M.O.R.E.

Board of Education Functions Subcommittee

MEETING MINUTES

Monday, April 22, 2013

9:30 A.M. in LOB Room 1A
Those Present: Matt Knickerbocker, Don Stein, Gary Buzzell, Leo Canty, Lon Seidman, Chris Wilson, Conor Casey, Patrice McCarthy, Jim Vigue, Kachina Walsh-Weaver, Craig Edmondson, Rep. Cook, Rep. Alexander, Rep. Carpino, Rep. Davis, Rep. Johnson, Rep. Lopes, Rep. Maroney, Rep. Ryan

Those Absent: Brian Anderson, Gayle Weinstein, Paul Formica, Tom Frattaroli, Vin Loffredo, Jennifer Herz, Carol Clifford, Patricia Walters, Rich Carmelich, David Lenihan, Rep. Ayala, Rep. D’Agostino, Rep. Fleischmann, Rep. Grogins, Rep. McGee, Rep. Morris, Rep. Srinivasan

Meeting was convened at 9:35 A.M.

Approval of the 4/19/13 minutes were moved and accepted.

Rep. Ryan introduced Jean Cronin and her presenters from the Connecticut School Transportation Association.  

Presentation by members of the Connecticut School Transportation Association (COSTA)
Steve Worhunsky, President, Worhunsky Corporation
Mike Collins, Vice President, M&J Bus, Inc.

Mason Thrall, Director of Operations, Capitol Regional Education Council (CREC)

Leslie Sheldon, Operations Manager, All Star Transportation (Vice President, COSTA)

Steve Worhunsky, President, Worhunsky Corporation
Worhunsky spoke about a regional bid in Wolcott, Thomaston, and Plymouth.  He had individual contracts with each town prior to the bid.  They were made aware 2 years ago that the contracts would expire simultaneously and the joint contract could go to bid.  The three towns had to align their calendars.  However the professional days and high school exam days remained varied from town to town.  Worhunsky thinks they will still run into problems working with high school exams.  

The Wolcott system has a 3-tier system, with high school, middle school and elementary bell times.  However Thomaston and Plymouth only have a 2-tier system, with combined high schools and middle schools.  When they regionalized, and with Wolcott keeping with a 3-tier system, then Thomaston and Plymouth shared in the costs of the more expensive 3-tier system, confounding the cost savings they may have otherwise found.

Among other issues, Wolcott requires transit-type buses, while the others required conventional school buses. Transit-type buses cost $15,000-$18,000 more than conventional school buses.  If that bus type differentiation still exists once the towns regionalize, then Thomaston and Wolcott would be sharing the costs of the more expensive buses.

Plymouth required video cameras on buses, though the other two towns didn’t.  Now the other towns must pay for them.  Wolcott requires a computerized routing system.  A town like Thomaston is too small for a $35,000-$40,000 system to realize a payback on its purchase.  Driver cost is the same across towns, however if the contracts are merged and the wages differ, then the prevailing contract rate would probably be the town with the most expensive contract.  Also, towns with longer runs are more costly, and are being subsidized by the smaller towns.  
Mike Collins, Vice President, M&J Bus, Inc.
5 years ago, LEARN put out a generic bid that any area town could join into.  There was difficulty figuring the bid and involved a fair bit of guesswork.  Mike was the only one to submit a bid, however LEARN tossed out the contract because of ambiguities.  It was a 5 year contract, where towns could join at any time.  If a town wanted to join it in the 4th year, and a contractor had to go out and purchase a bus to oblige it in the 4th year of the contract, then their company could not amortize the cost.  Costs are amortized over the terms of contracts.  
Granby, Suffield and East Granby were talking about submitting a joint bid.  The hurdles were that Granby and East Granby were non-union towns and Suffield was.  Placed together, the towns would pay union wages and benefits to the non-union towns and it would drive their costs up.  In the end they realized it would cost more money and they did not submit the bid, bidding separately instead.
M&J Bus is working with other towns to regionalize special education, due to its cost and volatility.  A vehicle gets picked up in North Haven and visits CREC and drops a student off.  They are now combining with Wallingford and North Branford, so they are now picking up 2 or 3 students and the towns are splitting the costs.  The big picture is getting the times and calendars together, which is very difficult.
Mason Thrall, Director of Operations, Capitol Regional Education Council (CREC)
Mason started by talking about their November 2011 RESC Alliance Report.  The recommendations were: establishing calendar alignment, developing a coordinated student transportation system for special education and interdistrict schools, and developing incentives to secure transportation services and align board policy among contiguous districts.  They would use a common bid template and policy revisions to get on the same page.  

He was also involved in coordinating a regional bid for Somers, Vernon, Ellington and Manchester.  Although rates in those towns went up with regional transportation from current rates in most cases, the rates were still lower than if they were single bids.  He created both bids together so that towns could bid into the joint contract or individual contract at once. When comparing them, the regional bid looked better.  One standout: there were limited bids on the regional piece – he only received two vendor bids.  Also, the company doing the bid was an incumbent and there was no consolidation or cutbacks on their case.  

