bargain one provincial collective agreement.  This will be difficult to achieve, however, until the province covers the majority of costs of primary and secondary education.  

IV.
Sharing the costs of K-12 education

Increase provincial role

In 1975/76 the province funded 56.9% of the costs of K-12 education.  By 1995/96, the province’s share of funding K-12 education had dropped to 40.4% with local property taxes covering about 60% of the costs.  Over the last number of years the provincial government has reinvested more funds to education and now contributes about 42% of the costs.  

Of all the provinces, Saskatchewan pays the lowest proportion of the total costs of K-12 education.  There are three provinces and the Yukon Territory that pay the full costs of K-12 education with the exception of small revenue from fees or the federal government.  The remaining provinces cover the majority of the costs of K-12 education, with the exception of the Manitoba government, which pays about half the costs of K-12 education (see chart 1). 

Chart 1
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The ways of financing primary and secondary education varies significantly across the provinces.  Most provinces have conducted reviews within the last two decades to restructure or develop new financing models for public education.  For example, in 1967 New Brunswick assumed 100 percent of school board expenditures and implemented a provincial property tax that was collected centrally.  In the early 1990s, Newfoundland and Labrador began to assume the full costs of education and property taxes for education were abolished
.

Other approaches by the provinces have included centralizing the collection of all or a part of the education-related property taxes by the province rather than having the local school board authority directly access those revenues.  British 

Columbia and Alberta had moved to this model and Quebec placed a limit on the school boards’ powers to levy taxes so that the province became the primary funder of education.

We are not familiar with the more detailed structures of other provinces’ funding models for K-12 education but it is clear from the information we have that all provinces except for Saskatchewan have taken the responsibility for primary financing of primary and secondary education.  We feel that the province should be the primary funder of K-12 education and that school boards’ dependence on the local property tax base should be greatly reduced.
The rationale for the province funding a greater proportion of the costs of education must be based on the principles of tax fairness and equity, as we have referred to earlier in our submission.  The Foundation Operating Grant had originally been designed to distribute higher provincial funds to those school boards that did not have as much local revenue generating capacity as those school boards in high property assessment areas.  

As the provincial government cut back funding to school boards in the early 1990s to reduce the provincial deficit and debt, school boards made up the shortfall in provincial funding by increasing mill rates and depending more on their property tax revenues to maintain education programs. The province, in effect, offloaded its responsibilities for financing education to the school boards.

Although the province has re-invested more funding in K-12 education in the last number of years and has financially supported important programs such as the community schools, the provincial share in covering the total costs of education remains abysmally low.  The shift toward property taxes to pay for education has resulted in 18 school divisions no longer qualifying for a provincial grant – that is almost one out of every five school divisions that fully pays for the costs of primary and secondary education through the local property tax base.

Clearly the Foundation Operation Grant has failed to uphold its original goal of ensuring equitable distribution of resources among the provinces 99 school divisions.  The question is:  does the provincial government merely need to increase its contributions to the overall costs of K-12 education or do we need a new system to ensure equitable and fair distribution of resources and a fair and equitable burden on taxpayers?

The province must become the primary funder of K-12 education for two main reasons:  

· Education is a provincial responsibility and a public program that must be guaranteed for all citizens;

· Property taxes are not the most appropriate method for funding education because they are a regressive form of taxation and do not provide a fair and equitable treatment of taxpayers.

Why property taxes are inappropriate for financing education 

One of the main principles behind the Foundation Operating Grant is the concept of equalization, or the greater distribution of provincial grant monies to those school divisions who have less capacity to raise local revenues because of low property assessment.  For years the provincial government and the Saskatchewan School Trustees Association have considered this a fair and equitable way of distributing provincial grants to the school divisions.  Their position has been that school divisions with a greater “ability to pay” for the costs of education should do so.

This concept of equalization, however, works as long as there are sufficient provincial funds to distribute among the school divisions, but during the 1990s that pot of money shrank and the costs of education were shifted to property taxes.  There may be equalization among the school divisions of what has become a limited pot of provincial grant money, but we need to ask if property taxes are the fairest and most equitable method for funding education?

We would argue that property taxes are not the fairest way to fund K-12 education because the burden falls heavier on lower-income families and because there is not as clear of a relationship between the benefits received and taxes paid.

Research conducted by the Ontario Fair Tax Commission in the early 1990s examined the relationship between property taxes and household income.  Their research found that lower-income families paid a higher proportion of their income in property taxes than higher-income families
.  Their study also found that households in similar financial circumstances were paying quite different amounts of property tax.  Their research confirmed that property taxes were a regressive form of taxation because the amount of property tax paid was not based on one’s relative ability to pay.

A recent study by Statistics Canada made the same conclusions.  That study revealed that homeowners with annual incomes less than $20,000 spent 10 per cent of their incomes on property taxes while families with incomes above $100,000 only spent an average of 1.8 percent of their income on property taxes
.

The Report of the Ontario Fair Tax Commission also explored the concept of property taxes as a benefit tax, that is, a form of taxation from which the taxpayer receives benefits.  The levy of property tax on residential and commercial properties within a municipality is a way of raising the funds necessary to pay for the provision of services within that municipality.  There is a direct or indirect benefit from the payment of those property taxes.  In this sense property taxes fit into the category of a benefit tax.  

