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>> We, could I have your attention please?  We have a few people who have indicated that they would like to speak to either have provided testimony in advance or for other reasons.  The first is Ernie Strada, Mayor of Westbury.  He's President of the New York Conference of Mayors.  Ernie had a brief opportunity to hear from you at Saratoga Springs following the Nikon Conference.  He didn't feel that that was adequate.  And so, we're delighted to hear back here today.  I have, in every other case; I'm going to ask that we certainly the person speaking limit themselves to two minutes or less.  But, Mayor Strada represents the mayors from all New York.  So, we would appreciate [inaudible] but we're not going to go into the two minutes.  

>> Ernie Strada: All right, thank you very much for the opportunity to address the Commission again.  Good morning and welcome to Long Island.  I was not here yesterday.  But I've been given some indication as to the comments made by both the County Executives of Nassau as well as Suffolk that was the lead in for Tom Suozzi.

I have been here since the opening session this morning.  And it's very interesting in terms of the varied comments being made.  As mayor of the village of Westbury where I serve, the 33 years serving as trust dean, the last 26 as mayor.  I feel qualified, to some degree, to speak with regard to government, what government is about and the provision of services to residents, people that we represent.  

I'm familiar with the senator that's on the panel.  I certainly know Mr. Weitzman is on the panel, a fellow mayor from the County of Nassau.  And they are familiar with me and who I am.  And I'm relatively frank and candid when I say something.  

The first thing I'd like to say to the Commission members this morning is that two things have been a problem with me as an elected official.  One is the tailored law legislation in the State of New York.  That transcends into tremendous forces at the local level for all governments.  An advocate for or advocacy board, which formed for many, many years.  And I think the Commission must look at that with a hard and deliberate approach as to whether or not reform can be achieved and what the results of reform would translate to.  

The second is the Wicks law.  I find it interesting that someone from the fire district and fire service entity made reference to that law today.  To those of the residents in the audience who are unfamiliar with the Wicks law, it is a law that requires when a construction project is going to be advanced in a municipal sector, that they get four or five separate contracts.  One for, you know, construction.  One for HPC.  One for electrical.  One for sprinkler and the fire safety systems.  

That law has been advocated for repeal by local governments for many, many years.  Going back to Governor Formo's time, he promised its repeal if he could get the support from the legislature.  There appears to be a lobby at the opening level that has a voice much, much louder than the residents of the State of New York.  

I don't know any elected official who sees the saving grace in the Wicks law.  The costs that are aggravated on any project exceed 30 percent.  I think that was the figure that was quoted this morning.  Because what you don't add into it is the cost that result in claims, delays, etc, etc, etc.  

So, it exceeds 30 percent.  And for the life of me, I can't understand why the why the legislature continues to have this law on the books.  There was billions of dollars in construction before its existence.  There's been billions and billions of dollars since its passage, much of it wasted.  And I think this commission would make a very, very strong argument for its repeal.  For any changes in the levels for its full repeal.  

And the last thing I would like to just say to the Commission is that its duty and responsibility in [inaudible] is also gone.  I don't know whether or not the kind of change that you're envisioning will inevitably achieve.  And in order to do the things that need to be done to create real change and real direction is going to take a tremendous amount of courage. 

My next remark is not intended in any way to reflect on the ability of an elected official, on his dedication to service, on his commitment to the people he serves.  Or his passion for serving in government.  And I don't think that as the President of the Union Conference of Mayors, I don't think its representative of the Nassau County Village Officials Association.  I make it as the mayor of my village and I make it as a regular citizen.  

But I think in some instances, the Commission should seriously look at whether or not a town should continue to exist.  It is a creation of the state.  It can be in many ways changed.  And as I said in Saratoga, I'm not going to give myself to town supervisors.  But it has no barring on that supervisor or on the elected officials of the town, or the employees of the town.  I said earlier, that commitment.  It has to do with common sense.  It has to do with practical knowledge.  

The county, in many, many instances, especially in Nassau, can provide services to the residents of a region that are provided by the town because there is a duplication of services.  And the extension of services and the cost to continue the services through the social services department.  To all the services at a town, they can be also [inaudible].  

And in some instances, whether they are on a larger scale and with county like Nassau with 19 legislatures, there's a tremendous amount of representation at the county level.  I don't know how serious the Commission might look at that.  But I think, for practical purposes and from a common sense point of view, it must be looked at.  A first mistake I would beg to say there are some regions where a town can be replaced or abolished and the services extended by the town and carried to the community by the county.  

