M.O.R.E.

Board of Education Functions Subcommittee

MEETING MINUTES

Friday, April 26, 2013

9:30 A.M. in LOB Room 1B
Those Present: Paul Formica, Don Stein, Gary Buzzell, Leo Canty, Lon Seidman, Chris Wilson, Patrice McCarthy, Jim Vigue, Gayle Weinstein, Kachina Walsh-Weaver, Craig Edmondson, Rep. Alexander, Rep. Carpino, Rep. D’Agostino, Rep. Davis, Rep. Grogins, Rep. Johnson, Rep. Lopes, Rep. Maroney, Rep. McGee, Rep. Srinivasan

Those Absent: Brian Anderson, Matt Knickerbocker, Tom Frattaroli, Jennifer Herz, Conor Casey, Vin Loffredo, Carol Clifford, Patricia Walters, Rich Carmelich, David Lenihan, Rep. Ayala, Rep. Cook, Rep. Fleischman, Rep. Morris. 

Meeting called to order at 9:37 A.M.

The general subcommittee broke out into the subject matter working groups to prepare and find agreement on legislative recommendations to present back to the general subcommittee.  

Meeting reconvened at 10:50 A.M. 

Rep. Ryan opened the meeting by asking working groups for agreed-upon legislative recommendations.  

The Common Calendar report was delivered by chair Rep. Davis.  

Members were eager to move rapidly on a model common calendar program to implement for the 2014-2015 school year.  They recommended convening a working group composed of public education stakeholders.  The group would meet over two months this summer to develop and present a model calendar to the State Department of Education Commissioner and local boards of education.  Items on such a calendar would include vacation days, start days and professional development days.  The calendar would not be mandated but would be used as a template.
The working group would focus on a 3-5 year implementation plan, eventually resulting in mandated local-regional calendars.  Follow-up issues for after September 1 involve how they would handle special schools or those with longer school years.  They have in mind a 185-day flex calendar consisting of 180 days and 5 multi-purpose flex days.  Other issues of concern involve non-certified personnel and labor agreements.  The committee would produce a final report by February 1 to the legislative committee of cognizance.  

Kachina Walsh-Weaver asked for clarification on the mandated local-regional calendar.  

Rep. Davis said the statewide model would be what the regions would follow, but the RESCs and local districts would be mandated to abide by their respective regional calendar.  

Walsh-Weaver asked about the definition of “region”, whether it be municipalities or RESC boundaries.  

Rep. Davis said his group agreed that remained to be determined.  There is the possibility of non-RESC boundaries, since staff come from varied locales.  There could be a common shoreline district that does not get snow, however many staffers may come from areas with other weather patterns.  They would like to do more work on uniformity in that area.

In the northern part of the state they often do not have a full winter break because of the number of snow days – they instead have a full spring break.  In the southern part they may have both full breaks.  The working group was contemplating eliminating one winter break, and instead having one holiday/Christmas break and one late-winter/early-spring break.  

Rep. Susan Johnson added that she checked with the Comptroller’s office on pooling health insurance for bus drivers, and awaits hearing from them.  

Rep. Davis concurred that the working group looked at transportation issues.  The transport companies do not have issues dealing with a common calendar.  However they might have issues with mandated coverage areas that would need addressing.  A model calendar for the 2014-2015 school year is very achievable and would not impacts costs or operations, thus it should be done first.

The Common Calendar working group completed its immediate duties and did not schedule further meetings for the foreseeable future.  

The Minimum Budget Requirement report was delivered by Rep. David Alexander.  He reserved his time for Walsh-Weaver, who drafted a proposal that did not gain unanimous consent from working group members.

Walsh-Weaver explained that the proposal was vetted in another venue, and it resulted in a similar conversation and set of concerns.  The goal is to start the conversation on cost savings and incentives.  The concept is to have a collaborative, deliberative affirmation between a board of education and municipality that initiates an MBR agreement.  If a board of education should find cost savings and not need to spend their entire budget allotment, the amount of money saved would go flow to two places.  Under this conceptualization, 50% of the saved funds would return to the town.  The other 50% of saved funds would be kept by the board of education in a rolling discretionary fund that could be carried to new fiscal years.  She brought up the example of a shared finance director that saves costs over each entity having two; there could be a $100,000 savings, allowing the board to put $50,000 into a rolling fund.  The town would be able to get the $50,000 back for property tax relief, and reduce their MBR by that same amount. 
The idea is conceived to be voluntary.  It would work when elected officials from both entities would have good relationships. However there were concerns from working group members that it could go awry, and therefore there was no agreement on the concept.   Walsh-Weaver conceptualized a pilot program for certain jurisdictions.   In their day-to-day roles, many people in education do not have time to brainstorm new efficiencies, so offering them an incentive to do so such as this could have value. 
MBR working group members reached an impasse regarding the potential of the concept versus the potential for unintended consequences.  Lon Seidman’s Chester district had a substantial loss of student population, resulting in the ability to spend less than previous years.  The MBR formula allows them to reduce budget by $3000, but they are still technically overfunded at that point.  
Rep. Alexander and Chris Wilson had concerns over the proposal, since the potential for shared savings agreements is scenario-driven.  Although the MBR reform proposal was recognized as well-intended, their concerns were that the reform tool could be misused.  They have seen scenarios where town governments have applied leverage against boards to extract funds from them, and this could potentially happen with coercing boards into MBR savings agreements.  Rep. Alexander believes the MBR is the only safeguard against backtracking on needed funding, since his local experience has been 6 years of flat funding.  They are also concerned about the temporary nature of pilot programs, since they tend to eventually be uniformly adopted and potentially mandated.

