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Page Number: A2

Error forces rise in tax rate

By Bryan Finlayson

l The East Moriches School Board agreed to raise school property taxes by three times its

preliminary estimates this year, in order to offset an assessment error made by Brookhaven

l Town in 2006.

Last week’s 6-1 vote will increase the district tax rate to $197.74 per $100 of assessed

valuation, a 6.9-percent increase from last year. The tax hike was a departure from the

l anticipated tax rate of $189.58 per $100, which had equated to a 2.1-percent increase. School

Board members used that figure when estimating the tax rate and while formulating the

district’s $20.3 million 2007-2008 budget.

The board was forced to raise taxes a second time due to an asseSsment error made by

l Brookhaven Town in 2006. School officials said they were forced to raise taxes after the town

mistakenly conducted a double-assessment of the Walden Pond community on Frowein Road,

the largest tax entity in the hamlet. To help offset the full impact of the error, the board

l accepted $250,000 in emergency aid from New York State. Glenn Neuschwender was the only

board

member to oppose the measure to readjust the tax rate, stating that more should have been

done to assist East Moriches residents.

l *I think we are pricing people right out of their homes,” Mr. Neuschwender said. “They moved

here expecting a certain quality of life, and now that quality of life on the financial side has

changed dramatically.

I “There is a void in the vision of where we are going,” he continued. “I don’t know where it is. It

has to be more than asking [taxpayers] for money and writing checks.” A glitch in a relatively

new computer program used by the Brookhaven Town assessor’s office mistakenly counted the

' parcel—assessed at $3.4 million—twice. The error was discovered last December and resulted in

a 5.5-percent drop in the overall assessment for the district. However, the district was not

notified of the error until the end of September, when school officials received this year’s final

assessment numbers.

I School Board members formulated the 2007-2008 budget without being aware of the error,
which made them think they had an added windfall of $880,000. The error caught up with the
district this year. “Unfortunately, no one contacted the district,” East Moriches Schools

l Superintendent Dr. Charles T. Russo said of the assessor’s office. “The error drastically
decreased the tax assessment.”

As a result of the error, the hamlet’s total assessed valuation dropped last year from

' $7,835,293 to $7,481,291. As a result, district officials were forced to raise the tax rate,
something they said they were pained to do considering that school property taxes have
jumped by about 43 percent over the past five years.

“To sit here now and say we are going to raise the tax rate is a difficult burden,” School Board

' member Thomas Vitale said. "I don’t think any of us have an answer right now except to Band-
Aid the problem.”

On the brighter side, East Moriches finished the 2006-2007 school year approximately $55,000

I in the black, meaning the district is in its best financial shape since 2004. In 2006, the district
ended the school year $3.2 million in debt.

That debt was paid off this year with a combination of state money and unanticipated revenue

l from last year’'s budget. In July, the district borrowed $2 million from the state white bringing in
an extra $1.5 million in unexpected revenues. The money was used to pay off the $3.2-million
debt.

“The deficit spending has been paid off and there is a unappropriated fund balance of $55,000,”

l Dr. Russo said. “This is a happy story.”

Prior to receiving the state aid and unanticipated revenue, the district had overspent its budget
last year to the tune of $233,000, according to district officials. The overspending was the resuit

I of the district having to adopt an austerity budget last year after voters twice rejected the
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School Board's proposed $18.6-million budgets. Due to the contingency budget, some district
programs were left underfunded, accounting for the $233,000 debt.

“"We were forced into a budget number,” Dr. Russo said. "Whether it was going to meet the
expenditures or not, that was the number we were forced into.”

To address the double-assessment error, school officials met last week with members of
Brookhaven Supervisor Brian X. Foley’s staff. It was the first of a series of planned meetings.
Though no agreement has been reached, Dr. Russo said the town is considering at least one
option that would ultimately help stabilize the East Moriches schoot tax rate. “I am awaiting a
response to a request that we had to adjust the new assessment rate over multiple years as
opposed to a one-year adjustment,” Dr. Russo said. "We want to try to find a solution that
works for everybody.”

