[ Inaudible ]  

>> I plan to introduce [ inaudible ].  I'm going to introduce the panel and ask each of the panel members to just tell us a brief two-minute opening, and then we shared some questions with them, but certainly you can ask our commissioners to bust in.  And I'm going to turn it over to John Clarkson as a matter of fact, so I don't get any more and [ inaudible ].

>> [ Inaudible ]    Association for 2007 - 2008.  President of [ inaudible ].

>> Gary Bixler, chief operating officer of Eastern Suffolk BOCEs, educational support [ inaudible ] several school districts on Long Island.  Mr. Bixler has been a [ inaudible ] for the past 28 years.  Matt Krausen, President of the Long Island Association.  Mr. Karusen has served as chief administrator of New York State United court system from 1989 to 1993.  He's also a former assistant district attorney in the New York County District Attorney's Office, and assistant counsel to [ inaudible ].  Dr. William "Bill" Johnson is superintendent of schools in Rockville center.  And past president of the Nassau County and New York state Council of school superintendents.  And past chairperson of the New York State Council of school superintendents union.  He served on Governor Pataki's education Reform commission and was named New York State Superintendent of the year by the American Association of School Administrators.  

And Tony Breva, founder of the West Hempstead [ inaudible ] District school Board, West Hempstead Civic Association, and founding member of the Residents for Efficient School Districts, RESD.  Tony is a consultant, and has brought ideas from the world of work to the board.

Before this panel starts, I'll say that we have a half an hour or so of open mic [ inaudible ] comments.  We have several persons who have indicated they would like to speak.  We'll take time to do that after this panel and the questions.  Even though it will go well beyond the time.  If there are persons who wish to speak from the audience, and either can't say or feel the time is too short today, we'll have a longer period of open mic opportunity tomorrow.  So don't be discouraged.  Please come back, if you have to leave [ inaudible ].  And I think will now start with [ inaudible ].

>> Kaden: Good afternoon.  I'm Jim Kaden, president of Nassau/Suffolk School Boards Association.  We represent 104 Long Island school boards of education.  On behalf of [ inaudible ], I thank you members of the commission for allowing me this afternoon to highlight the collaboration among school districts, as well as the ongoing exploration of potential cooperative relationships [ inaudible ].  While the past decade has seen only two successful mergers [ inaudible ] most plans never made it to fruition, hindered most often by disparate tax bases and demographics of the interested parties.  In the short term, most consolidations do not produce great savings.  Extension of educational programs is often the most immediate positive result.  Our association strongly supports requiring a local referendum for school districts.  The decision on whether or not to merge must continue to be made at the local level.  We urge unions to [ inaudible ] mergers [ inaudible ].  Attention has been shifted to the possibility of developing a greater cooperation between school districts and other levels of government, and our association has been a willing participant in this process.  Our association and the Superintendents Associations of both counties cosponsored a major conference to share and promote innovative collaborations among schools, villages, towns, and counties.  Our members served on the Suffolk County superintendents task force on government efficiencies, that evolved into the ongoing cooperative relationship between Suffolk County [ inaudible ]  presented by Suffolk County executive Steve Levy.  Inaudible and also sat on the Suffolk County homeowners tax Reform commission.  After months of public hearings and meetings, the significant finding of that commission was that insufficient state aid, and not school spending, was responsible for the county's high property tax burden.  To our association's co-chairmanship of the Long Island education [ inaudible ], we worked with the Long Island Association to produce an annual report on [ inaudible ] .  In audible the level of support for public education here on Long Island.  However, when interacting with so many groups, with regional and state legislators, I'm constantly reminded of how little is known of the extent of school district cooperation and shared services.  Inaudible help dispel to the notion that we can exist in isolation, and trust that this will provide the commission with a baseline on which to build [ inaudible ].  Again, I thank you for the invitation to participate and look forward to any and all suggestions that would assist us in pertaining to [ inaudible ].

[ Inaudible ] 

>> Johnson: Thank you.  I'd just like to begin by saying it's very important for us to understand that they're having significant gains [ inaudible ] in recent years.  Our region's graduation rates and virtually every other measure of education performance, both general and special education kids, are due in large part to exceedingly large investments made in school districts toward academic intervention services, traditional remedial types of services for kids in need, and special education.  So there has been a resounding amount of success in the educational arena.  That being said, I think that there are ways in which we can realize much of the cost savings that we are identifying, both at the county level and the local level and local government and the school districts.  A couple of suggestions.  We might ask ourselves what works, identify, describe, and replicate [ inaudible ] discussions that I've been participating in recently is the fact that there's a lot going on but we don't always understand, no, or recognize what should be recognized and some way or another put together in a way in which the school system and recognize and benefit from it.  I know we have a cooperative agreement with the Rockville center, which is a barter arrangement in which we share stuff, services and equipment and have done so for many, many years.  It doesn't follow a contract.  It's a very simple arrangement, and works very effectively for both the village and the school district.  We have a consortium with [ inaudible ] school district to provide transportation to corporate schools on behalf of all five school districts.  And we act as one has opposed to...  So there are many ways in which money is being saved right now.  And I think many of these models are easily identified statewide.  Again, put together in a format which can be replicated.  That doesn't mean that we're not doing, or we can do more.  I thank both county executives for the initiatives they have taken in initiating conversation with us, both the school boards and the superintendents.  Just if you ideas.  I think what we need to do is begin to think larger than we have.  At the consortium what we've talked about are for the most part on the small-scale.  I think about including the county executives.  For example, we might think about having a single and sole provider of electric power to our school districts and services.  At the same time, we may want to take a look at ways to cut costs on telephone and transportation to be provided as a county special school district.  I applaud Tom Suozzi.  I've been working with him on the idea of a business function being studied.  I'm not sure about the fruition for that.  I think we need to go into that with an open mind and I'm very, very pleased to say that he's done the same with us.  I think we need to take a look at doing business with business.  I think that we need to take a look at some of the laws that govern the way in which we operate with businesses, and examine carefully how we and business can both be beneficiaries of working more cooperatively with each other and possibly saving money for taxpayers, using BOCEs as an agent.  Next, I think we need to take a look at some of the laws that govern the operation of our school district, and examine very carefully as I have said many, many times the variety of different forms, ways in which both [ inaudible ] .  More recently, the laws described by Tom Suozzi having to do with the hiring of internal auditors, which just recently went on the books last year.  Included postings [ inaudible ]  providing a service to local school districts, which could've been done at significant savings to us.  But for whatever reason, was not.  These are just a few of the ideas I think you may want to put on the table for discussion.  And again, I thank you very much.  I think more than anything else, your voice as a group, just as a catalyst for this discussion, will in fact engender in many of us the opportunity for coming together in joining with one another in providing better, more efficient services at a lower cost.  So thank you very much for the opportunity and congratulations and thank you.

