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New York's school districts face more than 250 unfunded state mandates governing many aspects of daily school lfe, like curriculum and bus service. Most are established through legisiation and approved by the
governor. The New York Times examined four examples of unfunded state mandates and their financial impact on the Croton-Harmon School District in Westchester County, which had a $43.9 million budget this year.

MANDATE 2005 School districts must have an internal
auditor. Aimed at improving financial
accountabilty after abuses in Rosiyn, N.Y.

Py
DISTRICT COST £20000

AN sponsors  Thomas P. DiNapoli, Assembly
Stephen M. Saland, Senate

suppoRTERS  School superintendents; public accountants;
school boards; State Education Department;

State Comptroller's Office
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2001 Instructional materials in
alternative formats must be available
for disabled students.

$15,000

Harvey Weisenber, Assembly
John R. Kuhl Jr, Senate

Advocates for disabled persons, children
and families; rehabilitation associations;
publishers; State Education Department

2002 A defibrillator and trained staff member
must be in each school. Law enacted after a
student was killed by a ball on a lacrosse field.

$10,000 the first year to buy defibrillators,
'$4,000 for annual maintenance and training

Harvey Weisenberg, Assembly
John R. Kuhi Jr, Senate

State Health and Education Departments;
teachers’ union; medical and heart associations;
the Red Cross; Long Island parents

2007 Up to four hours of paid leave for
prostate and breast cancer screenings.

$3,500

Richard L. Brodsky, Assembly
Thomas P. Morahan, Senate

Police, teachers’ and state employees”
unions; state employee relations and
human rights offices




PORT WASHINGTON, N.Y. — A roomy yellow bus waited outside the high school in this affluent Long Island suburb, its door open to students headed home at the end of classes. Ten minutes later, it rolled away with 12 riders scattered among the 66 seats. 
With state reductions in education aid at nearly $1.3 billion, some school districts like Port Washington question expensive mandates requiring underused school buses.
 “That’s about average,” said the driver, Akinola Famuyiwa. “The most I have is 25.” 
To accommodate every student from Paul D. Schreiber High School who is eligible for busing service, Port Washington sends out 17 buses with 1,122 seats, even though more than half of the seats routinely go empty at the end of the day because students stay late for sports and clubs, or find their own way home. Nevertheless, the school district says it is required to provide a seat for every eligible child every day to comply with longstanding state laws that govern school transportation. 
“It’s ludicrous to be doing this, and you can’t get anyone to listen,” said Geoffrey N. Gordon, the Port Washington superintendent, who estimated that the practice of running more buses than needed costs the district $2 million a year. 
Facing the threat of layoffs and program cuts, financially ailing districts across New York State are re-examining expenditures and increasingly challenging those mandated by state laws and regulations they find burdensome, costly or unnecessary. 
By their count, these officials say, they are forced to abide by more than 250 unfunded state mandates a year, many of which can no longer be sustained. 
School officials have been complaining about these imposed costs for years, but their protests are now resonating with parents and voters seeking ways to cut school spending. In response, Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo convened a statewide mandate-relief committee, and the Board of Regents has identified laws it considers outdated. 
But the clamor for mandate relief has been heightened by the March 31 adoption of a $132.5 billion state budget, one of the leanest in years. The budget reduces education aid by nearly $1.3 billion. 
As a result, superintendents and school board members who once focused on big-ticket expenses like pensions and health care are now analyzing smaller mandates, like a 2007 law requiring districts to give employees paid leave for breast cancer and prostate screenings. The mandate cost one district, Croton-Harmon in Westchester County, $3,500 for substitutes for 20 teachers and staff members, and the cost is expected to rise as more staff members learn about the law, district officials say. 
“People keep pushing the big issues, but it’s the little mandates that add up to a lot of money,” said Karen Zevin, the Croton-Harmon school board president. 
To make this point, Croton-Harmon and six other districts in Westchester and Putnam Counties — Brewster, Carmel, Garrison, Haldane, Hendrick Hudson and Lakeland — have compiled a spreadsheet showing that to comply with state and federal mandates, they spend a combined $94.5 million annually, or an average of 21 percent of their budgets. That amount does not include pension and health care increases passed along by the state. With personnel costs typically making up two-thirds or more of school budgets, those mandates are far costlier. 