CREC is currently providing transportation to 43 school districts and they transport 10,444 students they transport.  They go to 182 different region schools.  They encounter some of the same difficulties as were mentioned – differing school delays, weather, etc.  
Thrall recommends looking at other states such as Rhode Island, because they’ve been working with regional transportation for 3-4 years.  

Leslie Sheldon, Operations Manager, All Star Transportation (Vice President, COSTA)
With increasing costs, fuel, labor costs rise but they cannot ask school boards for more money.  They constantly receive phone calls to get creative with cost cutting, such as route reduction, bell-time changes, etc.  In Thomaston there was a policy to not traverse cul-de-sacs because 5 minutes is huge.  
Paid sick time for bus drivers has hit companies hard – it cost her company $350,000 this year and it’s not recoupable from the school district.

She suggested a state mandated school calendar.  She also suggested a change in statute from a maximum 5 years to a maximum 7 years contract term for bus drivers.  Right now if they finance a bus over a 7 year term, they are unsure what the last 2 years would be because it is outside of contract.  Buses probably cost $35,000-$40,000 dollars when that statute was introduced.  However now they probably cost $85,000 to $100,000 with transit-style buses.  A bus can easily be run 10-12 years now and they are getting better fuel economy.    

The other cost savings they seek is from special education.  They could find, 2 days out, that they will have to accommodate a new special education student.  They don’t get a prior fiscal year’s notice.  It’s good to investigate the area operators to see if they could share with one vehicle.

General discussion with presenters
Jean Cronin added that a common suggestion is toward centralized lots or centralized maintenance facilities.  Maintenance facilities aren’t such a problem.  However with centralized lots, the buses do pay property taxes.  To move buses to another town means the first town loses the property taxes the buses would pay.  Additionally, the companies have to pay the driver and fuel cost to move buses between consolidated lots, and they could be 2 towns away.
Rep. Ryan asked about adjusting for weather days.  If there are 2-3 districts saying they’ll go in at different times, do the bus companies have a conversation about plans with the districts, or is there an arbitrary decision made that sticks the company with results?

A company answered that there is a policy in place, but it is worst case scenario.  If they pick up in 3 districts and 1 is cancelled another has a 1 hour delay and the third has a 2 hour delay, they will not pick up from the cancelled district and they will pick up both of the others on the 2 hour delay.  It can be very confusing.
Rep. Ryan followed up asking whether superintendents include them in the conversations.

The company replied that there is no coordination between districts for magnet and choice school transportation.  Some superintendents have unofficial groups where they chat and coordinate in the morning, but there is no official coordination mechanism.  

Patrice McCarthy said that superintendents have to rely on their public safety and public works departments, which adds to the disparity we see between districts.  She asked someone to speak to the efforts in the Norwich area where they developed a core common calendar and tried making significant efforts to coordinate transportation.
Jean Cronin will endeavor to find out who that contractor was and report back.

Kachina Walsh-Weaver conceded that there have been budget changes that affect school transportation dollars.  While there has been much work done, there remains much more.  When towns make these regionalization decisions, they must really sit down and coordinate their decisions and preferences in advance.  It underscores that the elimination of school transportation dollars and replacement with an incentive grant will not work for CCM.  She asked why bus contracts of 5 years are in statute, and if there would be any downside to extending it to 7 as Leslie Sheldon mentioned.  

Sheldon did not have information on why it exists in statute.  The only downside would be if a board is unhappy with its contractor, and it could just as easily happen with a 5 year contract.  The longer an amortization time on these higher-cost buses, the better.  
Rep. Ryan explored how ownership works.  Are bus drivers who buy their own bus a part of their group?  How can they afford it?

Sheldon just took over Newtown Public Schools in September 2012. They have 45 owner-operators with individual contracts.  By going to 1 contractor they saved $1.2 million and they gained consistency with routes.  They used to have 3 people in the transportation office to deal with the 45 individuals, and now they pay All Star Transportation to do it.  In Newtown they were paying for their insurance and fuel.  There are still some owner-operators but not many.  They probably got started when some districts were very small.  In other cases, some towns own their own buses and they pay her company to manage them.  

Christopher Wilson asked about the statutory requirement for one seat per student on each route.  Particularly with high schools, onlookers see just a couple students on a bus at a time. 
The same bus would go out and pick up middle school kids on the same route.  In high school many students drive, but their seats must remain available and so the same size buses traverse the routes.  It prevents having special equipment at the high school level.  It’s hard to utilize a bus when it picks up a couple Portland kids and brings them to an Enfield magnet, for example.  Small bus use is not possible because of the tiered system – it would be difficult to have separate equipment.

Rep. Ryan asked if the biggest cost issues are the bus driver and insurance, which wouldn’t decrease based on vehicle size.  

Sheldon confirmed that labor cost is the largest and wouldn’t scale down based on bus size.