[ Inaudible ] 

>> Krausen: Thank you.  How are you guys doing?  [ Laughter ]  On behalf of the Long Island Association, the LIA.  On behalf of the LIA, I'd like to thank the commission for this opportunity to brief you on the subject.  By way of background, LIA is the largest business Association in New York, and Long Island.  It comprises over 5000 businesses, labor unions, colleges, universities, not-for-profit organizations, government agencies, including school districts, and civic groups; which all together employ about two thirds of Long Island's workforce.  On the hive of Long Island's clearly overburdened residential and commercial taxpayers, the LIA has a keen interest in the subject being discussed by the commission today.  We also have a keen interest in maintaining the exceptionally high quality of schools on Long Island.  We understand that in a knowledge-based economy, success is governed primarily by the quality of the workforce.  Long Island educational system, which daily educates over 400,000 young people, has been and will continue to be the key to producing our historically highly trained and highly productive workforce.  For that reason, the LIA has had a close and an unusually cooperative relationship with Long Island's education community in recent years.  For over 10 years, as Jim Kaden mentioned, the LIA in cooperation with the Long Island education coalition has produced periodic reports on the costs and outcomes of our K-12 education system.  I would like to incorporate it in part of the statement that I did submit by e-mail to the commission.  The most recent edition of that report, which was released as part of an LIA sponsored economic development plan in September of last year.  Overall, the report found, as did all previous reports over 10 years, that Long Island's K-12 educational system is producing better than median educational outcomes, at less than median costs.  That having been said, we know that like any organization, public or private, Long Island educational system can be improved.  Shared services, consolidation, shared best practices, reliance on professional assistance from the private sector as Bill just mentioned, all can contribute to continual improvement in the system's efficiency, which of course should be our shared goal.  Beyond that, our view is that the question of further cost savings, the structural consolidation of school districts, should be decided emphatically by the voters.  And we advocate the passage of legislation to permit that.  Finally, we look forward to working with the commission as it continues its work, and we will gladly provide whatever information from inside, and analysis the commission requires.

>> Thank you.  Gary Bixler.

>> Bixler: Good afternoon.  I'm Gary Bixler, and chief operating officer of Eastern Suffolk BOCEs.  I'm also an officer of the Suffolk County school superintendents Association.  BOCEs, which is an acronym for Board of Education cooperative educational services, was created to support and supplement local school districts.  BOCEs [ inaudible ]  a single school district did not survive sufficiently and economically on its own.  Local school districts pay only for the BOCE services elect to purchase an as well as the proportional share of the administrative [ inaudible ] .  Cooperative educational services enables school district to operate more efficiently by providing the means for districts to join together to meet their collective needs on a shared basis.  Originally,  BOCEs met regional needs in the areas of vocational education, special education, technology services.  Over the years, school districts have identified many other ways for BOCEs to help them save money by cooperating.  Eastern Suffolk BOCEs has been leaders, exploring [ inaudible ]  for school districts and working with them to establish new services.  I'm going to depart from my prepared testimony and talk about what about some of the things that county executive Levy talked about [ inaudible ] .  First, I'd like to thank the commission for the opportunity to participate in this panel today.  I believe this is a very important moment for taxpayers across Long Island and across the state.  I'm especially pleased for the opportunity to represent BOCEs [ inaudible ] .  It's a terrific opportunity for the state to take a step back and recognize the thinking that went into the establishment of an educational service agency like BOCEs, and to really admire the foresight that the people that created the original authorizing budget have shown.  BOCEs is a statewide structure, and as such, we have the opportunity to promote efficiency on a statewide basis.  Shared service arrangements between school districts and in the future, shared service arrangements such as those the county executive described can be facilitated by BOCEs.  So we are really in a terrific position in terms of not having to reinvent the wheel, not having to invent a mechanism to promote sharing within the state.  And the comment earlier about inter-municipal agreements, the authorization for school districts to engage in [ inaudible ] .  That's a lot of what we're talking about; it's really very doable.  We have the structure.  There is some additional legislation in specific areas that the county executive does especially with regard to pooling health insurance, and borrowing, and the ability to purchase off of some county contracts.  School districts purchase services off county contract, but the good news is that the structures exist, and I think the really encouraging aspect of this discussion is at least in our region, people have started to come together, recognized these structures exist, recognize these opportunities exist.  And we're fortunate that we are able to move forward.  I just want to follow up on one comment that Matt made regarding the Long Island Association.  I think that there's one thing that this panel, the commission could take to the rest of the state.  And really could be held out as an shining example, if the relationship that we've been able to nurture over the years between the business community and the educational community.  We have, since 1996, when things weren't so good between the business community and the educational community, we have worked to keep accurate information out in front of the public; and to agree to disagree at times, but always do it in a civil manner, do it in a productive manner.  And for the most part there haven't been that many disagreements.  Because once the facts were put on the table we found that was a lot of common ground.  So I would encourage, if you have an opportunity to influence [ inaudible ]  the state, it's a very important set of relationships to nurture.  So I look forward to sharing more information with you as we have a chance to talk little bit more this afternoon.  And again I thank you for the invitation.

>> Thank you, Gary.  I do want to point out to the panel and others, most of the members of this panel have provided written testimony, which should be on the commission's web site [ inaudible ] .  Last but not least is [ inaudible ] .

>> Breva: Good afternoon.  My name is Tony Breva and I'm a member of the West Hempstead school board.  Before I begin I would like to state that my intention here today is not to represent the West Hempstead school board or the West Hempstead unity school district.  My board president as they do say that in case I say something...

[ Laughter ]

>> Breva: I commend Dr. Spitzer and the commission on [ inaudible ]  and competitiveness, and I'm encouraged to see that the governor is bringing school taxes to the forefront.  I hope that something discussed here today will lead to potential [ inaudible ]  in the near future, and that someday soon, these types of forums will become a relic of the past.  As you can probably tell from the brow beaten and stressed expression on my face, I am a brand-new school board member.  I was selected in West Hempstead this past May.  On election day, I went to the polls at 6 a.m. and made a sincere effort to shake everyone's hand I could before they went in to vote.  Of course, this being Long Island, the handshake was often quickly followed by a litany of opinions regarding pretty much everything under the sun pertaining to public education.  Unsurprisingly, the most common concern was school taxes.  And this was not confined to any particular demographic.  Senior citizens, single men and women, married couples with families and so on; all voiced their grave dismay at the seemingly inexorable growth of school taxes.  I cannot think of any other single issue on Long Island that generate such a consensus of opinion.  Our politicians in Albany arguably faced no greater challenge than finding a fair and equitable solution to school funding.  The progress made to date has left many questioning whether the current membership in the state assembly and Senate is up to this difficult and complex task.  There will be much talk today of consolidating school districts and centralizing back-office functions.  While I believe on the surface it that some level of consolidation appears appropriate and reasonable, it is an option that needs to be carefully analyzed and assessed.  In this case, the devil is truly in the details.  Yet consolidation alone will not remedy all the problems of our school taxes.  Of more importance, our elected officials must identify a solution that shares the burden of school funding more equitably between local taxpayers bear the brunt in property taxes, and the state which bears a much lower burden in comparison to other states.  The company I used to work for had a marketing slogan that said, it's not how many ideas you have, it's how many you make happen.  Not the only reason I remember this slogan is that it's on the back of a T-shirt that I wear all the time.  My wife keeps handpicking me to throw it out.  [ Laughter ]  The point is, many good ideas already exists today, some of which we will hear shortly.  It is incumbent upon our politicians to begin making these good ideas happen.  If they don't rise to this challenge, we as citizens living in democracy have a right, for the sake of our children, a moral imperative to elect public officials who can.  I thank Governor Spitzer and [ inaudible ]  for giving me this opportunity to speak and I look forward to the discussion to follow.

