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“New York’s school superintendents need help to bring down the costs that local property taxpayers
have been bearing. Today’s Local Government Commission report recommends actions to deliver
some of that help and we applaud the Commission’s efforts and diligence on this matter.

School districts already have one resource that other local governments need — a mechanism to share
services. BOCES (Boards of Cooperative Educational Services) give school systems a way to share
services so that they can offer better programs at less cost to taxpayers. So, we especially welcome the
Commission’s recommendations to make more aggressive use of BOCES, for example, in
consolidating administrative functions across school districts and launching regional high schools.
The state should also empower BOCES to deliver similar services to municipalities.

We oppose giving the Education Commissioner the power to force school district mergers. In practice,
consolidation often proves ineffective at reducing costs. When two workforces are combined,
administrative positions may be eliminated but those jobs represent a small share of a district’s
personnel budget. On the other hand, compensation for employees covered by union contracts
typically gets ‘leveled-up’ to the more generous package from the two prior districts; a fact noted in
research cited by the Commission.

At the same time, superintendents in some regions see consolidation as the only way their
communities can maintain viable public schools, so we support proposals to encourage voluntary
mergers. Also, sharing administrative services and promoting regional high schools can improve cost-
effectiveness, without sparking the local turmoil that comes when complete consolidation is pushed.

The Commission calls for regional collective bargaining. It is unclear how this would work in practice,
since school districts don’t share tax bases across regions. But the idea is worth exploring.

In recent years employee benefits — chiefly pensions and health insurance — have been major drivers
behind property tax increases. Over one four-year period [2002-03 to 2005-06], benefit costs went
up by more than the total increase in school aid for districts outside New York City. This meant every
cent of every other cost — teacher salaries, heating and electricity, maintenance, and more of the
benefit costs — had to be paid for from local taxes. So we applaud the Commission for tackling tough
issues and putting forward ideas to help us bring down those costs.”
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