>> Thank you.

>> Ernie Strada: I'll say no more.  I thank you for the opportunity to appear to you again.  I've submitted a statement to you in Saratoga.  I've also followed it up with a letter.  Again, I want to thank you, Mr. Levinson and all Commission members for giving me the opportunity to address you.  Thank you.  

[ Applause ]

>> Thank you, Stan.  First, Mayor, I want to thank you for coming today.  You are an outstanding mayor.  One of the mayors of the village within my district to do a phenomenal job representing your village.  I regret I wasn't able to join you in Saratoga.  It was session day.  We were in Albany.  And I truly appreciate your comments.  

Obviously, with respect to Wicks and, you know, your position and Nikon's position on Wicks when Nikon came and gave their presentation, reached local governments made sure by Senator Little.  That position was made very clear as well as your position on the Tailor [inaudible].  What I can tell you from the Wick legislative side is reform of Wicks is currently on the table.  There have been substantial discussions between the Governor, the Senate, the Assembly on how to reform Wicks.  I don't know, you know, whether Wicks fall into appeal or increases in numbers and the limits.  You know, that's all a part of the process.  Hopefully, we'll have reached a conclusion and soon an agreement.  

With respect to your position on eliminating, abolishing a town, I know the supervisors right now, I'm sure that they have a few thoughts, I'm sure.  Zyguski is over there.  I'm sure she'll have a position on the town.  But one of my concerns or questions is.  Suozzi is your best bet.  He talked about the county's desire to essentially divest, so to speak itself, from responsibilities of parks and roads in Hempstead.  

There are several parks that have been under agreement are going to be transferred to the town of Hempstead.  And now the county is starting to talk to the town of Oyster Bay about doing the same thing with certain other County parks.  There seems to be a lot of talk about the responsibilities going to towns to maintain.  While all county residents have a right to go to those parks.  

Similar with roads, they're going to start responsibility because as you know, as we all know here, where we talk about the instances of the snowplow going down the road, plowing snow, lifting the plow up when it hits.  This county road goes up and then goes back onto the county portion of the road.  We're seeing the county give up its responsibilities for maintaining those roads and giving that to the towns and to the villages and digressing itself from that responsibility.  

But my concern when we talk about main towns is what do we do about the unincorporated areas?  You have the privilege and the honor of representing a wonderful village in Westbury.  I live in the village of [inaudible] Estates.  I grew up in an unincorporated area of Port Washington.  And the residents of the unincorporated area in Port Washington look to the town as their form of local government for a number of things.  I don't know whether or not those same residents will want to turn to the county, a larger entity, when looking to fulfill some of those same services that the town does very well and may not do so well.  

So, I think what's important is the Commission hearing these ideas and of course talk about them.  And I'm not, you know, ruling anything out because that's what Commission members want to take it in and read the comments and talk to you afterwards.  

It's just that point of my response is just simply that these are all things that we have to think about.  While there are some pros to it, there may be also some cons that we should address.  But I thank you for coming today.  Again, I appreciation your informing.  I look forward to working with you on a relationship with the senator and thank you very much.

>> [Inaudible] the takeover of a park by a town from the county only when it stands, of course, for all of the services [inaudible].

[ Applause ]

>> Okay, great.  Thank you very much.  I appreciate it.  Kirby Hannon.

>> Kirby Hannon: My name is Kirby Hannon.  I'm a legislator advocate for ASNE.  Can you hear me?  ASNE is the association that represents 130 thousand volunteer fire fighters and EMS responders statewide.  We're to here to commend the Commission on a daunting task ahead of you.  But it's one that we have hoped would happen for quite some time now.  

As a matter of fact, a joint presentation with the Association of Towns, ASNE, has asked for just such a summer conference bringing all layers of government together so as to be able to begin to discern a way through overlapping governments.  It's clearly causing a burden on the taxpayer.  

Let me remind you that ASNE's 130 thousand volunteers are also taxpayers too.  And we believe, completely, what we do.  I'm here with Thomas Calk who is our first vice president, who is from Nassau County.  I'm here with David Jukochovich who is from the Munich area in my county.  ASNE has a structure that gives us a statewide representation in virtually all the counties, all the towns and all the villages.  