[ Applause ]

[ Inaudible audience question ]

>> Well, let me answer the first question first.  And the answer of course is, I'm sure one of us hears that all the time.  I started hearing it when I first came here.  I did a series of town meetings on Long Island in 1994.  The tail end of the recession here, the loss of 100,000 jobs in the industry and many people were hurting, and school taxes to painful bite out of people's pocketbooks and they did in subsequent years.  But there was a lot of bitterness and anger and mistrust about teachers, about the school district.  One thing people complained about was that elections for school boards were happening at different times all over Long Island.  In fact, the request that they be held on one day and it from the town meetings.  The LIA propose this legislation to hold all school elections on a single day in May, and now it's passed and done two years later to the state.  It emanated from anger and mistrust, mainly mistrust, which to me was the most dangerous aspect of it.  People are going to be angry [ inaudible ] .  But if people think they're being tricked, then the stability of the educational system can be undermined.  What can be done about it is a much longer answer, so maybe we'll come after that and I'll pass the microphone along.

>> [ Inaudible ]   He hears the message a bit differently than possibly the county executives.  Usually, there are two parts of the sentence.  One is we want our taxes lower but we don't want it in any way to compromise the quality of education in our community.  And it's often the message in one way or the other at a board meeting.  And that's here.  Is oftentimes, by the way, to property values as well.  So there are a number of people in our community who voice the opinion [ inaudible ] .  And taxes are in fact causing the values of their properties to decline.  But the values of our schools are keeping it high.  And so that debate, by the way, played out again in the school board forum.  I think that our Board of Education is extremely [ inaudible ]  the rule they try to bring up every single meeting, particularly during the budget season.  Which is that [ inaudible ] .  So the conversation, when it turns to me essentially is what it will cost them.  So when it comes to the idea of cooperative arrangements, [ inaudible ]  and mentioned to you a little while ago.  And we've been able to demonstrate over the years that while it may not be in the hundreds of thousands of dollars, certainly in the tens, 20s, 30s, and Fifty thousand dollars that we saved to the taxpayer [ inaudible ] .  And we are constantly looking for ways... I can tell you that we tried to sell a portion of our backroom operations, our payroll.  We invited a number of companies to take a look at it.  And they generally couldn't do it more cheaply than in fact we did.  We did the same thing without technology.  In fact, we have a business that provides that service to us.  We're doing the same thing and copying.  Both of which, by the way, are provided to us through BOCEs and a business partner.  So our Boards of Education, I think, are very sensitive to the taxpayers, probably more than I do in the public forum.  And are constantly putting us under pressure for ways in which we can save money.  I think one of the things that troubles us sometimes is that we're always trying to steal from somebody else, a good idea.  To tell you the truth, one of the great values is that this commission can in fact provide us to share those ideas throughout the entire state of New York.  There are some wonderful things are happening here.  And I think that, as Gary suggested a few minutes ago, we have in fact started working with the business community in ways [ inaudible ] .  Business has a tremendous influence over what we do.  The voice of [ inaudible ] .  And so consequently come we have been exploring every single possible option.  And just recently, throughout county executives, we found [ inaudible ] .  So whether it's the governor, his commission, or the county executives, it's probably on every taxpayer's mind.  But it comes to us in different forums, in different questions.  And the nuance of those questions have to be responded to in the different forms.

>> I guess as the elected official in the school district, I probably get more [ inaudible ]  superintendents, they get the issue.  We do a lot of things [ inaudible ]  outsourcing payroll, we review our programs on a regular basis to determine if we are running them in a cost-effective manner.  Our class sizes, for instance we had dwindling enrollment in certain areas.  We went to eliminate those classes because it's not efficient for us to run a class with eight students.  Or sometimes, you have a lead, or an AP class to finish a sequence of something, and you both have the same [ inaudible ]  mutually do a class between us.  So you make a profit in the business.  So you use both of these to bring [ inaudible ]  special ed programs and population of a class to a point where it was worth running English and I will bring that back.  And when it additionally.  You work, love the business in town, so on, [ inaudible ]  television cameras and our security officers.  I worked in the private sector.  I worked [ inaudible ] .  You know, continuous process improvement.  By way of life.  And I think you get a mentality, and I think most schoolboys have that same mentality.  Maybe it's one thing more, because you get to play with them.  We also have a business to run.  And our business is a specialty in children.  So our teeth that, trying to the best program as low as possible.  That sounds of the cliche.  Because obviously a trade mechanic, all the time.  School boards are not... my budget is voted on today I'm elected.  [ inaudible ]   And we have to justify that budget to our audience.  And each year we lower it.  It's hard to [ inaudible ]  sometimes helping people participate in the project.  I think that on the other side of the coin, there's only one mistake.  Bob and probably packs the...  Inaudible they don't pay anywhere near the cashier, either in the amount of students they educate, or in a percentage.  Or a cost of living is not recognized either.  So we're hit it both ways on that.  That drives tax rates on Long Island to a high level and there's nothing we can do about it.  Messier County, the contribution is 25 percent.  Well, 75 percent of the cost of running school districts is a large amount of money.  And it's raised through property tax.  There's very little that you can do.  And we're always looking for efficiency.  That's why we're here.  To lower that cost.  But unless those issues are addressed, high taxes are going to remain an issue.

>> Having been a school administrator in Suffolk County for 30 years, I have heard on occasion people voice concerns about taxes.  But I think that the issue at this point is, there's a recognition that the cost of education is significantly, has to be controlled.  And that state support for education the other major variable in terms of the tax rate.  And as Bill mentioned, the state's share of the cost of education on Long Island, the state share of the funding of education on Long Island, which is an entirely different discussion, has basically have a correlation between that funding and property taxes.  Taxpayers do have a tremendous burden.  In fact, they pay 33 percent more than New Yorkers in general in property taxes.  So it is clear that we do have an issue around property taxes.  [ inaudible ]   The Suffolk County superintendent's Association has a long history.  You can pretend it's a personal manner.  The school boards on Long Island have a history of trying to control costs, and trying to do it more efficiently.  And introducing cost-saving methods to the school district.  A lot of that link specs of the early 1990s, where we had a major cut [ inaudible ] .  And lost half of your residence.  Is that plane?  Many school districts became very, very [ inaudible ] .  Since that time, I don't think there's a of [ inaudible ] .  I draw your attention to the folders that I gave you that has some information about Eastern Suffolk BOCEs.  There are some links to our web site.  And we have some reports on that web site.  One of them is the reports of a task force that the Suffolk Superintendents did a couple of years ago.  And this really brought us together with county executive Levy.  But in that report, there's a whole list of cost-saving measures that school districts have introduced for the past few years.  And that list has really been built upon cost-saving measures out of the budget cuts of the early 90s.  One other thing.  You know, school districts, the diversity of the school districts are tremendous.  We have the two largest suburban school districts in the state in the supervisory district of [ inaudible ] .  Inaudible both have over 15,000 kids.  We also have three one-room schoolhouses.  So it's very difficult to generalize.  We also have some of the wealthiest and some of the poorest districts in the state.  But overall it leased in Eastern Suffolk, 66 percent of the kids in Eastern Suffolk County enrolled in school this year are under 12.  So you know, sometimes the perceptions of our region and the reality of our region are two different things.  So is important to keep those things in mind.

>> Thank you, Gary.  If I could ask also, [ inaudible ] .  Howard?