Not all mandates cost money, but they can rankle nonetheless. One law requires districts to calculate each student’s body-mass index, creating yet more paperwork. Other mandates require them to observe Conservation Day and teach about the Irish potato famine, which, they say, are unnecessary because these topics are already covered in earth science and social studies classes. 
But efforts to eliminate any particular rule or regulation can draw protests. “A lot of these mandates, they have constituencies behind them,” said Randall W. Squier, superintendent of the Oxford Academy and Central School District, north of Binghamton. “Once it becomes a mandate, it never comes off the list.” 
The sensitivity of the issue was evident when Mr. Cuomo’s mandate-relief committee released a report on March 1 that addressed specific education mandates only in a footnote saying the Board of Regents was reviewing 53 mandate relief options, as was the governor’s team. Since then, the Regents have endorsed 21, the most important of which would eliminate the century-old Wicks Law, requiring districts to hire a minimum of four prime contractors for each construction project.
Other relief options being considered would have little impact. One would repeal a law requiring a report on students with disabilities who are children of Vietnam War veterans — moot, as there are almost none of school age. 
Jane Briggs, a spokeswoman for the State Education Department, noted that “the vast majority of education mandates are required by state or federal law” and can be undone only through legislative action. Ms. Briggs said that the department did not have the resources to enforce every mandate, but that districts that failed to comply could risk losing state aid, and that their administrators could lose their education licenses. 
A number of mandates have been imposed in recent years by the State Legislature in response to problems or larger social concerns. For instance, legislators tightened state oversight of school finances after administrators in Roslyn embezzled money. After the death of a Long Island lacrosse player, a 2002 law required every public school to have a working defibrillator. 
“These are not petty, bureaucratic excesses, these are fundamental social and educational policy determinations,” said Richard L. Brodsky, a former Westchester assemblyman who sponsored the law giving school workers paid leave for cancer screenings. “We understood there would be economic consequences.” 
Mr. Brodsky acknowledged, though, “in a time of scarcity, everything has to be re-examined.” 
Parental concern over school bus injuries helped propel a 2000 law prohibiting standing on buses. Peter Mannella, executive director of the New York Association for Pupil Transportation, which represents district supervisors and private bus companies, said that keeping open seats ensured that every student had a safe ride. Trying to cut back the number of seats, he said, also raises a logistical issue, because “how do you know when they’re not taking the bus?” 
Dr. Gordon, the Port Washington superintendent, said he had asked the state to change the law, enabling parents to waive their right to a reserved seat for their child, which is not an option now. Some superintendents have also questioned a law that requires districts to provide busing and other aid to local children attending private schools, as a benefit to those taxpayers. Scarsdale spends $1.5 million a year on bus service for students attending private schools within 15 miles of the district, including Horace Mann in the Bronx. 
“In good times, this is a service we have been happy to provide to our community,” said Michael V. McGill, the Scarsdale superintendent. “The problem is, as times get tougher, and we’re having to cut services to our students and looking at larger class sizes, it now begins to harm 4,700 students who are here for a quality public education.” 

Mr. Mannella acknowledged the expense of busing private school students. He suggested limiting busing to private schools within 10 miles of a district, instead of the current 15-mile mandate, a move he said could save districts nearly $70 million a year. 
Richard E. Organisciak, superintendent of the New Rochelle schools in Westchester, said some mandates were bureaucratic headaches — like a required yearly report on “violent and disruptive incidents,” which he said cost $25,000 annually in administrative time to investigate and document every dispute in a district with 10 schools. In return, he said, the district has received “very little feedback that has been of value to us.” 
School officials also say that too many mandates take a one-size-fits-all approach — for instance, the one requiring three outside auditors that was imposed on every district after the Roslyn scandal. 
That costs the 3,100-student Jericho district on Long Island $124,000 a year on audits, five times as much as when it went with just one auditor, the superintendent, Henry Grishman, said. 

“I’m not saying that someone shouldn’t be looking closely at our books,” he said. “But for that expenditure, how many more Roslyns have they found?” 

A version of this article appeared in print on April 15, 2011, on page A23 of the New York edition.
