
Minutes from Ward 6 Neighborhood Planning Assembly Meeting of May 1, 2014

Prepared by Charles Simpson

The videocast of the meeting is available at:

http://www.cctv.org/watch-tv/programs/burlington-ward-6-npa-meeting-37
While a number of subjects were addressed, the main focus was a panel discussion of the school district budget for the coming year, followed by questions from the audience. 

The meeting got underway at 7:05

Peter Keating presented minutes of the April 1 meeting which were approved as was the agenda for the present meeting. 

John Caulo representing Champlain College provided information on a number of issues:

· Champlain will appeal the recent decision of the Burlington Development Review Board rejecting a proposed 304 bed student apartment complex on King and St. Paul streets in the downtown area. 

· The college remains committed to housing 90% of their students on-campus. Presently approximately 300 students are housed in Winooski and bussed to campus at a cost “in the six figures.” The rejected Eagle’s Landing project is designed to house these students, give them a better campus experience, and save on transportation.

· The current college bus system accommodates these Winooski students as well as staff/students using parking areas at the Lakeside campus. 

· There will be construction work this summer on the college president’s residence at 115 Summit, a slight expansion of the building; sidewalk repairs will continue this summer as will the CCM project recently begun on Maple Street. 

Ward 6 Counsel members Norm Blais and Karen Paul gave short reports. 

· Blais said a one-year contract with the city’s police has been approved, the term intended to align this contract with those of other city employees. 

· Blais and Paul said the city administration and council are considering a stronger role in the approval of school budgets but this will require a charter change. One area might be council approval of the school budget prior to a public vote. 

· Paul indicated that the Cliff St. sidewalk and Summit Ridge road work were being coordinated for maximum efficiency and would be done this summer.

· The redistricting of the city to accommodate a Ward 8 is proceeding as an item before the state legislature.  

Lisa Kingsbury representing UVM sent a message relayed by Keating to say that classes have ended and the residence halls will close after the May 18 commencement. 

The major order of business was a school budget panel. Participating were School Commissioners Scot Shumski, Stephanie Seguino, Alan Matson, and David Kirk along with Barbara Prine of the Burlington Friends of Education. Each made a short presentation and then the panel took audience questions. Discussion, including audience questions, was respectful yet probing.

· Matson said crafting the budget was frustrating but the board’s aim was to avoid what happened in 2012 when budget discrepancies were found after the budget went to the public for a vote. 

· Seguino said new commissioners had only three weeks to work on the budget. It was built on actual expenditures and should not lead to another deficit as happened in previous years. “The burden on taxpayers has been on our mind” she said, as well as “protecting the kids”. The present budget proposal cuts $1.6 million from the previous proposal and commissioners tried to keep these cuts “out of the classroom.” 

· Shumski said he’s opposed to the new budget but agrees with 95% of the items  addressed. He said that with 8 of 14 members of the school board being new, there’s a fresh perspective. He’s concerned with the debt from prior years and once it is repaid in the 2017 budget, wonders if that $2.5 million surplus will simply be swallowed up. The need is for fiscal changes; we’ve had a budget growth of 34% over 4 years but only a 2% growth in the number of students.

· Kirk, a commissioner from Ward 7, opposed the new budget and wants to see an additional 5% or $800,000 cut. He said the process of crafting the revised budget was too rapid. While he wants a vibrant school community with arts, athletics, and academics but believes economies such as larger class sized may be necessary. Outside groups such as sports booster clubs could help with financing. 

· Prine asked the audience and the commissioners to look at the cuts: 16 para-educators in kindergarten; 4 librarians; 3 Spanish teachers; 3.6 high school teachers; $120,000 from the bus subsidy; and all police officers. She argued that compared with most other systems in Chittenden County, Burlington’s per pupil costs and teacher pay scale were at or below average.  She said school outcomes measured by the percent of graduates going on to college was good. She said that one parent threatened to move to Richmond if the new budget was defeated and that a ‘no’ vote on the budget wasn’t the way to bring about system accountability. 

· Audience members noted that in 7 of the last 10 years spending exceeded the budget and that with 75% of the budget known ahead of time because it is tied to salaries, all deficits came from the remaining 25% of discretionary spending. One said that slightly larger classes wouldn’t impact educational quality. 

· Shumski noted that the real budget was close to $75 million when you include federal money and grants and that we still don’t have all the answers we need from this administration.  

· Seguino noted that $1.2 million was already cut, but that it was a challenge to get detailed information. She said that the technology initiative that provided iPads was eliminated. She predicted that over the summer the school board would find additional savings. She said that complex bureaucratic systems could only sustain limited budget cuts in any one year.

· Several audience members wondered why the commissioners weren’t getting the needed information and asked about any structural weaknesses in the planning process.

· Matson said that the board needed to speak with a single voice in requesting information from the district. “We are creating a better process,” he said. 

· Shumski said that audience members could look at the recent auditor’s report which he’d send to anyone who emailed him. While we don’t want to micromanage the school administration, we’ve had to do so; we now need a line item budget for the board to consider. 

· The audience asked if there were structural or design problems at the high school that would have to be addressed in coming years.

· Kirk said that such planning was ongoing and budgeted. Immediately-needed improvements such as ramps were being planned for and significant changes based on 5 year and 10 year plans would be sent to the community for comment.

· An audience member said she’d been on the school board for 6 years in the past and “We’d never had a deficit but now we have a system we can’t afford.” 

· Matson suggested that one cause was that schools had internalized services once supported by other public agencies, such as transportation.

· An audience member asked it the turnover in the school’s business manager, 3 in 3 years, has affected the board.

·  Shumski said this is a concern and perhaps the board needed to look at the hiring process. 

· An audience member asked how the board considered the superintendent.
· Seguino said that the board shared a concern about system leadership and finances. Evaluation of the superintendent would be the board’s top priority. 

· Matson said that the superintendent would be fully evaluated this year and that the prior evaluation only addressed 60% of the process. “We just didn’t get the rest done.” 

· An audience member said that she was thrilled with the newly structured board. She knew from volunteer experience that at Edmonds there was no fluff, in fact, “not even the needed extension cords.” Parents rake the grounds and have bake sales. If the mayor and the [prior] board have criticisms of the superintendent, they should have voiced this in January, not April. “I’m proud of the Edmunds community,” she said.

· Shumski said that an extra $20 million had been added to the budget over the last 4 years and doubted that additional cuts would be a shock to the system. While student outcomes are what matters, he didn’t think the achievement scores were great. In addition, the testing itself isn’t as informative as it could be. “Of ten programs [contributing to a test result], we don’t know which are working and which are not.” We need achievement assessments within the same year. 

Public voting on the revised school budget will be June 3, with absentee ballots to become available at a future time.   

Peter Keating said that while we now have 3 members of the NPA Steering Committee, we will have only 2 by summer. We need others to step forward. He said one or two individuals had expressed an interest and we’d be considering new members at the June meeting. If we don’t have at least 3 committee members, we’ll consider consolidating the NPA with Ward 5. 

A motion to adjourn was made and seconded at 8:45 pm.      