>> Weitzman: [ Inaudible ]   One of the things I always look at in my office is called the school premium or the property premium which is the premium that people are willing to pay for houses on Long Island, compared to houses in New York City [ inaudible ]  because the schools are so much better.  Here, people come out here, they pay higher taxes.  It used to be clear that they come out here, they get higher value.  I will point out to you that the school premium, the first time that I can ever remember, is starting to disappear.  Nassau County homes now are on par with the values in Queens.  Which has never really happened in probably all of our early memory.  The concern that I have asthma elected official is of concern to have as a representative of the school board as well.  And I want to get to Jim's point.  All of us have pointed out that the major problem is the school taxes in Nassau County, particularly Nassau County, and the low level of school ages.  Jim, I've seen different numbers than yours.  The national average for school aid is 50 percent, the state average is 37 percent, New York City is 42 percent.  Suffolk the last time I looked was 30 percent.  Nassau County averages 14 percent to 15 percent that difference is the norm is.  Now I'm clearly in favor of eliminating waste and possibly getting efficiency through consolidation of operations.  Inaudible however can make a difference [ inaudible ]  in Nassau County.  We talk about it, we talk about the fact that we don't get adequate school aid.  [ inaudible ]   Because that's where the real dollars are.  And that's what really could make a difference in the tax burden that week have.  Jim, you brought it up so I'll start with you.

>> OK.  I was happy to see the interest in the Suffolk County Legislature today [ inaudible ] .  At that this is becoming a rallying cry, I think that is an important factor in getting some recognition to dealing with these problems.  I'm afraid the CFE side will set it back even further but that's a different story.  I think we should keep pressure on the legislature, because so far we don't have a majority of legislators, and I think that is a problem.  We discussed this on the revenue side of the commission in Suffolk County and we looked at possibilities [ inaudible ] .  An income tax which we didn't support [ inaudible ] , sales tax premiums, gaming fees, etc., the bottom line is we need more revenue and if it's not going to come from the State we have to find ways to get that revenue.  There aren't a lot of methods that aren't already tapped as well.  We already pay a high sales tax.  With a reasonably high rate of income tax.  And if you don't do anything [ inaudible ]  wealth to us.  Even a few words to transfer [ inaudible ] , you transfer the burden to different people, but you're still paying the same share.  I think all we can do is lobby.  And one thing I think we might be able to get out of this is I don't think we'll get state aid but I do believe they'll pay [ inaudible ] .  We may get something when we're all done.  Now, testing requirements down the road, those are the kinds of things that are more fruitful to pursue then asking for money outright.

>> Say a word or two.  The question was how to get more state aid?  First of all, a little contact with the members of this commission.  Page 4 of the last report on outcomes in Long Island.  Long Islanders pay about 20 percent more of their gross average incomes to pay for residential school property taxes than New Yorkers in general.  Not to me, that is quantitative evidence that there's a problem.  That there's a disconnect between the amount of aid that we get normally and the amount of aid that people around the rest of the State get normally.  If we wind up spending 20 percent more about gross annual household income just for our schools, when the evidence shows that the cost of our schools are in fact below the median cost for the State of New York.  This is an argument we've been making for a long time.  Now, how do I get more state aid before it comes down, it looks like it's going to come down to get one very simple political point.  And that is how the foundation formula that was adopted by the Legislature is going to be applied.  For those of you not familiar with it, in this legislative session, a legislator changed the formulas for funding education, eliminated 31 separate formulas that previously were used for that purpose, and adopting the foundation formula that had six component parts.  In a report that we did last winter, on the governor's proposal on education, we analyzed the foundations report, which was prepared by the State education Department [ inaudible ] .  And found there were very serious flaws in it.  We asked in that report of the governmental Legislature to consider creating a commission to look at and analyze whether or not the foundation formula that they have adopted was in fact fair to Long Island and every other part of the state.  Now, we didn't receive a response to that request.  I was surprised at that.  I thought from a political standpoint that's pretty negative.  From a substantive standpoint, it's something you wouldn't want to do.  Especially at the beginning of an administration.  But the fight going forward is a pure political fight.  Long Island is going to be pressing this issue.  The business community is going to be pressing this issue, as hard as we can politically because we do feel that given the fact that Long Islanders pay 47 percent more of the gross annual income in taxes, we are at a disadvantage for no clear reason.  So the answer of how do you do it is politics we're going to have to play tough, hard knuckle politics to get Long Island [ inaudible ]  going forward.

>> Thank you.  Al Del Bello?

>> Del Bello: Clearly the largest expense in the school district is personnel.  Personnel oriented kind of operation.  And I'm not sure what the average number would be.  I think 90 percent.  Maybe one of you could give me the exact number.  Around 80 percent of the budget.  So as we talk about, you know, consolidating services and sharing services, the growing feeling [ inaudible ] .  Is there anything that can be done, that could in any way [ inaudible ]  the personnel [ inaudible ] .  

[ Inaudible ] 

>> You look at teachers.  They are often the group that gets bashed the most.  When it comes to the budget and people are saying, they're getting outrageous salaries and they're getting all these increases and so on and so forth.  I take a look at the salaries that teachers make.  They are not outrageous.  I mean, these are the salaries you need to live on Long Island.  You know, other teachers make more money.  But they have been teachers for over 20 years.  It's not like they walk in the door and all of a sudden they're making 100,000 dollars.  But it makes good press to put those kinds of salaries in the paper because it gets people all riled up.  So, I think that teachers are easy targets.  I have no teaching background, so this is not coming from any sort of self-image, but I think that one thing people [ inaudible ] , I don't know if people are familiar with what the city of Denver has done with their teachers union.  The administration there, they have developed an entire conversation program where teachers may be able to submit innovative things with regards to salaries, tenure, and all these other issues that sort of very, they're explosive in Nassau County.  I certainly think in terms of health insurance for some opportunity there; in terms of sharing the burden of the cost of health insurance.  I also think the districts themselves can start looking at ways to pool health-insurance costs.  I know we don't necessarily buy our health insurance just by West Hempstead alone.  We do it with other districts.  But you're looking at only a handful of districts.  But a few standardized across a much larger number of districts, chances are you would be able to negotiate a much better deal when it comes to health insurance.  And you can then send the savings back to the taxpayer.  You hear that often.  It's teachers.  If you could only just pay them less salary.  But ask anyone to take a look at what teachers are making in the district.  They're not outrageous salaries.

[ Unheard audience question ]

>> Kaden: [ inaudible ]   Right now, [ inaudible ]  their existing contracts [ inaudible ] .  And that allows pressure to be brought to bear.  So you wind up in an unfair situation.  Where most businesses would start with a 10 percent give back, [ inaudible ] , you don't have that option.  Based on you start at zero and they start at 10, so where do you go?  That's a difficult decision.  We would like to see if we could get the elimination of set [ inaudible ]  while the negotiation continue, it would be a big advantage [ inaudible ] .  I think that would help.  I think we have made good progress as a region.  We've made contributions to health care.  Actually, [ inaudible ] .  They expect things to change overnight, and collective bargaining is, as I'll explain, a process of lowering expectations.  It's not something you're going to get a 50 percent contribution in health care when they are starting off paying nothing.  You'll get a 5 percent increase, and the next time if the 5 percent more.  And these changes take a long time, with effective bargaining.  We did have some successes recently [ inaudible ] .  Retirees, a lot of districts have had to hold their payrolls relatively stable, even though they're not changing the amount of staff.  But now you're in another phase, which is [ inaudible ] .  It's not going to change overnight.