Tom Burke, a spokesman for the town, emphasized this week that a final decision has not been
reached. “There was no expectation on anyone’s part that any action would be taken as a result
of the meeting,” he said. .
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SCHOOL MERGER COULD GET PUBLIC VOTE

Study results are disputed by some
By Bryan Finlayson

East Moriches school districts might cast votes this spring in separate straw polis designed to
gauge the public’s opinion on whether the two districts should consolidate into a single district.
The two boards of education still must approve the preliminary polling, but if they are held and
both communities support the initiative, a more formal referendum could be held later in the
spring, officials said this week, which would settle the consolidation issue.

News of the possible straw votes followed the final in a series of merger committee meetings
last Wednesday night, November 14, conducted by consultants with School Efficiency Services,
a Syracuse-based firm that is developing a study of the proposed merger.

Since this spring, the merger committee has explored how a merger between the two districts
would function and what it would cost. The tax impact for residents of both districts has been a
central theme of the meetings, and early resuits of the study project that while taxes might
initially increase, they would actually decrease over time. Last week’s meeting summed up
months of discussions on the pros and cons of a merger.

Following the meeting, in a unanimous vote, members of the committee representing Center
Moriches voted to conduct a straw vote in May or June. Members of the committee representing
East Moriches voted 6-3 in favor of a similar vote.

However, East Moriches School Board President Dr. Stephen A. Curtis said he had misgivings
about the study that could cause him—and others on the School Board—to vote against
approving a straw vote if the concerns, centering on enroliment figures and tax rate projections
in the study, were not addressed.

*I have some serious reservations as to the way it was done, just the philosophy of it,” Dr.
Curtis said of the study. According to Dr. Curtis, the study reached conclusions different from
several merger studies of other districts comparable to East Moriches. “I would like to see this
move forward to a merger vote—if and only if—1I feel the study is valid. If I don‘t think that
report is accurate, how in God can I accept it?”

Meanwhile, Joseph W. McHeffey, president of the Center Moriches School Board, expressed no
qualms about the study and noted that the committee’s recommendation will be taken into
account when the board moves to approve a straw vote.

The school board would not vote until after a final version of the report is submitted to both
boards on or about January 15.

The straw votes could take place as soon as March 2008, said Daniel Porter, president of School
Efficiency Services, which is preparing a 150-page merger study report for the neighboring
districts.

A formal public vote to approve a merger, held in each district, must be passed bilaterally in
order for a merger to happen. Depending on the resuits of the straw votes, a final vote on the
merger could take place as soon as May 2008. If approved, the new district would be formed as
of July 1, 2008.

“It takes two to tango,” Mr. Porter said last Wednesday of the bilateral vote. “It's a tough
decision whether two districts merge. This is high stakes in both communities.”

The tax impact to residents in East Moriches was debated last week, and not until last
Wednesday were the results of a recent audit of East Moriches’s 2006-2007 finances presented
to the merger committee. A major impetus for 8 merger would be to stabilize taxes for
residents living in both districts, which have each seen dramatic increases in recent years.
According to the School Efficiency Services study, residents of East Moriches and Center
Moriches could end up with lower school tax rates by 2014,

But East Moriches Superintendent of Schools Dr. Charles T. Russo challenged the consultants’
projections of the East Moriches tax rate. In fact, Dr. Russo said that the savings for East
Moriches residents could be much lower than what the projection states.

Dr. Russo believes a number relating to the district’s debt service payments on a $2 million loan
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that it floated last year to offset overspending in the district was counted twice in the study,
once as an individual asset, the second time indirectly in the district’s budget last year and this
year. Dr. Russo said the debt service has been budgeted for over the past two years and should
not have been included in the study’s tax rate projection.

*It's double-hitting the issue,” Dr. Russo said. “The issue is that it is inflating the tax rate. I
disagree with it wholeheartedly.”

Dr. Russo said that the tax rate in East Moriches could be as much as $75 lower—without a
merger—in 2014 than the study predicts. The study predicts East Moriches residents will be
paying $259 per $100 in 2014 if a merger does not occur.