The Commission argued, however, that education and social services do not meet the “fairness criteria” for benefit taxation.


Even if a tax could be devised that reflected benefit from education and social services, however, it would not be fair to fund these services from such a tax.  Both education and social services fail crucial tests for reliance on benefit taxes.  In our society, education is considered to be a universal entitlement to which access should not be rationed on the basis of an individual’s capacity to pay the cost of providing the service….Our conclusion, therefore, is that education and social services should not be funded from local property taxes.

Another problem that has been created with a greater dependence on property taxes to fund education in Saskatchewan is an increase in political pressure on municipal governments to reduce or maintain the level of municipal property taxes.  Often citizens are not aware of what proportion of their property tax bill goes to provide municipal services and how much goes to the school board.  Citizens may complain about the level of municipal taxes they pay, making it difficult for municipal governments to raise mill rates if necessary to continue to provide quality municipal services.

How to correct the balance

From the basic principles for public education that we have put forward, it becomes clear that the provincial government must correct the balance and fund the majority of the costs of education.  The more difficult question becomes how best to achieve this.

First of all, the province should correct the balance so that more of the costs of education are paid by personal income taxes and other sources of revenue rather than through property taxes.  We believe that the government should be paying at least 60% of the costs of K-12 education. That would entail increasing personal income taxation and implementing new forms of taxation, but ensuring that this is done in a progressive, or ability to pay basis.  

We find it unfortunate that this review of education financing is happening now, several years after the provincial government established a committee to review personal income taxes.   The Saskatchewan Personal Income Tax Review Committee headed by Jack Vicq released its report in November 1999, and focused solely on personal income taxes and not the whole range of various forms of taxes that people in this province pay.  Their recommendations included reducing the number of tax brackets from five to three, thus making the income tax system less progressive, and reducing the level of taxation paid.

The Vicq Committee stated that an examination of property taxes was outside its mandate
, and dismissed the concerns of many organizations that reducing income taxes would result in less provincial funds for important social programs. 

The provincial government acted upon the recommendations of the Vicq Committee and reduced its revenues from income taxes by $240 million annually.  These lost revenues could have been invested instead in our K-12 education system and would have brought the province’s share of the cost of education up to about 50%.  The income tax cuts not only reduced the amount of funds available for public programs, but they also disproportionately benefited higher income earners.  

As Neil Brooks, professor of tax law at Osgoode Hall Law School assessed the Vicq report, “High income folks are making out like bandits with these proposals.  Low-income and middle-income folks get hardly anything.”
 Indeed, lower income earners saw very little benefit from a tax cut, and because of less provincial investment in K-12 education, most of them likely saw a property tax increase.

We believe that the provincial government needs to rethink its overall taxation policy.  We believe that the public would support an increase in personal income taxes that was fair and progressive if they knew that the funds would go into our public education system and reduce the dependence on property taxes.    This would create a more balanced, fair and equitable method of paying for the costs of K-12 education.  Omnibus polling by the government in June 2003 found that 85.8% of respondents agreed with the government’s priorities to increase health and education spending in the last provincial budget.

Another option to explore is the implementation of a new provincial education tax on commercial and industrial properties.  If there were to be an overall reduction in the education portion of the property tax, partially replaced with income taxes, businesses would see a large drop in their overall taxes.  Businesses benefit from our public education system and the development of educated students and therefore business should also contribute to the costs of education.  

Equitable distribution of resources

It is unclear to us what the impact of increased provincial funding into the education pot would have on the distribution of provincial grants to school divisions.  Would an additional $300 to $400 million address the problem of zero grant boards?  Would the Foundation Operating Grant function as it was meant to by equalizing the resources among the school divisions?

Another strategy that could be employed is for the provincial government to levy and collect property taxes on industrial and commercial property.  We question the fairness to a school division that receives no provincial grant because it has high local assessment because of potash, oil or other industrial activity in the region.  Renewable and non-renewable resources belong to all the people in the province and it follows that property taxes on resource and commercial lands should benefit the province as a whole.   A provincial industrial and commercial property tax would supplement the Foundation Operating Grant currently funded through general revenues.

V.
Other funding issues
Targeted funding to specific programs

In addition to the discussion on how the overall costs of K-12 education are shared between the province and school divisions, there is a need to re-examine formulas within the Foundation Operating Grant.  Much concern has been raised by school divisions about the fact that recognized expenditures do not reflect actual costs, resulting in the school division raising additional revenues to cover their costs.  This problem can only be addressed with increased provincial funding to education.

There is also targeted funding for special needs students, for community schools and other areas such as transportation costs.  Our members who work with special needs students or in the community schools are concerned that the amount of grants from the province does not cover the true costs of providing those services.  While our union supports the concept of community schools and believes that this is a positive direction, we urge the government to recognize the additional costs and workload for caretakers and maintenance workers who have additional work as schools are used more frequently and after regular school hours.