>>  Sam Hoyt

>> Hoyt: I have a question for Matt Krausen and one for Tony Breva as well.  Mr. Krausen, I think you said the Long Island Association is the state's largest business Association.  And given that I would assume a very powerful lobby for the representatives of Long Island, just a couple of very quick questions.  A, do you enjoy endorse candidates? 

>> Krausen: The Long Island Association is a 501-C 6 nonprofit.  We did not endorse candidates.  Whether we do have a political action committee that does endorse candidates.

>> Hoyt: And so the political action committee not only endorsed candidates that gives contributions?

>> Krausen: That's correct.

>> Hoyt: And given that, on this issue of school taxes and property taxes in general is such a high priority for you and all who testify here today, have you established a litmus test?  Have you come up with an agenda that you demand of your elected representatives prior to endorsing them or prior to giving them any campaign contributions?

>> Krausen: The answer is yes, but not on that subject.  Over the years, we had two litmus tests.  One was the passage of affordable housing legislation.  And the other was support of [ inaudible ] .  We decided to keep it to what you might call a manageable number in order to keep everybody focused.  [ inaudible ]   We don't generally just make endorsements or make contributions below the level of County executive and statewide officeholder or state legislative officeholder.  We don't get down to the double of school boards or anything like that, if that's where you're headed.

>> Hoyt: No, I wasn't.  Well, that's an interesting angle.  Actually, I was thinking of state elected officials.  State representatives.

>> Krausen: Oh, we do.  But in answer to your question, specifically, so far, we have set two criteria.

>> Effectively is it likely that education and taxes will be part of the litmus test that you consider?

>> Prospectively I think it's almost certain that that will happen, yes.  It has become such an urgent concern.  For example a proposal was made by the governor this past year, prior to the budget that was passed.  But the proposal, without going into the reason for it, would cost the business community 160 million dollars directly, and when all indirect costs were taken into account, 849 million dollars [ inaudible ] .  That's getting people's attention.  So yes, I think that this specific issue is going to play a much more important roles politically than it has in the past.

>> Thank you.  The question that I have for Mr. Breva, you offer pretty tough language about holding elected officials accountable, and demanding, having certain expectations of them.  And spoke of finding new people to replace them.  What specifically, other than just give us more money, which is a refrain that you have heard pretty consistently and you recognize the need, but what specifically did you have in mind in terms of public policies that you'd like to see from those elected officials that you want to hold accountable?

>> Breva: Inaudible I think what happened this year was very telling. The districts statewide that 1.8 billion dollars extra from Albany.  And what happened when we [ inaudible ]  in me?  Over 90 percent of the budgets passed.  That didn't happen by accident.  The increase in aid is tied directly to the passage of all of those budgets.  That was a record.  If I'm correct.  And so they fixed the school formula [ inaudible ]  fix it.  And that is supposed to be in place for the next three years.  But that money is not guaranteed.  My belief is that, if that money continues to come to the state, budgets...  The increase in the tax levy [ inaudible ] .  And once we get our own money back from the state, we are actually giving money back to taxpayers.  So it's an issue this point of getting the state to meet its obligations.  And [ inaudible ] .  We traditionally have not gotten that what we've given to Albany.  Sorry, go ahead.

>> Hoyt: What you're saying is just more money.  I asked if there were specific policies beyond more money.

>> Breva: Well, I think we need to look at consolidation.  At certain levels, consolidation does make sense.  I was at the school Board Association meeting this weekend in Albany and I was talking to a gentleman from a school district [ inaudible ] .  About a hundred kids.  The average cost to educate a student is about 73,000 dollars.  It doesn't make sense to have a school district with 100 children and you have another school district right next door that can take them in.  I think in certain situations, it makes absolute sense [ inaudible ] .  I think in Nassau County, consolidation of back-office functions like HR, accounts payable, things like that need to happen.  [ inaudible ] 

>> Hoyt: Do you support the proposal to move school board elections to the traditional November election date?

>> Breva: No.  I know that there are some issues.  When the funding comes in from the state, it has something to do with [ inaudible ] .  But I think that there's scheduling issues [ inaudible ] .

>> Hoyt: One of the reasons people advocate for that is some people claim the teachers unions are so powerful that they can determine the outcomes of elections just through their powerful lobbying and the resources that they have.  And therefore incorporating the elections into the traditional November date might take some of that power away.  Is that something that you subscribe to?

>> Breva: I don't know [ inaudible ] .

>> Hoyt: I didn't hear you.

>> Breva: I'm not that sure.

>> [ Inaudible ]   The biggest problem with having the school board election in November is that our fiscal year begins on the 30th.  And problems with [ inaudible ] .  And it would create I guess logistical problems, more than it would if we were just holding elections.  In terms of budgets.

[ Inaudible ] 

>> And to ask about.  One, [ inaudible ] .  But a lot of attention and publicity [ inaudible ] .  In Virginia, the average -- and again, comparing averages is a little bit [ inaudible ] .  This comparison in Virginia, the cost is a lot higher per capita.

>>  Let me comment on that, partly from my experience in the court system.  I used to try to compare the court systems in New York State to the court systems in other states.  And invariably found that because of differences in the legal structure, because of the laws that were different, the procedures were different, the practices were different, the visions were different, the culture was different, it was virtually impossible to make an intelligent comparison [ inaudible ]  in any other state.  I tend to think that that's true with respect to education.  To get down to the level of detail you would need in order to fully understand all the factors for education in New York as opposed to northern Virginia, it is a long-term study in and of itself.  The cost of construction, the cost imposed by the state in unfunded mandates, a whole variety of things.  I think you could get a general sense, I think that's what the purpose of the Long Island Index report was, to give you a general sense, a comparison.  But he has to deconstruct those cost factors in great detail to make an intelligent comparison to draw real conclusions.  So I'm not sure we are in a position to do that at this point.  If I were drawing on past experience I would say that's probably not a productive road to go down.  We have created a structure of laws that are imposed on our schools in New York.  And those produce costs.  Our costs are higher than they are in other states.  But it could be the laws and the rules we operate under need to be changed.  And that is [ inaudible ] .  Something worth looking into.  But I think it's very difficult to draw long-term conclusions by comparing the cost of education in New York with the cost of education anywhere else.

[ Inaudible ]  very interested in, when you are getting that mandate, I'm interested in just that.  That's a state board rule.  Inaudible we want to make sure we're not throwing out the good ones only get to the bad ones.  And calling on Senator Hoyt, more seems to be a theme.  And two points.  One is placing the burden of taxation on a broader base in a very high tax state is a proposition we have to take a close look at.  That's the first thing.  
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>> The second is the idea that our formula, it might not be working in the current context.  Historically, our school formula, moving from one place to another through the state, [ inaudible ] .  My final, my main point here is that putting more money into a hundred different school districts on Long Island doesn't feel right if it's unconditional.  Putting more money into the Long Island if there were some conditions regarding performance, and you indicated that performance was higher on average than elsewhere in the state, or indicating some efficiencies or measures about how things are structured, like before, how do you get to that?

>> Hoyt: I'll let you off the hook quickly.  If you measure efficiency in terms of the cost versus productivity, what are you getting for your dollar, then I say that our analysis is that we spend lower than median dollars to get better than median results.  Then you have to conclude, based on those facts, that the schools on Long Island [ inaudible ] , they are more efficient than most of the schools in New York already.  The issue of money, however, is an issue of balance and fairness.  You know, do we get what we should be getting in comparison to other parts of the state?