Lon Seidman asked whether there was contract exclusivity – whether the district is required to use one company for bus service or whether they could team up with other districts feeding into that school.  

Collins replied that every contract has a clause that says they can go outside of the contract for outplacement or special education.  They do take advantage of that.  

Don Stein hopes that the legislature, in its budget deliberations, will consider regional school districts.  If they incentivize regional transportation, some consideration must be given to those already regionalized – there is no hold-harmless proposal.  Those towns would lose money and also not be able to participate in the incentive pool.  COST has provided a memo pertaining to this.  Stein asked about family owned bus companies – whether they will be in a position to compete on bids that increase to cover very large contracts.  
Worhunsky replied that a small-scale, family company would indeed have difficulties.  They would not be able to compete on a level such as CREC operates.  
Cronin added that Connecticut does have a variety of family-run bus companies that would encounter difficulties competing in a regional system. 

Rep. Johnson asked if there was a way for small companies to coordinate and pool resources, mirroring what the schools are trying to do with education services, combining family businesses into a larger corporation.
Worhunsky replied that due to the locations they serve, it would not be cost effective to travel out.  It would have to include particular towns, even if they agglomerate into a larger entity.  There’s nothing in state law preventing them, but the suggestion is about the same as asking they sell their companies.
Leo Canty returned to the high cost of staff in transportation.  He asked whether there is an info graphic anywhere that pertains to this, illustrating pie-chart proportions of cost factors between personnel, insurance, vehicles, administration.  Is there a standard accounting?
Sheldon takes factors into account when bidding such as bell times, computerized routing, etc. but there is no standard.  

Cronin added that they can look into nation information.  However driver pay needs to be above minimum wage or else they will not find the personnel they need.  They also collect unemployment during summer and holidays, which increases benefits and wages.  

Canty gave an example of bus purchases.  If the $100,000 cost was a significant expense, can a consortium buy a fleet of buses instead of having individual companies buy 2 or 3 at a time?  He understands the wide variety of factors that go into cost, but regionalizing would cut into some of those factors.

Rep. Cook asked about mandatory bus seating.  If a parent drives a student to school every day and knows that they will, can they sign off on removing that reserved seat from the bus?  We may also need to look at the rule on 2-mile radii because some roads are unsafe and do not have sidewalks.  Is there anything in statute?
Sheldon has had those conversations, since her company operates in Torrington where she recognizes the school pickups are muddled due to the layout.  

Cronin cited CGS 10-186a which mandates boards to provide transportation of K-12 students.  The only issue of parents opting out is route length.  If two opt out but 8 more are on the route, it may not shorten anything.  

Cook referenced athletes who will never ride the bus home, or AP students taking college classes in the morning who wouldn’t take a bus in.  It might reduce traffic flow to open up seating.  As schools revamp, they have been making separate drop off areas for parents.

Rep. Ryan asked whether there are seats available for emergency situations where students have to be removed from a school.  They do not.

Rep. Johnson followed up on Canty’s idea of coordinated bus purchasing.  Is there a regional or statewide purchase of health insurance available?  
Sheldon has 600 buses on the road, and a private broker dental plan, but no health insurance.

Rep. Johnson referenced the Affordable Care Act.  Perhaps we should look at doing a statewide purchase to make it more affordable for small businesses.

Rep. Maroney asked if there were ways to save districts on fuel costs.  In Milford, looking at a new depot, they had a new fuel tank which would have allowed them to purchase wholesale.  

Sheldon returned to Torrington – they are looking at propane buses, which are 2/3 cheaper than at present, and far cleaner when idling.  

Worhunsky referenced Thomaston, Plymouth and Wolcott.  They did a regional bid for fuel.  He’s heard of 5-6 towns at a time putting out multi-town fuel bids.  So fuel cost containment has been explored.

Walsh-Weaver allowed that towns are already permitted to do all of these things.  They can also go through DAS for cooperative purchasing.  Is there anything that needs to be examined in statute regarding this, allowing public service entities or government contractors to engage?

Sheldon replied that in most contracts fuel is supplied by boards of education, and they use consortium pricing.  
Walsh-Weaver asked Mason Thrall if there was an analysis done when putting together their large-scale regional transportation on how they would implement it.  It might help towns when they examine regionalizing with contiguous towns.  It’s hard to move forward on an idea if it’s not positive it will result in savings.

Thrall responded that when CREC first issues an RFP, they look at ridership and bus size needed.  The hard part is that they are still growing considerably, particularly with magnet and choice schools.  This year they could use a type 2 bus with 20 kids but in 2 years they may need a type 1 for a capacity of 30.  The bus may be used for other purposes throughout the day, but it could also be forecasted that the ridership would change after a certain number of years.  So they have done that analysis.  It’s difficult and they learn through the process.  There is low-hanging fruit such as common calendars, bell times and out-of-district transportation (contiguous districts going to a common school on the same vehicle).  
The presenters concluded their discussion.  
The meeting adjourned as members broke out into working groups.  
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