We are here to say that ASNE represents, I think, volunteer response that is both prime and its proximity.  On the Commission's web site, there is a note that's entitled "Theories on Local Government", written by Richard Nathan.  Richard Nathan is a provost at the Rockefeller College of Public Affairs.  He talks about a home rule model of delivery of government services.  

And he talks about a consolidation model.  And he theorizes, rightly so I think, the consolidation model, which is larger, bigger, is perhaps more efficient.  He also talks about the fragmentation model where the home rule model or what we refer to call the community as being one that you cannot easily dismiss.  You cannot dismiss all together.  

So, having said that, we're here to talk about that sense of community and life of police so completely in it.  The nature of volunteer fire, EMS service is absolutely needed.  The cold hard fact, creating uniqueness is that there are these 130 thousand people who deliver the service every day, all day.  And they deliver it for free.  It is a gift to the taxpayer.  It's an efficiency that already exists.  Now, Insight is not like ASNE and Associations of Towns and you can Google with these, it's fine with me.  The estimated savings in bases and benefit alone for fire, statewide, was 3 point 9 billion dollars.  While volunteer EMS in ways alone was 1 pointing 2 billion.  

So, what we're suggesting here is that this whole government efficiency already exists should be perhaps preserved.  And that [inaudible] which the declining numbers we're currently looking at should be reviewed to determine whether or not it's a system worth preserving.  We believe it absolutely is.  Just as we heard from the county executives yesterday, we believe that everything has to be calculated and measured.  

So, that in the final analysis, the taxpayer has awareness and makes a decision in terms of whether or not the current system is actually working.  Mutual aid is something that ASNE has embraced for quite some time.  So, in other words, shared service is not strange to us.  Mutual aid is the perfect example as Supervisor Sandy Franklin had said earlier, mutual aid is alive and well.  It's created a matrix actually.  The state controller has viewed, is aware of but reports it's largely unreported to the extent of mutual aid that currently exists.  

So, you know, that's an issue that perhaps could be addressed right now.  We share with Sandy Franklin and others the frustration as regards whether or not you can trade cooperation with various people.  It doesn't matter whether it's a fire or [inaudible] or whatever.  Creating that cooperation is obviously going to be difficult.  However, with the volunteer response community, again with that uniqueness, we think that we're talking about a bottom up issue.  

In other words, in shared services on the Commission's web site, they talk about discussions that involve employee representation.  They talk about, you know, making sure that you involve the employee in the situation.  Well, the example that Sandy gave earlier, Franklin gave earlier, I think that Billy Young responded, it's very important to try to have the volunteers themselves to determine whether or not you can practically and realistically get them to go to the neighbors.  

And that's what this is all about.  Because, if we, when you look at New York's 67 fire districts, you look at the 951 fire protection districts and you go, oh, my God.  This is fragmented.  Well, yeah, it is.  But that's the delivery model.  And the fact is that the 130 thousand people that are donating their services and their time, they create that fragmented model.  

 It's not a model that somebody said, hey, look, we're going to be five commissioners and this is the model we want.  No, it's more like it's the model the community chose and, at the moment, their supporting the tax base.  The tax base supports it.  We recognize that.  

There can be changes.  We're not here to argue against consolidation, against shared services, against efficiency.  That would be silly.  What we're here to do to do though it to make sure that everybody recognizes the contribution that's currently being delivered and, if declining numbers continue, then you will be faced, again, with that daunting task that I mentioned before of trying to compute what it's going to cost to replace, over a period of time, not only the volunteers themselves but also the structure, the cost of acquiring equipment, because much of it is owned by the five [inaudible] organizations.  And this is a statewide problem.  

So, I guess what I'm suggesting here is that over the next five years, over the next ten years, we're at a cross roads.  If we decide to keep this system as we know it, then we need to support it.  If we decide not to, then every taxpayer in this room, including me, needs to know exactly what it's going to cost to replace this if it ends.  

>> Thank you, Mr. Hannon.  

[ Applause ]

>>Kirby, as you know, I'm not only an assembly member for the city of Buffalo but also a chair with the local government committee.  I also want to thank you for the work that you and all of your members do.  And appreciate the fact that you acknowledge that change may be in the best interest of all.  In fact, the mission of this Commission is to look at the possible ways to improve the delivery of the services.  While, at the same time, reducing costs to the taxpayer.  