>> Don't have to keep going [ inaudible ] .

>> Just quickly, the high tax county is a county where the average property tax in relationship to the average income is very high.  And there are 14 in New York State.  Nassau and Suffolk are two of them.  I also have three of them, out of my six counties that I represent.  And that was the area where we were able to get more money out of the governor's budget to help these school districts.  So more money is important, yes.  And yet, the average increase in school budgets throughout the state was 4 percent.  So I think our role here in government efficiency is to see where we can save.  We know we need more money in state aid we know we need to reduce the mandates.  But where can we save?  And my question to the school administrators really is, do you see where BOCEs could play a bigger role and what areas could they play a bigger role, and how could they take on more?  Even if all the new teachers coming into a school district were paid around the same scale within that BOCE system, and the BOCE was negotiating for those schools, you couldn't do it as it exists today because you'd never get away with it.  But going forward, new teachers coming in, the pay scale...

>> That's one of the things I suggested doing.  I think we need to take a look at BOCEs and ask ourselves, is it something they can be done?  In audible.  It could become a to act as an agent to bring both business and school districts together in order to find ways to save money.  As a matter of fact, [ inaudible ] .  Rather than in fact using [ inaudible ] .  So those are the things that I think need to be challenged.  [ inaudible ]   By the way, I'd just like to make reference to get back to some of the questions that have come up about efficiencies, and there is a report that comes out annually called [ inaudible ] .  It's a report on the educational status of the state schools.  And most recent is the October 2006.  It's usually a year or so old.  But it gives you a wide variety of bits of information.  And just in terms of scale and efficiency, I think when you take a look at the average cost of administration in New York, in Nassau County it's 2 percent, Suffolk County 2 percent, and New York City, 2 percent.  I'm not sure the scale means more efficient.  I think what you have to do is take that into consideration.  Those are the things I think [ inaudible ]  as well.  Getting back to the question you asked about BOCEs, [ inaudible ] .

>> Thank you.  For the panel's information also [ inaudible ] , yesterday for the first time in my life it became a homeowner, from being a renter for decades.  And I've never been more sensitive to property taxes in my life.  On the other hand, as an educator I think we should spend more money on education than less, given the knowledge economy.  In that light, could we check some data?  Because the data the I've seen suggests that Long Island costs are much higher than those of the rest of the state.  [ inaudible ] 

[ Inaudible ] 

>> Long Island's per capita property taxes were higher than any other place in the United States, much less New York.

>> The question regards your reaction to [ inaudible ] .  Idea number one is the notion that in Nassau and Suffolk County, about a fifth, 20 percent of the districts have less than K-12 programming.  And whether there's some thought about consolidating.  And also in that light, 15 of the school districts in Suffolk County have less than 500 pupils.  And you mentioned that earlier in one example.  I also heard someone reference older schoolhouses.  [ inaudible ]   And people please react to the notion of consolidating some of those districts.  And the second idea, you can help direct it, is the notion you've heard earlier of countywide contracts for schoolteachers to address some of the leapfrogging problems with salaries that escalate the competitiveness.  Of course as a teacher, I think that's great.  But just knowing how people could react to that as well.

>> As far as the small districts are concerned, the non-K-12 districts in Nassau County are all organized in patterns with high school districts.  So they all are in arrangements with a high school District, a Central high school District that layers over the four elementary districts.  Suffolk County, each one is independent of the high school District they elect to transition their students to.  What we do have been Suffolk County is one standing tuition arrangements between districts, such as Armagasset, Montauk Springs, and East Hampton.  So those districts have an effect become a Central High School District without legally taking on that name.  What they do, though, is have long-term tuition arrangements and the efficiency of having the one large high school serving the four districts is realized by all of the districts.  But in terms of public policy and I know that's one of the things you were talking about, in particular school consolidation, and I'll use the example of Montauk Springs, Armagasset, and East Hampton, because a few years ago we did a study on consolidating those districts.  And under the existing formulas for consolidation, there are winners and losers.  And what happens is the tax burden shifts between school districts.  And it's very difficult to end up in a situation where you have a win-win situation with schools considering consolidation.  The only two things that happened [ inaudible ] .  And both of those are very specific circumstances that made a win-win situation in Suffolk County.  If the state was to look at the numbers for consolidation, I think it would go a long way towards perhaps making consolidation more attractive and developing that win-win situation.  Because frankly that was the main roadblock last time we had a large-scale evaluation on consolidation out in the east end.

>> Let's go quickly to the reaction about regional collective bargaining [ inaudible ] .

>> I think you might get some resistance to [ inaudible ] .  Although look at countywide costs, we pay top dollar for police also.  [ inaudible ]   I think it will solve the problem [ inaudible ]  the local district against the one next door.  [ inaudible ] 

>> Obviously is not just leapfrogging.  [ inaudible ]   Multiple bargaining situation.  That happens with every public employer in the State of New York.

>> I'm running short of time.  I have room for one more question.

>> Thank you.  I served, before it was supervisor, as a member of [ inaudible ]  Board of Education for 10 years, the local school board for six years, president of [ inaudible ]  County School Boards Association.  And I understand the issues, the requests for increased state aid, [ inaudible ]  in the early 80s, for a more equitable share of state aid.  And at this point, while the effort and those pressures continue, and I think rightly so, when we look at the budgets and we know that they are 80 percent personnel driven, if we could focus on saving money in the other 20 percent area of the budget, that's still a way to help control property taxes.  And certainly BOCEs is one method, and it's one that I think has great potential but has not been had.  And that would also shift the tax burden because of the [ inaudible ]  that districts receive when they get services through BOCE.  So I'd be interested in knowing how you would get that, and I don't disagree with you about the notion of size as an issue.  Certainly smaller class sizes are important for a quality education.  But I am concerned about the very small districts.  And they are not being cost-effective.  Bringing just a couple of hundred kids in a district.  We've got multiple administrators in districts that are not K-12, those are some issues [ inaudible ]  with more specific analysis to understand whether the notion of consolidation really with save money.  And looking on the business side of the equation for ideas of how we could be more cost effective.

>> The 80 percent number that we have been given, is that just teachers salaries, or is that all personnel?

>> All.

>> So that includes administration.

>> Yes.

>> It's about 75 percent.

>> More than 75 percent.

>> Bill?

>> About the BOCEs?

>> One is BOCEs, two is what area of the 20 percent is ripe for cost reduction, and three, I'd like your opinion about the potential cost savings without compromising quality education, because that is a deep commitment.  Like consolidating non-K-12 districts to create only K-12 districts throughout the state.  And for districts that are very, very small, merging with adjacent districts.

>> Let me do them in reverse order.  Number one, I would like, I would join with Gary in saying we need to take a very careful look at the laws governing consolidation.  And ask ourselves whether or not there are any real fiscal incentives [ inaudible ] .  Can I identified experiences that we had?  We've had some experience in Nassau County recently where the fiscal concerns overrode most of the others.  And they [ inaudible ] .  If you take a look at the other 20 percent, I think some of the things that we talked about today, one, I think we can take a look at technology, the printing and copying, you can look at the transportation, and looked at, I don't know whether these are necessarily backroom services, but they may be in that 20 percent.  Consolidation of funds, a rather intriguing an interesting one.  I don't think that's possible [ inaudible ]  for us and other municipalities.  I'm not sure whether or not that's a possibility.  I think every one of them has to be examined very carefully.  We're going to take a look at business office, we're going to take a look at laws.  Quite frankly, the governing operation of our business office [ inaudible ] .  It's going to be exceedingly difficult to save any real amount of money.  We have to examine the various positions and controls that are in place right now.  And then we get back to BOCEs.  I think that's a great idea, it's a wonderful organization.  But quite frankly I don't think it's been exploited to its fullest possible ability to provide real services to, specifically a place like Nassau or Suffolk County.  [ inaudible ]   Businesses and other [ inaudible ]  together.