One of our members provided an example that ten years ago her school used to have 140 students and 1.5 full time equivalent caretakers cleaning that school.  Today, the school has 250 students, has expanded its programs as a Community School, but only has 1.2 full time equivalent caretakers cleaning the school.

A review needs to be taken of the various levels of special needs students and assumed costs to provide services to them.  Some special needs students are expected to have one-on-one instruction and the teacher assistant or associate instead is working with a group of two or three.  In a survey of teacher assistants/associates conducted by our union in 1998, we found that only one-quarter of teacher assistants worked one-on-one with special needs students and that over 28 per cent regularly worked with between 7 and 14 students at a time
.  In some cases, teacher assistants/associates are working in a classroom setting.  In other cases, TAs are working with two or three special needs students who require one-on-one attention. 

Another major concern raised by our members who work with special needs students is the inconsistent and overall lack of training provided by school boards for special needs staff.  Educational Assistants or Teacher Associates are often assigned to new students with different kinds of disabilities and very specific needs.  Our members want to receive specific training on the various disabilities and medical needs of the students so that they can provide the best quality of education and support possible to these students.  One of our members stated that there is often an attitude of “sink or swim” when they are assigned to new students.  

In accordance with the principle of providing equal opportunities and a quality education to all students in Saskatchewan, the provincial government must take into consideration the needs of special needs students and those who work with them.  As part of the special needs funding formula, the provincial government should be recognizing the need to provide ongoing and specified training for support staff workers in this area.  The knowledge within the special needs field is changing constantly, such as our understanding of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome and other issues, and special needs staff need to benefit from this expanding field of knowledge.

The provincial government needs to review the funding allocations to targeted programs such as the funds for special education and ensure that the funding reflects the actual costs and is based on the payment of fair wages for all workers in special needs programs.  

Provincial support for improved wages and benefits for support staff
Through this review of K-12 education, we urge the Commissioner to examine the huge disparities in wages and benefits among support staff in the school divisions.  Our union has been working hard to address low wages at the many bargaining tables across the province, and in some instances we have made gains.  There are incredible resources, staff, time and commitment involved in bargaining with close to 50 school divisions.  

We believe that provincial bargaining for support staff is an important and achievable goal.  Provincial bargaining would address the incredible disparity in wages and benefits of school board workers that vary not only between rural and urban school divisions, but also among the rural school divisions.  

For example, in 2002 caretaker wages varied from a low of $12,000 a year in one rural school division to almost $35,000 a year in another.  Teacher Assistant wages in rural school divisions range from $8.00 an hour to $12.49 an hour and a school secretary will earn $8.00 an hour in one school division compared to $12.68 an hour in another.

There are also differing levels of benefit coverage and premium cost sharing among the dozens of collective agreements covering support staff workers.  With some school board employers, we have successfully negotiated 100% employer paid premiums for core benefits but in the majority of agreements the employees are sharing the premium cost of those benefits.  Only 13 of our collective agreements have vision care coverage in their benefit plan.

Just as teachers are paid the same salary rate and health care workers are paid the same wages regardless of their employer, we feel that school board support staff deserve the same fair and equitable treatment.  School board support staff should not have substandard wages and benefits simply because they have the misfortune of working for a poor school division or for a school division with parsimonious trustees.  Wages and benefits should be determined on a fair and equitable basis that recognizes the value of the job.

We also believe that there are efficiencies to be gained by developing a provincial collective agreement with standardized classifications and wage rates.  The time and money spent by local school divisions in bargaining would be greatly reduced, and the amount of time and energy involved in administering and interpreting a standard collective agreement would be less than what exists now.

VI.
Recommendations
In summary, we would like to make the following recommendations to the Commission on K-12 Education Financing:

1. Keep K-12 education within the public sector and solely publicly funded.  Our education system is a social good that must be preserved within the public sector and funded by the public.  Our public education system must be protected from increased commercialization and pressures to create private education options.  

2. Increase provincial funding to K-12 education so that the province pays at least 60% of the costs.   Education should be primarily a provincial responsibility with the province covering the majority of the costs.  It will be increasingly difficult for the province to direct and develop educational programs if it is not the main funder of education.

3. Shift the burden of funding education from property taxes to more progressive forms of taxation.  Property taxes, while they perhaps must be relied on for a certain level of revenue to ensure local input and accountability, are not the fairest and most appropriate way to pay for our public education system.  Saskatchewan is the only province where property taxes pay the majority of the costs of K-12 education.

4. Review the formula for determining recognized expenditures and the costs for providing special programs to ensure fairness and equity.  In particular, the actual costs to provide special needs programming and to support Community Schools must be re-examined.

5. Provide increased funding for infrastructure.  While the provincial government has increased operating grants over the last few years, funding for capital projects and infrastructure repair does not meet the needs of our aging facilities.  We need increased infrastructure funding to ensure we have safe, clean learning environments for our students.  We also urge the provincial government to take a position opposing and prohibiting the development of lease-back schools in this province.

6. Increase provincial funding to support provincial bargaining and improved wages and benefits for school board support staff.  Support staff workers deserve fair and equitable wages regardless of where they work.
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