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Preliminary Analysis on Budget and Negotiations
1) National economic conditions are not good. Median annual household income is $51,939, 8% below level of 2007(Census Bureau). Poverty rate is 14.5% up from 12.5% in 2007. Annual household income has declined for all age groups since 1999. Inflation adjusted median income is 9% less than in 1999 and similar to 1989’s level.

2) Income inequality in America has risen from 2010-2013. The top 10% has modest gains in income, middle class income is stagnant, and there has been a significant decline for the bottom 40% (Federal Reserve Board).      

3) Median household income in New Hampshire is $64,230, a decline from 2007’s peak of 70,071, $5,841 or 8.34% lower (Census). Income rose .05% last year, but the three-year change is minus 1.51%.

4) Impact of Obama Care is hard on middle class in N.H.  There are only two Medicare Advantage plans in southern N.H.  True cost is premiums plus deductibles.  Costs per couple are $11,608 and $13,400 annually. This excludes costs for drugs. 

5) I have spoken to a cross-section of Rindge residents. There is significant resistance to any increase in school budget. Many residents are suffering economically due to low activity in construction, high health insurance costs, and high property taxes.  Some people are dropping health and home insurance. Many people are in danger of losing their homes due to property taxes.

Recommendations

1) There is a real danger of school budget being rejected again at town meeting. A flat school-operating budget would be best to bring before the voters.

2) The only conceivable salary increase that could be justified would be one lower than the inflation rate which is under 2%. Employees benefit from tax-free increases in health insurance costs and pensions paid for by taxpayers out of their taxable income. That is why an increase lower than the inflation rate is proper.

3) I reviewed teachers’ and administrators’ contracts, and many benefits are very good: sick leave, personal days, and insurance.


                                   November 17, 2014                                        
A preliminary budget discussion was held. I had previously given my analysis for a proposed school budget and recommendations for negotiations.  Charlie Eicher presented his ideas to the rest of the Board. He emphasized that the school budget has increased at four times the inflation rate, continued increase in wages and benefits are unsustainable, that enrollment continues to decline in the district (250-300 fewer students), and that with fewer teachers we could save money and pay teachers more. His ideas generated heated discussion with the other Board members and the superintendent.

I addressed the Board afterwards and agreed with Mr. Eicher’s analysis, overall, as regards impact of budget on taxes. I emphasized to the Board my desire for a district budget being passed and my concern that voters might reject a budget and cut even more below a default budget. 

I presented evidence that two economic projections for core inflation for 2015 are 1.4-1.5% only. I emphasized that compensation consists of both wages and benefits. Even without a salary increase, professional district employees will receive increases in health insurance and pensions, paid for by taxpayers, of over $300,000 in health insurance alone.

The superintendent said a professional search for a new superintendent could cost from as low as $8000 to as high as $25,000. An upgrade of the district’s accounting system is needed for about $10,000. I support that because it is necessary to comply with state and federal mandates and may save money in long run.

The superintendent directed that the financial manager prepare two budgets for further discussion: a default budget and a flat budget with mandated, contractual increases included.





 December 1, 2014

Tonight was the second budget hearing. The superintendent clarified that the search for a new superintendent will cost from $8000-$12000. Two initial budgets are under consideration: a flat budget of $25,588,292 and a default budget of 25,888,292. They represent minor increase over last year’s operating budget of 0.18% and 0.37% respectively. This excludes warrant articles and increases related to negotiations.


I emphasized again that the school budget is having a significant negative impact upon taxpayers, that household incomes in our state have declined over 8% during the last seven years, and, although many costs are uncontrollable: insurance, state mandated retirement, and special education, other budget items are controllable. 


Compensation for professional staff consists of wages and benefits. On July 1, 2015 retirement system contributions from employers will increase from 14.16% of a salary to 15.67%. Rates for health insurance will go up 16.4%, partial offset by Premium Holiday rebates. Total budget will go up $411,535 for health insurance, workers comp. and retirement, a 1.6% total budget increase. Based on instructional costs of $12,677959, compensation increase will be 3.24%. This is double rate of inflation and almost double the 1.7% increase for social security recipients. This weakens support for a salary increase except for step increases.


I agreed with the superintendent that per pupil cost is useful, but do not think it is relevant for comparison purposes because in NH it does not include transportation expenses and outside tuitions. The district has high tuition costs relevant for special needs placements.


Introduction of Common Core curriculum and Smarter Balanced computer evaluation is driving up technology costs. It is responsibility of board to implement curriculum, although I believe Common Core is seriously flawed.


The following budgets were carefully reviewed: Jaffrey Grade School, Rindge Memorial School, Student Services, and Curriculum &Instruction. I emphasized that all requests, except one, had merit, but that we could not have everything due to costs. There is a need to prioritize. The superintendent stated that they are making hard choices now with the budget.


My questioning of music budget amounts was mistaken for opposition to the value of music education.  I opposed paying $3500 for one day’s work by one professional consultant. That amount is inappropriate due to economic hardships many district residents confront. The superintendent and administrators answered all my questions in a courteous and professional manner. The district is well served by these individuals who have the best interests of the children at heart.