Gayle Weinstein commented that in Weston, the board of finance reduced the board of education budget for the first time ever, even given that they are a very high performing district.  The impetus was that finance felt education was not coming forward with shared services ideas.  With the MBR savings concept boards are at least incentivized to explore shared services, and this is a better idea than simply empowering boards of finance to make more cuts.  

Rep. Davis said that the Education has tried dealing with these issues for the past several years.  Part of the focus could be on school performance.  Some committee members have commented that they are actually getting more money than they could use.  Rep. Davis asked if there was discussion based around district performance and its reflection on budgets.  Rep. Alexander replied that the working group did not contemplate that, acknowledging that perhaps reforms around the edges need to be made.
The MBR working group completed its immediate duties and did not schedule further meetings for the foreseeable future.  

Rep. Christie Carpino presented the split tax authority working group’s recommendations.  The members took a vote and the group was nearly unanimous in opposition to the concept of split tax authority.  Approximately 30 municipalities currently engage in this.  

The majority of working group members respectfully asserted that education mandates warranted greater attention and should be scrutinized moving forward.  The group was excited about incentivizing regional purchase of health insurance.  

Rep. D’Agostino concurred that he would have reservations about split tax authority.  Concerning MBR, he said towns that do not value education would not fund their budgets and the state would have to step in with funding anyway due to failing schools.  He asked about region-wide taxation or county taxation and whether it was discussed in the working groups.  Rep. Carpino responded that her working group touched on it briefly.  There is a bill, but it was not heard in Education Committee.  The concern is that small towns versus large cities have different concerns.  Probate courts were used as an example of districts that work for some members but not others.  

Rep. D’Agostino is interested in legislative history on that type of proposal.  

Rep. Susan Johnson proposed legislation on regional purchase of health insurance. 
The Split Tax Authority working group completed its immediate duties and did not schedule further meetings for the foreseeable future.  

Leo Canty suggested in the working group that a model set of districts be developed (six, for example) that would work as examples for what an ideal regional system might resemble.  Putting that sort of idea on paper, not necessarily in legislation, would give people the opportunity to evaluate such a model.  The idea did not gain much traction however.

Gary Buzzell reported back regarding the Transportation working group.  They primarily focused on alternative energy.  In the long term, they would like to create synergy with local alternative suppliers such as fuel cell manufacturers.  Shelton has switched to 60 propane buses and they expect $180,000 annual fuel savings.  One fueling station costs $15,000 - $20,000 and services about 24 vehicles.  30% of that cost is reimbursable by the federal government, and 50 cents/gallon dispensed can be claimed as a credit to the federal government.  Therefore there may be savings in switching fleets to propane.  As brought up by All Star Transportation, the cost of fuel has largely shifted to boards of education from municipalities.  

Walsh-Weaver asked for elaboration on proposals.
Buzzell said it could be a short term fix for fuel expenditure savings to incentive small companies to switch to propane powered vehicles.  This could be most cost effective doing so as buses are taken out of the system.  Buses can be retrofitted from diesel, and there are incentives for that.  

Rep. James Maroney asked about the approximate retrofit cost on initial outlay.  Buzzell did not have retrofit cost information, but initial costs start around $91,000 for propane buses.  All Star Transportation quoted $85,000 – $100,000 for a transit-style diesel bus.  

Rep. Prasad Srinivasan asked how many towns are currently equipped with the infrastructure to service these vehicles.  Buzzell replied that Shelton does, and Torrington just bought 30 buses.  He does not yet have information about the size of fueling stations.  He did not find existing natural gas technology for school buses.  Nationwide, the trends have been toward propane.  The technology exists for natural gas transportation, but he did not have numbers to report regarding those types of vehicles.  Rep. Ryan added that Norwich DPUC has natural gas trucks available, so there may be something there – it just might not be scalable at a cost effective level.  
Rep. Alexander applauded the suggestion of alternative energy and thinking about lifetime costs rather than just upfront costs.  As an example, spending an additional $200,000 upfront on a green school can yield $450,000 in heating savings over the course of years.  

Rep. Ryan asked for clarification on whether anything could be legislated.  Buzzell said that a state incentive could perhaps be developed.
The Transportation working group completed its immediate duties and did not schedule further meetings for the foreseeable future.  

Rep. Ryan proposed waiting until September to meet as a general Board of Education Functions subcommittee. However he asked that the working groups independently explore and develop ideas over the summer to present to the group once it meets again.  Schedules can be made conducive to members with congested electoral schedules.  

Walsh-Weaver inquired about the Mandates subcommittee.  To date, mandate-related suggestions have been deferred from the education group due to existence of the mandates group.  However the mandates group has deferred their education mandate suggestions due to the existence of the education group.  She felt it important to address these as the commission moves forward.  About 70% of local budgets consist of board of education budgets, and about 70% of education budgets consist of state and federal mandates. 

Rep. Davis will work with leadership to inquire about their time-sensitive goals.  

Seidman added that small districts have been doing plenty on their own to regionalize, and there is nothing stopping them.  However they would benefit from the existence of models and templates that are backed by research.  Last year there was state budget money to pay for legal services drafting agreements, letting districts begin conversations about regionalizing without spending scarce resources.  People are not really aware of just how flexible the current law can be.  Districts could benefit from continuation of these funds.  

Rep. Ryan thanked members for their work and reaffirmed the continued work moving toward the next general meeting in the fall.  

Meeting adjourned at 11:50 A.M.

Minutes compiled by:

Matt Macunas

Subcommittee Administrator
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