TOWN OF COLUMBIA
TRI-BOARD MEETING OF THE COLUMBIA BOARD OF SELECTMEN, the COLUMBIA BOARD OF EDUCATION, and the COLUMBIA FINANCIAL PLANNING AND ALLOCATION COMMISSION
Tuesday, October 9, 2012 – 7 pm.
Adella G. Urban Administrative Offices Conference Room
323 Route 87, Columbia, CT. 06237

BOS Members Present: First Selectman Carmen Vance; Selectman Dick Szegda; Selectman Bill O’Brien; Selectman Rob Hellstrom; Selectman Bob Bogue.
FiPAC Members Present: Chairman Earnest Sharpe; Judy Ortiz; Nancy Hammarstrom; Pat Grabel. 
BOE Members Present: Chairman Lauren Perrotti-Verboven; Kathy Tolsdorf; Sondra Montesi; James Thorn; Lisa Napolitano; Kerry Hoffman; John Schroder.
Also present: Town Administrator Jonathan Luiz; Superintendant Francine Coss; Finance Director Bev Ciurylo.
Members Absent: FiPAC members Mike Robertson; Pam Missal; Al Smith.


CALL TO ORDER: C. Vance called the meeting to order at 7 pm.
1.	PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE: The Pledge of Allegiance was recited. 
2.	PURPOSE OF THE MEETING: C. Vance introduced Bob Baldwin who had agreed to serve as a moderator. B. Baldwin asked participants to clarify what they expected to achieve at tonight’s meeting. B. Baldwin said his objective for tonight’s meeting is for everyone to say what they would like to say.  L. Perrotti-Verboven said that one of her objectives is to receive an update as to what the BOS and FiPAC are currently working on with respect to the pending MBR penalty.  She also said that she wants the BOE’s position on the MBR to be clarified tonight. J. Thorn said that he wants everyone to understand that there should be a town view as opposed to a view held by each board in town. 
3.	MINIMUM BUDGET REQUIREMENT (MBR) DISCUSSION: E. Sharpe asked for C. Vance to give a status update on the MBR as far as FiPAC and the BOS is concerned.  C. Vance said that the state determined that the town did violate the MBR in FY 11-12 because less was allocated to the school district in FY 11-12 than had been allocated in FY 10-11.  C. Vance said that the town will appeal the MBR violation penalty because in FY 11-12 enrollments were down in the elementary school and high school, because there was an enrollment projection error with respect to high school students and because the school system projected a budget surplus in FY 11-12. C. Vance said that the decision to appeal the MBR penalty has nothing to do with the BOE doing right or wrong, but that there is a legitimate reason for the allocation in FY 11-12 to be less than what is was in FY 10-11. 
B. Bogue inquired as to when the state legislation switched the MER law to the MBR law.  L. Napolitano said that she has been unable to determine the answer to that question despite her research. E. Sharpe said that he thinks the switch from the MER law to the MBR law was precipitated by a budgetary challenge at the state level. C. Vance said that it would be awkward for the town to advocate before the State Board of Education that the MBR penalty should be waived while the BOE simultaneously states that the MBR is needed in Columbia because the local school district needs more money.  LPB said that it would be against the BOE’s interest to be against the MBR.  E. Sharpe said that the situation at hand is focused on the fact that the town is filing an MBR penalty waiver with the State for just that year.  
L. Perrotti-Verboven said that the BOE wants more information about the MBR.  She says that based on her personal experiences that she would object to supporting the MBR penalty waiver because the BOE needs protection from FiPAC. L. Perrotti-Verboven said she would personally not go to the Capital to object. L. Perrotti-Verboven said that there is a draft document that has been produced by the BOE that explains its stance on the MBR.  She said that the draft has not been sent to anyone outside of the town.  
B. Bogue asked why the MBR violation was not addressed at the time the FY 11-12 budget was prepared.  C. Vance said that when the FY 10-11 Budget was prepared, the MBR law as it exists today was not written yet.  C. Vance said that the town should not generally oppose the MBR to the State Board of Education, but rather the town should stick to the specific  MBR violation at hand.  J. Luiz said that the MBR law impacting FY 11-12 was not yet in place when FiPAC approved the FY 11-12 budget.  J. Ortiz said that FiPAC has been working towards building trust between FiPAC and the BOE via the creation of financial reports. L. Perrotti-Verboven said that she would like to see the draft financial reports so the BOE can review it. J. Ortiz said that the draft reports will be sent to the BOE for review purposes once they are ready. K. Tolsdorf inquired as to why the town would not give the shortfall amount to the BOE as long as the amount went unspent. J. Thorn commented on the mill rate interacting with the shortfall funding.  E. Sharpe said that the option to fund the FY 11-12 shortfall has passed since the deadline to do so was June 30, 2012. B. Ciurylo said that the deadline is in place because providing the shortfall now will result in the BOE not having time to spend the extra money.  
