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To:
M.O.R.E. Board of Education Subcommittee

From:
Betsy Gara, Executive Director, COST

Re:
Regional Transportation Funding

Date:
April 22, 2013

The Connecticut Council of Small Towns (COST) would like to bring an issue to this committee’s attention regarding the impact of the budget approved by the legislature’s Appropriations Committee on the state’s regional school districts. 
There are currently 17 regional school districts in Connecticut serving 45 small towns throughout the state.  These communities have formed regional school districts to help achieve “cost efficiency through regional collaboration” - a fundamental goal of the M.O.R.E. Commission.  

Unfortunately, it appears that regional school districts will be disproportionately penalized under the budget approved by the legislature’s Appropriations Committee, which eliminates the public and private school transportation grant.  We are currently finalizing our review of the budget and its impact on small towns, however, we wanted to make sure that the M.O.R.E. Commission Education Subcommittee was aware of this concern. 

Although the Governor’s proposed budget would have offset the elimination of this grant for local school districts by providing municipalities with “hold harmless” funds under the Municipal Adjustment grant, it was not clear how the loss of such funds would be offset for regional school districts.
The legislature’s Education Committee, recognizing concerns with eliminating the school transportation grant, restored the grant in its funding bill.  However, the budget approved by the Appropriations Committee on April 19 eliminates the grant for both public and private school transportation. 

It is unclear whether the elimination of this grant has been offset by other municipal aid to hold towns harmless inasmuch as the Appropriations Committee did not include funding for the Municipal Adjustment grant.  If not, this will significantly reduce overall education funding for small towns, many of which must transport students over a wide geographic area.  Moreover, the approved budget does not appear to include any mechanism to offset the loss of revenue for regional school districts, unfairly penalizing such districts.   

As a result, regional school districts may lose an estimated $1.5 million in funding in FY 2014. This is unfair to small towns that have strived to collaborate to develop regional school districts to deliver quality educational programs for students. 
COST urges lawmakers to keep towns whole by restoring funding for the school transportation grant  and ensuring that regional school districts are not unfairly impacted by any changes in education funding.  

· Regional Transportation Grant

Although the proposed budget eliminates transportation funding for local and regional school districts, it – ironically - creates a $5 million competitiveness grant to incentivize districts to regionalize transportation services.  We find it very difficult to understand how policymakers can reconcile support for a proposal to provide financial incentives to encourage the regionalization of transportation services and, at the same time, eliminate such funding for regional school districts that already regionalize transportation services. COST is also concerned that regionalizing transportation services may not be viable for many small towns that are spread over a wide geographic area for a variety of reasons, including differences in school hours, school calendars, after school activities and the location of bus depots.  
Prior to creating a Regional Competitiveness grant, COST urges lawmakers to conduct a comprehensive policy analysis to determine whether regionalizing transportation services has the potential to generate significant savings without unduly disrupting educational programs and student academic achievement. 
COST respectfully requests your consideration of these concerns.

Thank you.
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