A consultant with School Efficiency Services, Lee Peters, stood by the projection, stating that he
would be remiss to not include it in the study’s calcuiations.

“We've predicted some growth,” Mr. Peters said. Dr. Russo “says ‘no,’ but we don’t know. The
method we are using is an established formula used across the state. If he disagrees, then,
hey, we don't care.” According to the study, East Moriches taxes, which are currently $185 per
$100 of assessed valuation, would jump by about $20 per $100 if a merger occurred in 2008. If
the districts were combined, the school tax rate would be about $202 per $100 in 2008.

Center Moriches, which currently pays $208 per $100 of assessed valuation, would see taxes
decrease by about $5 in 2008 if a merger occurred. However by 2014, the combined tax rate of
a merged district is projected to actually decrease to about $194 per $100 of assessed
valuation.

Also at the meeting, the consultants rehashed the pros and cons of a8 merger. The consultants
said a merger of the two school districts could resuit in an annual savings of $1.1 million, a
direct result of East Moriches no longer having to pay tuition to outside schools for its high
school-age students.

However, administrative costs and extra staffing could result in an increase in spending of about
$150,000, and as many as 20 new classrooms would have to be built to handle the influx of
East Moriches students currently being educated out of district.

Other benefits of a merger could include $17 million in extra state aid over 14 years and a 95-
percent state financing of all new construction approved by the newly merged district for 10

years.

2

A merger committe omposed of East Moriches and Center Moriches residents held their final meeting
last Wednesday, November 14. Committee members from both the East Moriches and Center Moriches
school district voted to recommend a straw vote to gauge public opinion. BRYAN FINLAYSON
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Center Moriches UFSD and East Moriches UFSD
Reorganization Feasibility Study Committee
Work Schedule

Organizational Meeting Wednesday, May 30" @ Center Moriches @ 5 pm

e Explanation of work
Study areas
Ground rules
Timeline
Incentive Aid Overview
Tour
e Governance
Work Study #1 Tuesday, June 26th @ East Moriches @ 5 pm

e TFinance

Work Study #2 Tuesday, August 21 @ Center Moriches @ 5 pm
e Personnel

Pupil Enrollments

Use of Facilities (options)

Governance study

Work Study # 3 Tuesday, September 18 @ East Moriches @ 5 pm
e Instructional Programs
e Facilities Priorities

Optional Study Session — November 5 @ Center Moriches
e Comparison of Instructional Programs (Special Meeting)

Work Study #4 Tuesday, November 14@ Center Moriches @ 5 pm
e Co-curricular
e Options for Instructional Enhancement
e Facilities (condition)
e Transportation if needed

Tentative

Report of Study Recommendations to Boards — January 15, 2008
Straw vote (if approved) -

Final Vote —
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Center Moriches- East Moriches
Feasibility Study

Summary of Costs/Savings as a Result of a Merger

Item Savings Cost Notes and Comments

Absorption of $1,350,000 25 pupils per grade level @ $13,500

EMO 9-12 Per year per pupil; need several years to fully

students phase in; already in tax rate
calculation

Transportation 70,000 Estimated savings of not traveling to

per year WHB and some efficiencies at CM as

a result of better filling contract buses

Staff Contract

Level up

-Teachers $0 $0 Estimated equivalent contracts; no
cost or savings
- Non-Instruct $85,000 | Worst case scenario to level up
Per year

Administrative $250,000 | Additional MS or HS assistant

Costs Per year | principal; asst superintendent for
instruction

Tuition Savings $990,500 Figured on 07-08 enrollment numbers,
annual savings if all hs students were
educated at CM instead of ESM and
WHB.

Operating $17,725,635 Recommend divided one-third for

Incentive Aid

Over 14 years

instruction, one-third for tax
stabilization, and one-third for reserve
funds including capital reserve to pay
for local share of capital construction

Building $200,000 per For at least 10 years after merger;
Incentive Aid each would include costs for borrowing,
$1 million of architects fees, etc. Local share of
approved project would decrease form 31% of
capital total to 11 % of total
Construction
projects
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School Efficiency Services
128 Mallard Bay
Chittenango, NY 13037
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