E. Sharpe said that the term “protect the budget” as used by L. Perrotti-Verboven means that there is justification for the MBR because there is fear that a budget decrease will hurt the kids or the school system.  E. Sharpe said that he does not think that is the case because the BOE had more than enough money from all of its revenue sources to pay for all of the needs that have been expressed.  E. Sharpe said to give the BOE more money than what is needed is to burden the taxpayers more than what is necessary. L. Perrotti-Verboven said that she feels that she needs to protect the BOE’s budget because E. Sharpe views the BOE as having an entitlement attitude when it comes to the budget.  B. Baldwin said that the two boards have different purposes, with FiPAC having a long-term goal to preserve the town’s financial health, and the BOE to be an advocate for the children and the school. B. Baldwin said that the real issue is one of trust.  W. O’Brien said that there is a natural difference of interests between the BOE and FiPAC, but that there needs to be clarification on the MBR penalty process.  E. Sharpe said that if the MBR appeal is a failure, then the town would be shorted ECS grant funding in FY 13-14 in the amount of approximately $316,000 or the town would have to provide additional funding to the school district in FY 13-14 in the amount of approximately $316,000.  F. Coss said based on her discussions with other school officials, that the ECS grant amount withheld from the town in FY 12-13 would be given to the state (one-half) and to the BOE (one-half) in FY 13-14. J. Luiz clarified what would happen if the appeal fails – that the town will face an ECS grant funding reduction in FY 13-14 unless the town provides a one-time special appropriation to the school district in FY 13-14 in the amount of the grant funding reduction.  
B. Baldwin asked whether or not the BOE can come to terms with the waiver in so far that it was rooted in a projection error tied to high school tuition. L. Perrotti-Verboven said that the BOE’s decision to support the MBR penalty waiver is a slippery slope because it paves the way for the BOE to support future attempts to waive MBR penalties. F. Coss said that a compromise here would have to have a failsafe in place if the BOE needs more money in the future.  J. Thorn said that he does not know if FiPAC truly understands the adequate needs of the BOE.  E. Sharpe asked whether or not the BOE needed an additional 158,000 in FY 11-12.  J. Thorn said there were staffing needs and building needs that could have been met.  L.PERROTTI-VERBOVEN said that the BOE worked hard to not lay anyone off and that the additional appropriation could have been used for good purposes.  
E. Sharpe said that FiPAC is unable to develop an appreciation for the needs of the BOE when FiPAC is not clearly shown what surplus BOE budget money is actually being spent on.  F. Coss disagreed.  She cited that the BOE has a capital list and that surplus money goes to address those capital needs that have been previously identified.  L. Perrotti-Verboven said that during the last budget process there was inappropriate questioning on FiPAC’s part about why a child with special needs should be send to one school and not another school.  L. Perrotti-Verboven said that FiPAC has never asked how it can financially help the school have better teachers. E. Sharpe said that the question of hiring the best teachers is for the BOE to determine and not for FiPAC to question.  J. Ortiz said that FiPAC does not think the BOE provided as clear information as possible during the budget process.  B. Bogue said that this MBR issue will not go away in the years ahead because the school’s student enrollment is projected to decrease.   F. Coss said that is why she has suggested that the BOE be able to roll in 1% of unspent funds into a special account that would carry over from year to year.  F. Coss said that she has not received positive feedback on the special account.  
L. Perrotti-Verboven said that she would consider adding to a BOE agenda the possibility of the BOE not opposing the BOS’s pursuit of a one-time MBR waiver. L. Perrotti-Verboven said that it is hard to build trust between the BOE and FiPAC when the chair of FiPAC called the local newspaper to speak negatively about the BOE’s expenditures.  
K. Tolsdorf said that the townspeople should be informed of the pending MBR penalty.  L. Perrotti-Verboven asked whether or not the BOE would be blamed for the MBR penalty.  J. Luiz said that FiPAC has viewed the pending MBR penalty as a “wash” because the reduction in grant funding set for FY 13-14 will be equal to the savings gained from not adding to the BOE budgets in FY 10-11 and FY 11-12.  