Can you site any examples of what ASNE might recommend that the Commission can look at, as it applies to your members and the services that you provide in accomplishing our mission?  

>> Kirby Hannon: I would suggest two things.  One, on functional side and the other on, you know, might be unrelated.  Certainly the two measures that I mentioned before.  You know, I took care examining the value of keeping the workers, the volunteer workers.  You know, quantify that and make a determination as to whether you can invest and keep it or whether or not you're going be paying the same or more later.  That I would strongly suggest the Commission to take a good hard look at.  

The studies that we heard about yesterday, well, that's just one more study that you might want to add to your daunting list of what you have.  I think the other might be it's something that Supervisor Franklin touched on.  It would be quantifying mutual aid as it exists now.  Because you're going to get a lot of complaints, and you hear them all the time as elected officials.  

I know you've heard it before.  Where, you know, you've got a radio tower, ambulance rig or a piece of aerial equipment and it's, you know, it's right next to this town.  And we don't know why they're not getting responses only three miles, two miles from the area where the response is necessary.  Well, you know, a lot of what goes on is largely unmapped, uncharted, you know, all those districts and everything that we saw yesterday that Tom Suozzi did such a magnificent job on.  

Well, if you took mutual aid agreements and you created that same kind of over run.  So, if you had an actual inventory of what's really gone, then maybe you could make some intelligent decisions and maybe we could too.  In terms of how mutual aid can be best accomplished, you know, where equipment can be effectively used and not used.  You know, how inventory trends should be viewed.  All of that, I think, would go a long ways towards really quantifying this task.  

>> Thank you.  Thank you all, very much.  I'd like to call on Anne Bollen.

>> Anne Bollen: Hi.  My name is Anne Bollen and I'm the Director of the Long Island RAFT Foundation, which is a project of the [inaudible] located nearby Carson City.  For the past five years, our mission has been to gather and publish surveys and research reports for the Long Island region.  With the operating principle that good information [inaudible] in a mutual manner is our policy.  

 One of our primary findings has been the high taxes on Long Island are taking its toll.  Not only do 84 percent of Long Islanders consider taxes a serious problem, but despite the perception of this region as a wealthy enclave, 60 percent of Long Islanders say they have a difficult time payer their housing costs.  So, what are people considering?  The combination of high taxes, cost of taxes is driving people out.  54 percent of Long Islanders consider it likely they will move away in the next five years.  And worse, 69 percent of people age 18 to 34 say they are likely to leave.  

So, where do we turn from the kind of change that we're seeing to help our region to grow?  As Long Islanders, we started this fierce research project to compare ourselves to other similar suburban counties to try to answer the question whether our fractured government structure is a leading cause of higher taxes.  Comparing ourselves to two counties in northern Virginia where services are managed by a countywide basis, we found several striking differences.  

Breaking down government expenses and comparing apples to apples across the two regions.  We found that Long Islanders pay an addition 372 dollars per-capita as a result of our fractured governmental structure.  In the best case scenario, in all three [inaudible] per-capita savings could be driven from local property taxes.  A family of four could see the total tax burden decrease by almost 1500 dollars a year.  Long Islanders overwhelmingly are asking for options that would allow property taxes to be lowered.  Our studies have confirmed that there is serious money that can be saved by rethinking how we operate our local government.  And further that change does not have to produce dissatisfaction.  

Our survey of Long Islanders and northern Virginians showed that being more satisfied with the quality of services they received through Long Island county parks.  And strikingly, twice as many Virginians feel they receive excellent or complete value with their tax dollars [inaudible].  Change may be difficult but it is necessary to address the problems facing this state.  And as many struggling Long Islanders can tell you, the consequences of not acting are hard.  Thank you.

>> Thank you.  

[ Applause ]

>> Our.  

>> Yeah, I had a question.  First, again, I want to congratulate you and the RAFT foundation for just the outstanding job you're doing.  In helping you address these issues and joining in the debate by reducing our tax burden.  The RAFT Foundation operates on a non-partisan basis and it's nice sometimes to hear refreshing, non-political input into this very, very challenged debate.  

I have a question for you though.  You all heard testimony yesterday that the schools make up two-thirds of our tax burden on Long Island.  And I assume that the cost should be relevant, the percentage anyway, they're relatively the same wherever you go in the country.  

