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LITTLE ROCK –  In an order that surprised almost everyone, a federal judge has ruled that the state no longer must pay for desegregation programs in the three school districts in Pulaski County.

The districts are the Little Rock, the  North Little Rock and the Pulaski County Special School District. Since the state agreed to a settlement in the desegregation case in 1989 it has paid the three districts a total of about $1 billion. The payment this year is about $70 million.


Legislators and school administrators outside Pulaski County have complained for years about the desegregation payments. One reason is that the money would otherwise have gone to other schools in Arkansas and for state services. Another reason is that there was no apparent end in sight to the payments in spite of the fact that the state agreed to a settlement two decades ago.

The surprise ruling was quickly appealed by the Pulaski County schools. Attorneys for Little Rock schools said 10 percent of revenue next year would be lost. 

The attorney general, representing state government, argued in support of the ruling. He said that Little Rock schools get about $2,000 per pupil in funding above the state average of $7,489 per pupil, thanks to the desegregation payments. 

The Little Rock district is not really threatened by mass layoffs or school closings, he said, because it still will get the state average in education funding, even after the desegregation payments end.

The governor said he was pleased and that many taxpayers and legislators don't believe the desegregation payments should continue indefinitely.


The ruling came as a surprise because the federal judge was not considering any specific motion to suspend state payments to the three districts. He was considering a motion by North Little Rock and Pulaski County that they be declared in compliance with court orders to desegregate. Little Rock has already been declared in compliance. The federal court had not held hearings on suspension of payments.

The judge wrote that the state's payments had created a situation in which the Pulaski County districts were rewarded for failing to comply with desegregation plans. 


With an analogy of using a carrot and a stick to drive a mule, the judge wrote that the three districts had learned how to eat the carrot while being able to sit down on the job. He wrote that it was time to put away all the carrots and let the Pulaski County schools pull their own weight "or face a very heavy and punitive stick."

The state agreed to make payments to the Pulaski County schools in 1989, in an attempt to end a long-running legal battle that has its roots in the 1957 integration crisis. 

The judge noted the state's liability due to its actions to prevent the schools from desegregating. "It must be clear that the state of Arkansas has unclean hands," he wrote. "Its history is steeped in segregation of schools as well as other public accommodations."

No sooner had the parties recovered from their surprise than they began filing the next round of motions, briefs and pleadings. Few observers, if any, claim to know when the ruling will effectively put an end to the state's desegregation payments to the schools in Pulaski County.