>> And just one follow-up question on the BOCEs point.  Do you feel that there is a need for BOCEs to have greater accountability?  Or do you believe that the current structure of appointing both BOCEs members and [ inaudible ]  is working well?

>> Again, I don't know enough about the accountability issue.  I think it works fairly well.  I think that if it had more visibility, I think there's a lot of negative feeling sometimes about BOCEs.  A lot of it disappears when there's a real explanation of what BOCEs provides.  I think there's [ inaudible ]  I think there needs to be a better effort at getting it known to the public and getting a better known.  Once that happens, once there is a better understanding of what it provides, then there's considerably more support for it.

>> I'd like to thank each and every one of you a bunch for what you said and what you've provided in your writing.  And I'm going to ask for a hand.

[ Applause ]

>> Now we will have an open mic opportunity.  We have seven people who have signed a sheet indicating that they would like to talk.  This is going to be limited to three minutes total, including questions.  Jeff [ inaudible ] , the Nassau County later is first.  Let me give you the names of the other people.  Maybe you can get in line.  Lyon Baum, Nassau Chamber of Commerce.  Sam Davis, [ inaudible ] .  Dr. Laurie Nozaki of Farmingdale Library.  [ inaudible ]   There's two microphones on either side.  Make a brief statement and [ inaudible ] .

>> Good afternoon.  My name is Jeff [ Inaudible], and I am serving my fourth term in the Nassau County legislature .
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>> It is my honor and responsibility to bring to the attention of the New York State commission on local government for efficiency and competitiveness the issue of the Nassau County Bridge Authority.  The authority, created by the state in 1945, with the enactment of title seven of article 3 [ inaudible ]  runs the [ inaudible ] .  Across the Atlantic Beach Bridge, [ inaudible ] .  Commercial vehicles pay two dollars per axle.  [ inaudible ]   New York State Department of Transportation estimates over 20,000 vehicles at the bridge each day.  The drawbridge is raised an average of eight times per day to allow commercial and pleasure watercraft to pass underneath.  [ inaudible ]   Upon ceasing to exist, all rights and properties shall pass to the county.  This is the only toll road on Long Island.  The governor, the county officials, the public, the media, and government groups focusing on consolidation, the time is now for the Authority and the toll to go.  Long perceived to be a patronage mill, the Atlantic Beach Bridge operates with a staff much larger than the county's two other drawbridges, located in Long Beach and Bay Hill.  In addition to the reduced number of maintenance personnel and bridge operators that would be required to operate the bridge after county control, if there's no toll, there's no need for toll collectors.  This is the low hanging fruit of the [ inaudible ]  consolidation efforts of the state and county.  There's no requirement for referendum, no approval needed [ inaudible ] , no commissioners with chokeholds in their special districts need to vote on this.  In the name of good government, the time has come to take the steps necessary to abolish the Nassau County Bridge Authority and have the bridge come under the ownership of the county and the Department of Public Works.  I look forward to working with you [ inaudible ]  to make this a reality and one of the first successes of our joint consolidation efforts.  Thank you.

>> I'm actually from western New York, in the Buffalo area.  We have some tolls.  [ inaudible ] 

>> This is really a dollars and cents issue.  Of the bridge, about a 3 million dollar expenditure when we're looking at [ inaudible ]  that needs to be discharged.  The county, if it took ownership [ inaudible ] .  I think the momentum is right.  You don't need other layers of government to approve here.  There's no town approval necessary.  I think the time is now, the momentum is right, I think this could really be one of the first successes that we point to in getting rid of one of these public authorities that the governor and several governors before have stated are not accountable to the public and work behind the scenes.  And often unfortunately, although not the card office that in now, not for the benefit of the taxpayers.

>> Thank you.

>> Thank you.

>> My name is George [ inaudible ]  and I'm the director of the [ inaudible ]  public library [ inaudible ] .  The opinions of voice are my own, not my board's.  I think the commission for taking public [ inaudible ] .  Libraries generally, and my library in particular, are always seeking ways to save money.  [ inaudible ]   We are interested in health insurance reciprocal as is indicated by the county executive to save money and pool funds for investment purposes.  These are very interesting, provocative ideas.  The commission should know, however, while we do work in an efficient sharing manner.  Some examples are as follows.  Recently [ inaudible ]  and the consortium sent each member of the consortium 18,000 dollars.  Currently we are working on [ inaudible ] .  That would serve as the county libraries for computer services.  A regional consortium stretching from West Chester to Suffolk is developing contracts that would save money for electronic databases.  Obviously it will drive the price is way down.  We are negotiating with vendors.  It would be most helpful for libraries to avail themselves of county contracts [ inaudible ] .  Our system is woefully underfunded.  It could do a lot with some additional funding and one person that would be a purchasing agent.  [ inaudible ]   Thank you very much.

>> Thank you.  

>> Hi, my name is Sam Davis and I'm a supervisor [ inaudible ].  I want to thank you for inviting us over here today to have this hearing.  And my thanks to the governor as well for creating this commission.  I wanted to talk particularly about school taxes, although this refers to all property taxes.  It is not just in Nassau and Suffolk County issue, it's throughout the state.  It's probably the largest issue in the state.  It's causing thousands and thousands of residents to flee the state because they can't afford to pay the taxes that they have two.  As far as school taxes go, as Mr. Del Bello pointed out, the part of the school tax burden that can really be affected through consolidation and competitiveness is only about 20 percent.  Even if we took that 20 percent and reduced it by 50 percent, really wouldn't help our residents all that much.  Would it be better than nothing?  Certainly.  But the people that are suffering under immense taxes would still be suffering under immense taxes, albeit slightly less immense.  It seems to me that it's the method of taxation that needs to be changed.  This is an archaic system which is inherently unfair.  To people living in identical homes, on identical properties, with vastly different incomes would be paying the same Texas.  That is not fair.  We need to fund our schools through the state, period.  Eliminate property taxes from school funding.  Let the state take up the whole burden.  That will also level the playing field between poor districts and wealthy districts so that the public schools will offer an equally good education to all kids throughout the state, regardless of the accident of birth that gave them a lot of income or very little.  And it will also stop the push that is causing a lot of open space to be sold off to people who are doing that in order to maintain their homes.  We need to conserve our open space, we need to keep our population here.  We're losing our young, fresh out of college, because they can't get a start here.  We're losing our elderly because they can't remain here.  It's a real tragedy.  That's what needs to change.  Thank you.

>> We've been looking for big ideas.  That's certainly one.  Yes, sir.