December 15, 2014 


Since I will be away December 10-17, here are my observations for third budget review. It is a worthwhile goal to have a flat budget with staff reductions reflecting declining enrollment. This makes for a more defensible budget.


Based on instructional costs of $12,677,959, automatic benefits increase by over $411,535, equaling a 3.24% increase in compensation. This excludes automatic step increases. Negotiations should not lead to an increase in wages because of low inflation (1.7%) and built-in compensation increases now beyond rate of inflation. I am concerned about costs of warrant articles also.

 Operations/ Maintenance  
1) Pp.59- Items not included in budget draft #1 should not be added.

2) Pgs. 61,63,65,67-Fuel oil costs for four schools are listed totaling 65,000gallons at $3.60 per gallons. Budget total is $234,000.This does not reflect record low petroleum prices. A 12 cents a gallon reduction in budgeted amount would save $7800.

3) Pp. 61-replacement cycle paint/carpet- $25,000 per school. Could this be postponed a year or reduced?

4) Pp.61-Does the District use private snowplow contractors or does it pay the towns?

5) Pp.67-technical services –Why a 100% increase over 2013-14? 

                                                GT
1) Pp71- I recommend not increasing the number of special programs and field trips. I counted seven. These involve increased dues and fees. Field trips are up 67%. It should be level funded. I question necessity of and cost of attending NAGC conference.

Food Services     


1) As of now cost figures for new and replacement equipment are not available. Prioritize what is recommended. Replace only what is broken. 

Conant High School   (sent in advance for December 8. Budget Review)

1) Pp.17-“Items not included in Budget Draft#1” Do not include these items.

2) There is a $4174 increase in field trips.  There should be no increase over this year’s amounts.

3) Pp.19-24% increase in Books/Sheet Music-Why?

4) Pp.19 - $12000 increase in music instruments. Value of music education is not questioned, but you can’t afford everything desired. That amount should be reduced.

5) Pp.22- Conant has an alternative high school; therefore you don’t need to contribute to Victory High School.

6) Pp22-It is not necessary to have both a law and public safety course and a forensic science course. Nation crime rates have been declining for years.

7) Pp.26- a133% increase in transportation counseling

8) Pp 26-63% increase in on-line subscriptions

9) Pp.28-What do department coordinators do?  Could they be used to evaluate teachers?

10) There are four secondary administrators for 729 students, including middle school. That is one administrator for 182 students. The ratio of administrators to students in the inner city schools I taught in was one administrator for every 300 student and, according to the superintendent, subs like Jaffrey/Rindge because our students are “nicer” than in surrounding towns. 

                                          Jaffrey/Rindge Middle School  (Dec 8. Budget Review)


1) Pp33-supplies general-33% increase?

2) General Education-books and consumables-a jump from 0 to 4000.Why?

3) Long-term subs-Why a 56.25% increase?

4) Pp.34-$5800 for new desks. Are the old ones broken?

5) Pp.35New furniture and fixtures-$1500-Are the old ones broken?

6) Pp.35-$900 for Red Ribbon Week. What is that and is it necessary?

7) Pp.37-Why are there fees for spelling and geography bees? They can be conducted within a classroom and school without fees.

8) Pp.36-cooking range and mixtures-$1150. When was the last time replaced? Are they broken?

9) Pp.36-STEM program-$15,000. Program costs should be extrapolated into future. I am concerned about open-ended nature of technology expenses. How many students do not have access to technology at home? A survey would be useful.

10) Pp.39-$3750-What do temporary dept. coordinators do?

                              Technology    (December 8&15 Budget Reviews)


 Technology is itemized throughout the budget. Limits on technology expenses should be established, otherwise costs would always grow due to the nature of new developments. The role of technology in education should be carefully looked at. Technology should be a tool to reduce expenses.  Do not attribute messianic properties to technology.

SAU&Districtwide Services (December 15 Budget Review)

1) Pp.70 If you functioned this year without a wireless upgrade at JGS and RMS, why could you not function another year without one?

2) Pp.71-ESOL-Have the number of ESOL students increased to point where this line item has to be doubled? ESOL students are taught in classroom group settings and not individually.

3) Pp.73-$21000-Consultant budget is too high. 

4) Pp73-supplies technology-$500- video taping lessons is unnecessary because it creates an artificial element that substantially changes what actually happens in a classroom when a camera is not present.

5) Pp.73-Resources adoption cycle-$3000 for Tier 2 Foundations- This is too large compared with prior years.

6) Pp.75 professionaldevelopment-$10,000. Based on what actually was spent in past, this line item should be reduced somewhat.

7) Bottom item-What are student alternative meals and why necessary?

8) Pp.78-technology repair and maintenance-$20,000-Has technology become a ravenous hydra- headed monster consuming the budget? This is a 333% increase over this year’s budget.

