
READ Position on Property Tax Relief

The members of the READ have pushed to cut education costs, in particular from unfunded mandates, so we welcome some of the recommendations of The Commission on Property Tax Relief (the ‘Suozzi Report’). For instance, the Suozzi report called for much-needed Wickes Law reform, which our state-wide organization has been advocating for over ten years. However, the Suozzi report also called for measures which look to hurt education, and which READ opposes for the following reasons:
1) The predicted cost savings don’t appear credible, seeing that the costs of some reforms are not accounted for in the committee’s analysis.  Also, union give-backs of health and retirement benefits are assumed, despite strong union opposition to the plan.
2) The experience with tax caps in California and Massachusetts looks far more negative than admitted in the Suozzi analysis.
3) The Suozzi report suggests no way to reduce unfunded mandates on local schools, and in fact comes up with yet another new, unfunded mandate to report collective bargaining outcomes.
4) The Commission suggests eliminating local school budget votes on the unspoken and highly-suspect assumption the state government is a better guardian of the tax dollar than local school boards and local voters.  This move appears intended to take decision-making out of the hands of local communities.
In the face of the current crises in the state budget, this is not the time for a plan the New York Times characterizes as “an election-year gimmick that will do far more damage than good”.  READ districts believe all programs have to be adequately thought through so they won’t affect some districts more than others, and that savings should be based on
1) Real, not imaginary, cost cuts by negotiation with the unions and reductions in unfunded mandates, particularly in the area of standardized tests and adversarial special-ed requirements.
2) Assessment and redistricting reforms that can be implemented quickly and in a cost-effective manner.
3) Acknowledgement that the solution is more democracy, not less, and that community control of local school votes is a proven check on spending.  
Detailed Analysis
1) Predicted Cost Savings:

· The Suozzi report suggests Districts rely on BOCES for a range of services that are currently optional.  Our experience and common sense suggest that BOCES costs are held in check because the member districts can choose to supply services themselves or contract with a third party.  Where BOCES has a monopoly (for instance teacher training for grading state assessments) costs can and do skyrocket.
· Suozzi’s report claims district consolidation will cut costs. To the contrary, current fuel and transportation prices may actually suggest de-consolidating a few spread-out districts.  Aside from transportation, the latest state task force pointed out that construction costs can make or break a merger. Despite this, for its part the Suozzi committee suggests construction aid be used to promote consolidations.  The Sullivan West and Campbell-Savona/Bradford consolidations show what can go wrong, and how easy it is for a district consolidation to forecast better than it turns out. 
In this light, it is suggested that the savings the Suozzi committee sees in district consolidation will be eaten up by construction and transportation costs (excepting a few districts on Long Island). It’s also worth noting that a chief author of the state task force report on consolidation, economist John Yinger of Syracuse University, has come out strongly against the Suozzi committee report.  (See Duncombe, William and Yinger, John   “Does School District Consolidation Cut Costs?” Center for Policy Research, Syracuse University November 2005)
· The Suozzi recommendations also call for cost savings from 

1)  A switch from local to county-wide tax assessments

2)  ‘Rationalizing’ boundaries, to eliminate districts that cross several towns or cities, for instance.

Just like district consolidation, the benefits of these reforms have to be weighed against the cost and time it would take to carry them out. READ suggests that these reforms would cost so much, and would take so forever long to complete, that they should not be counted on to provide tax relief in the next few years.
· The Suozzi recommendations call for union give-backs in retirement and health benefits, but provide no clue how this might be negotiated.  This is especially relevant since NYSUT, the teacher’s union, has taken a position against the Suozzi committee’s recommendations. (See ‘Broad-based coalition opposes arbitrary tax cap’ NYSUT Media Relations - June 10, 2008)
· The Suozzi report calls for changing the Wickes law concerning construction contracts. Our state school board association, NYSSBA, has demanded this reform for the past ten years, and READ believes it should be enacted regardless of any changes to the property tax.
2) Examples of Tax Caps in California and Massachusetts: 

The Suozzi report says its plan will avoid the excesses of California’s ‘Proposition 13’ tax cap, which cut something like 40% out of California’s per-pupil spending and sank the state’s schools like the Titanic.  Instead, Suozzi points to the example of Massachusetts ‘Proposition 2 ½’, as a success.   There are strong reasons to question this position:

· Massachusetts state-wide per-pupil spending didn’t decrease after Proposition 2 ½ in proportion to property tax rates. This occurred because other taxes and fees were substituted to replace property taxes (something like a +8% increase in State funding, after inflation, according to the New York Times.)  It’s unrealistic to predict New York can do what Massachusetts did, given the current economy and pre-existing New York sales and income tax rates.

· The Massachusetts cap has apparently hurt some districts more than others.  Rich districts appear more likely to pass ‘over-rides’ and poor districts get more state aid, leaving middle-income districts to make a disproportionate share of spending cuts.  There is evidence student performance in these districts has suffered. (See Oliff, Phil and Lav, Iris J.  ‘HIDDEN CONSEQUENCES: LESSONS FROM MASSACHUSETTS FOR STATES CONSIDERING A PROPERTY TAX CAP’ Center on Budget and Policy Priorities,  May 21, 2008)
For these reasons, we fear New York’s experience under a tax cap would be closer to that of California than to Massachusetts, and would be unfairly concentrated on middle-income districts.

3) No Reduction in Unfunded Mandates:

· The Suozzi report does not recommending reduction or cuts in the unfunded mandates for state-wide standardized testing, reporting, and AIS, estimated to cost an extra $3 Million yearly in the six READ districts.  
· Suozzi hands off the issue of unfunded mandates for special education to yet another task force. The six READ districts spend something on the order of $180,000 yearly just in legal costs to administer the highly-adversarial special ed. mandates. (CPTR Report Page 76). 
· On top of this, the Suozzi committee suggests its own new unfunded mandate: “The Commission recommends that school districts be required to report on collective bargaining outcomes to the Governor’s Office of Employee Relations (GOER).”(CPTR Report Page 71).
Because of this, the report’s claims of ‘Mandate Relief’ are especially provocative and without substance.
4) Community Decision-Making:
As any school board member who has seen a budget or bond issue voted down can tell you, voters take local school taxes seriously. The six READ districts have lost two bond issues and three budget votes in recent years. The notion that somehow the government in Albany puts more effort into tax cuts than do local school boards just isn’t true, at least among READ’s voters.
There are fit and proper state- and nation-wide programs, such as curricula, testing, teacher education and certification, and so forth.  But neither the legislature nor the administration in Albany has a stronger claim to tax efficiency or transparency than do local school boards.  If the state government had a believable plan to get more value-for-money from local school taxes – by eliminating onerous and inefficient mandates, for instance – it might make sense to do away with the annual local school budget votes.  But the Suozzi paper makes no such recommendations, yet it presumes to wipe out an example of grass-roots participation in our government and our children’s education.  
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