>> My name is Leon [ inaudible ] , I come from Great Neck.  I was on the Great Neck Board of Education a number of years ago.  I ended my career at the Federal Reserve, but I was an economist for over 30 years.  I want to thank everyone for an extremely interesting discussion, and share just a couple of observations, having sat here all morning listening.  It seems to me the discussion of the school tax spans somewhat in [ inaudible ]  to the discussion that took place earlier today when the emphasis was placed on the differentiated structure of our governments.  And the burden of saving money, reducing the property taxes placed very much on the differentiated structure of government and the multiple layers that have been referred to so often.  Now it's so clear in the afternoon that most of the tax is coming from school tax, which is in part will buy the cost of living.  One should start out recognizing that here on Long Island, as we move to the northeast part of the country but particularly in Nassau County, the cost of living is high.  Not only is the cost of living high, but the standard of living is high.  And that's why we pay the taxes that we've been paying.  We maintain a substantial standard of living, we have professional people, and there's a high professional staff input to all the municipal services that are provided.  It has to do with the way we live our lives in the way we govern ourselves.  Inaudible doing the things that are doable.  That is, looking for savings where you can improve the process by which the service is delivered, rather than dealing with the issue of consolidation.  I can tell you from my experience on the school board, in the 80s when there was a great move toward consolidation, it didn't come to very much.  It was great controversy and a great deal of pain over it.  But in the end, it produced very little in savings.  In fact, it produced more expensive than its saved because they had to rebuild the capacity that they had given away, foolishly.  So I think that one has to be very careful.  I think also but has not been mentioned is that when you consolidate these special district, one has to recognize that these are special service districts.  The taxes paid are matched to the service provided to the people that live there.  You abolish the service district and the taxes that support that service are going to spread out to the rest of the county or town or whatever the overriding agency is.  So many of the people are going to be paying more taxes and getting less service.  [ inaudible ]   In which case taxes go up for everybody.  So I think it's better to treat this issue diligently and conservatively as Mr. Weitzman suggested.  We do the things that we can do and don't open the Pandora's box of trying to consolidate everything on the assumption that big is better and that big government is always better than smaller government.  I don't think that's true.  One final point that I'll close with is that you mentioned that people are very much impacted by property tax.  I understand that, being a member of the Nassau County [ inaudible ] .  But I think it's fallen particularly heavily on people who have lived here a long time, as Mr. Suozzi mentioned.  Then moved into Levittown and are finding that they're taxed heavily on the unrealized capital gains in their property when they have an income that will not pay for that taxation [ inaudible ] .  And I think that's something that could be remedied, I think.  To ease the burden of taxation on people who are paying taxes on assets which they haven't sold and have realized no income on.  I think that's a serious problem.  Anyway, thank you very much for a very interesting and enlightening discussion.  I'll be watching what you do in the years ahead.

>> Thank you.  Ma'am?

>> My name is Lyon Baum.  I've been [ inaudible ] .  And I lived in [ inaudible ] .  And our consultant came from Ohio and he had absolutely no idea who we are or what we are here.  Therefore, the houses were assessed the same along the Gold Coast of the North Shore and in the very poor lowest income community of Roosevelt are assessed the same.  What was never taken into consideration is that the people in Roosevelt, their houses are worth a row because they can't sell them.  Nevertheless, they're paying 9000, 10,000, 12,000 in taxes.  Unbelievable.  And I don't know who these consultants that we're hiring, again, to look at us once again.  The schools.  I lived in the village of Hempstead.  I pay taxes to three jurisdictions.  I hope I'm not putting you to sleep.  I know it's been a long day.  I pay taxes to the village.  I pay taxes to the town.  I pay taxes to the school district.  The taxes are unbelievable, probably among the highest in the county.  I have the worst schools.  A study that appeared in the paper about a week ago said that 25 percent of the kids in the seventh grade in my village passed math.  That means 75 percent are failing.  Now, what is wrong with my schools?  I can tell you what I think [ inaudible ]  and privately I'd be happy to do that.  All the talk about consolidation, I live next to the richest village in the county, and that's Garden City.  One of the problems of consolidation, you can talk until the moon turns blue.  The problem, and it was expressed at that conference last you, oh, we will consolidate but we're not going to lose a single job.  OK, you've got to consolidate jobs.  And I think about one third of this county's employment labor force works for government.  So there you have a major, major problem.  And it's the responsibility of the authority [ timer ].  [ Laughter ].  An audible.  To take care of this problem.  And not to study anymore.  Nothing has happened in that maybe Bar Beach since last year. [ inaudible ]   Which is prevalent in this county.  And I didn't hear a word about what it's going to cost to clean that mess up.  Of course [ inaudible ] .  Garden City has two water wells shut down and Hempstead has two wells, shut down.  I'm living in an apartment house, 239 families are living on top of it toxic [ inaudible ]  adjacent to a contaminated site.  This is a New York State problem, ladies and gentlemen.  You've got it, too.  They're the old gas plants.  And if you don't know what they are, they were used to make gas before we got natural gas.  Plants were closed in the 1950s, they contaminated all over the state.  The public service commission has just approved going ahead with allowing [ inaudible ]  to sell to the national grid, which has a terrible reputation [ inaudible ] .  But they are saying that the taxpayer will have to play for the cleanup.  Is it three minutes? 

[ Laughter ]

>> Yes.

>> That was my last point.  And I thank you very very much.  [ inaudible ] 

>>  Well, you took so much time to list so many problems that like to answer you on at least a few of these things.  First of all of want to thank you for all the e-mails that you sent to my office.

[ Laughter ]

>> And actually giving me a push in this direction by looking at [ inaudible ] .  I'm a much more optimistic, though, than you are with respect to the final outcome.  Yes, we did do a study.  And that study did lead to a conference that was held 13 months ago.  The 400 people showed up at that conference.  I think one of the reasons behind the fact that we're all here trying to accomplish some action, [ inaudible ]  county executives [ inaudible ]  Tom Suozzi says this is number one priority now.  Meaning that people are committed.  Government doesn't move quickly.  No government moves quickly.  But in a relatively short period of time, we have mobilized governmental and public opinion to the point that it is moving forward, definitely is moving forward.  With respect to the lack of ability to save money as a result of consolidation, I agree with what the county executive said.  I'm a firm believer that we have to look at each different service area separately.  Water is different from garbage, which is different from sewage, which is different from [ inaudible ] .  So there is no one-size-fits-all.  Inaudible in the town of Hempstead that would save 60,000 homeowners in the town of Hempstead over 200 dollars a year in garbage collection without changing their service component.  Now, will people lose their jobs?  No, because it's spread out over a period of time.  The savings over 15 million dollars would be realized as people left their positions and retired.  So this can be accomplished if it's appropriate through consolidation in those areas that it works.  They have to be sensitive to the workforce as well.  Because everything that was talked about [ inaudible ] .

The last thing I want to talk to about, which I'm not sure is related to the work of the commission, is to raise the issue about [ inaudible ] , but horrendous problem that we have with the cleanup of the gas plant.  Which it appears that [ inaudible ]  is trying to foist on the ratepayers of Nassau and Suffolk.  Both Nassau and Suffolk County are now on record as objecting to that merger.  Those objections, which are in writing, and are now part of the record, could ultimately [ inaudible ]  or a combination of both.  So this is not something that's going unnoticed.  We have been vociferous in our objections.  [ inaudible ]   And in fact so many years this has been allowed to go on.  And we are attempting as best we can on a state level now to fight that merger [ inaudible ] .  That gas problem will be taken care of.

>> Thank you very much.  This commission will reconvene at 9 a.m. tomorrow morning.  [ inaudible ]   Thank you all.
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