9) Pp.79-replacement cycle technology-What are the number of years of a cycle and what is that based upon? Would computer labs be cheaper than classroom use? I would survey students to see how many already have access to smart phones, tablets, computers, laptops, etc. We should ask a challenging question-If a majority of children are already technologically savvy, why is it necessary to constantly increase technological expenses? There is some research that overeliance on technology will actually reduce students’ critical thinking skills, but this merely means that the board should address educational efficacy of technology in future.



                                                    January 5, 2015


This meeting served for the Board to present and explain a $25,616,015 operating budget, which is $21,158 less than the default budget. Although not agreeing with everything in this budget, it has been my stated position that a budget less than the default would be defensible.


The Board voted to ratify an agreement with the Jaffrey-Rindge Education Association, for one year, giving an increase in total compensation of over 4.2%. This is based upon a 2.7% salary increase and 1.5% addition increase in district contributions to state retirement system benefiting each teacher. Also there are increases for health insurance paid by the District, and salary increases trigger further increases in social security and Medicare. 


I strongly argued against this agreement, which is unfair to taxpayers because it is more than three times the current rate of inflation of 1.3%. People on social security received only 1.7%. Although I supported a reduction in steps from 27 to 23, I will oppose this agreement because it is indefensible. I will also oppose the agreement with support staff because it is, at least, double the inflation rate.


Charlie Eicher proposed an increase in the budget for “mentoring” of about $19,000, which was approved over my opposition.  A  $19,000 reduction in expenditures for gasoline was approved which was only common sense.


Mr. Eicher’s proposals for over $100,000 in further reductions received no support from the superintendent and other board members. He was leery of further expenditures for technology due to absence of proven data on its value in the system. I supported him on that and raised some general concerns about open-ended nature of technological expenditures in the future. Rancor against Mr. Eicher was displayed.


The District’s financial manager predicts a $550,000 surplus by June. The Board wants to put the bulk of that money into capital improvement and property-purchasing funds through warrant articles. I believe most of any potential surplus should be given back to taxpayers with some going into the Capital Improvement Fund


The Board chairman, Mr. Whitney, provided me with every opportunity to make comments and ask questions. I appreciate that and his insistence that audience members be respectful to all speakers even those they oppose.



                                 January 15, 2015                                          

   

A spirited budget discussion took place this evening when the Board presented its operating budget and warrant articles prior to the February 4 1st Session (Deliberative). Here are my recommendations:

1) The Board is recommending an operating budget of $25,616, 015. This is $74.092 or 0.29% over 2014-15. I support this because it is essentially the same as last year’s operating budget. It will provide funding for a good school year for the children of the District.  However, I did not support every thing in this budget.  The budget reduces six teaching positions, which is sound due to declining enrollments. The addition of another administrator at the secondary level, an extensive mentoring program, an overemphasis on technological purchasing, and the Common Core implementation are questionable. The Budget also has excessive funding for petroleum products ignoring the reality of the current market place.

2) I oppose Article3; the collective bargaining agreement with the Jaffrey-Rindge Education Association because it gives teachers a 2.7% salary increase on top of a 1.5% taxpayer funded increase for each teacher’s retirement for the NHRS. This is a total compensation increase of 4.2%, which is three times the November 2014 inflation increase of 1.3% annually. It is greater than the amount retired people on Social Security received of 1.7% and the average wage increase of American workers, which is also 1.7%. Cost of living in America has declined by 0.5% since November. The argument that teachers deserve a raise because they put in many unpaid hours is without merit because that is the nature of teaching, e.g. grading papers in the evening. The argument that a good education system keeps property values high is irrelevant because no one is proposing   dismantling the education system. The argument that teachers did not get a raise last year is immaterial because wages in America have been stagnant for almost a decade and taxpayers will not receive additional money from their last year’s income. 

3) I oppose Article 5, a $56,372 increase for the support staff because of the percentage increase of 2.7%.

4) I oppose Article 7, placing $200,000 in the capital reserve fund for “reconstruction and repair of real estate, buildings, and capital equipment”. Several hundred thousands of dollars will be spent from existing funds for those projects this coming year. I am not opposed to any such projects but surplus from the 2014-15 budget ($550,000) should be used to reduce school taxes for 2015-2016. If improvements are needed in the future, warrant articles can then be proposed.

5) I oppose Article 8-placing $100,000 in a property acquisition fund for the same reasons I oppose Article 7. Due to increased in proposed appropriations that will significantly impact Rindge taxpayers, $158 on a $200,000 house compared to $34 in Jaffrey, this money should be returned to taxpayers.

6) Implementing the Common Core curriculum is having a significant impact causing rising costs in technology and teacher evaluation. I am opposed to the Common Core because, after reading its New Hampshire version, it is of dubious educational value in that it has redundant objectives that do not emphasize knowledge, global education, democratic values, and it is weak on critical thinking skills. Its emphasis is on testing and not the student and creative teaching.

      I wish to thank the superintendent, the Board chair, members of the Board, the District Finance Manager, and the school administrators, for the time spent on the budget process. I was treated with respect and my concerns and questions were listened to.

     I want to thank all the members of the Rindge community who attended these meetings with the Board and expressed their opinions and questions. It showed real community involvement.