Discussion ensued about the pending MBR grant penalty and whether or not the penalty is offset by past and future savings the town achieved as far as appropriations to the BOE is concerned.   
Discussion ensued about documents that will be forthcoming from FiPAC.  
L. Perrotti-Verboven asked why, exactly, FiPAC set a BOE budget that violated the MBR.  E. Sharpe said that during the last budget cycle he identified approximately $500,000 of projected non-tuition surplus in the BOE budget.  He asked L. Perrotti-Verboven whether or not FiPAC had a good reason at that time to give the BOE an additional appropriation in FY 11-12 to make up the MBR shortfall.  L. Perrotti-Verboven said that many things happen during the Fiscal Year that cause the BOE’s expected expenditures to change from how it was previously projected.  C. Vance spoke to the “gentlemen’s agreement” that exists between FiPAC and the BOE and how that came about because of mistrust between the two boards at the time.  C. Vance said that in consideration of the “gentlemen’s agreement,” the BOE should not be worried about tuition expenses increasing during the budget year.  L. Perrotti-Verboven said that changes in the budget, such as unemployment, occur quickly and without notice.  C. Vance said that if $500,000 of unexpected funds existed at the end of fiscal year 2011-12, then these extra dollars are built in for FY 12-13.  J. Szegda said that FiPAC needs to have a better understanding of how surplus funds are spent by the BOE.  F. Coss said that there have been two legislative corrective actions made with respect to adjusting the MBR level for each town based on student population changes.   
F. Coss said that corrective actions were taken at the school level in terms of reducing projections of certain expenditures.   She said that the budget this year reflects the most accurate information regarding grants.   
F. Coss said that if trust is going to be built, then the things should be forward looking between boards.  J. Luiz spoke about how the BOE’s reports to FiPAC differ from the reports that the BOS provides to FiPAC.  E. Sharpe said that the BOE is not as proactive as the BOS is in terms of reporting surpluses to FiPAC.  F. Coss said that she takes issue with her financial report being characterized by E. Sharpe as not proactive.  F. Coss said that a negative description of the reports will not build trust.  E. Sharpe says he trusts members of the BOE and BOS.  He discussed some items in a BOE report to FiPAC that led to questions.  L. Perrotti-Verboven said that the BOE budget is much larger than the town’s budget and that the size of the BOE budget makes it more difficult to analyze. L. Perrotti-Verboven also said that he BOE does not have a school business manager to help the superintendent produce financial reports, whereas J. Luiz has help from the Finance Department when producing reports.  C. Vance said that the Finance Department staff service both the BOE and the town.  
E. Sharpe said that when he puts himself in the BOE chair’s shoes, he would want to have all of the financial information about the school district’s expenditures and grants.   E. Sharpe also said that the harsh things FiPAC said in the past were related to specific things that came before FiPAC, and that E. Sharpe would have no problem voting for an increase in future BOE budgets provided that he was supplied with BOE budget figures that he was comfortable with.  
K. Tolsdorf said that since $500,000 is about 4-5% of the BOE total budget, then people should not be so upset about the surplus because it is a reasonable amount of safety margin for the BOE to have.  C. Vance said that the problem is that the BOE surplus has been getting built back into the BOE’s next budget.  R. Szegda said that communication needs to improve between FiPAC and the BOE with respect to financial reports.  R. Szegda said that FiPAC needs to listen better to the BOE.  R. Szegda said that the assumption that the MBR is a wash may depend on the outcome of the MBR waiver appeal.  
S. Montesi said that communication needs to be respectful between FiPAC and the BOE.  
L. Napolitano said that MBR assumes that without state funding, the local school district would not be adequately funded.  She said that it is the BOE’s job to sell the BOE budget to FiPAC, and that FiPAC needs to realize that it is very important for the community to have a very good school system.  
B. Bogue asked whether or not the town will seek a waiver from the pending MBR penalty. B. Baldwin said that the question of whether or not the town will apply for waiver has already been answered, and that the question that remains is what approach the BOE will take when the town does go forward with its MBR appeal L. Perrotti-Verboven said that the BOE will discuss this question.  B. Bogue said that he thinks the majority of town expenditures should be on education.  
4.	ADJOURNMENT: W. O’Brien MOVED to adjourn.  E. Sharpe clarified that no work has taken place yet on the MBR waiver request.  R. Szegda SECONDED THE MOTION.  All were in favor.  The meeting adjourned at 9:05 pm.
Respectfully submitted by Jonathan Luiz.