We also heard testimony that the administrative costs of our multiple school districts only make up between two and three percent of the total cost burden, which would indicate that the administrative savings, considering consolidation of our main school districts that are of a reasonable size, the possible savings is really limited to its extent.  

So, what would you, what did your studies show, or did they show our towns the great different in school costs between the areas you studied on Long Island.  

>> Anne Bollen: This is exactly what we discussed in the report on salaries, the teacher salaries.  There's such a big difference.  With the police it's the same thing.  There's a tremendous difference in salaries for police on Long Island versus Virginia.  And that was overriding the largest, single [inaudible].  

>> I wonder if I could follow-up on that comment and ask if you think that a change in state law that would eliminate finding arbitration would be helpful?  

 >> Anne Bollen: We absolutely, at the Long Island [inaudible] do not take those kinds of positions.  I cannot answer that.  

>>Mr. Chairman, very quickly.  You may have just answered it.  But you've diagnosed the problem well.  I think you brought [inaudible].  Is there a position on any of the possible reforms from your group that we would have this, take on this position?  

>>Anne Bollen: I think that we would say that are really worthy of further consideration are looking for those places where we can bring our services together and look for ways to not do things on fractionalized basis.  There is tremendous savings in looking at things at a larger city basis rather than just a local district.  That the bigger we get, there seems to be more savings.  And, most importantly, it does not have to bring dissatisfaction.  It does not have to be a two-day wait response to a local problem.  

>> Thank you.  

>> Gina Perbitae.  I'm not sure how to pronounce it but.  It's a good thing to have a name that's difficult to pronounce because whenever I get one of those calls right at dinner time, they say Mr. Londine?  I say, no.  

>> Gina Bretowin: Good morning, everyone, distinguished Commission members.  My name is Gina Perbitae.  I'm a Suffolk County homeowner residing in Medford, New York.  And I'm serviced by the Gordon Heights fire district.  Mr. Young, if you're still here, I need you to hold onto your seat.  

My fire taxes, alone, this year were over two thousand, five hundred dollars.  This is almost two thousand dollars more than what a similar house paid around the corner because it is part of a different fire district.  That's 400 percent greater.  The board [inaudible] at such a critical rate of 64 dollars [inaudible] on home value.  Comparing that to the local average of 15 and the national average of 11.  

Ironically, Gordon Heights is a community that has some of the greatest foreclosures, a median income well under the county average and where ten percent of the residents are living in poverty level.  The average fire district size, in my town of Brookhaven, is approximately ten square miles.  And it's comprised of an average of 4, 200 homes and 130 commercial properties to comfortably financially support.  

On the other hand, the Gordon Heights Fire District is a tiny, 1 point 7 square miles.  Has less than 900 homes and has absolutely no commercial property to support it.  That is why our taxes are so overwhelming.  Our tax base is simply too small to sustain its own fire district.  And things will only grow more disproportionate since we have no future tax base or land to develop to absorb the rising costs.  

Our town council, in an attempt to solve this issue, has explored the following options, which have all failed to address the problem on a meaningful or long-term basis.  They tried to revive and develop any empty land.  They tried asking tax bases of surrounding fire districts.  They tried reducing the budget.  And they tried applying for grants, which brings us to here today.  

Many people do not know that Gordon Heights is not a hamlet but a housing development that's spread out among four sections of four zip codes four cities, who each have their own fire district and which are currently serving half the Gordon Heights residents at a much lower fire tax rate.  Therefore, not everyone who lives in the area referred to as Gordon Heights pays these taxes nor belongs to the Gordon Heights fire district.  However, there are some in the community who feel that we should financially support it while they don't have to.  

Mr. Johnson, our community knows what we want and we want to dissolve our district.  And yet, it's been extremely difficult to do that.  Because we have five fire districts serving four townships, the most common sense solution would be for the state to empower the town or the county to dissolve our district based on its excessively high tax rate.  And those who remain district resident into the surrounding districts for protection.  A tax based on their perspective zip code or the city or the fire district.  

This would accomplish several positive things.  It would give neighboring fire districts additional tax base, which could possibly lower their taxes.  It would eliminate duplicated and wasteful spending of our hard-earned tax dollars.  It would increase the number of volunteers in the surrounding districts.  And most important, it would finally create the tax relief that we have been desperately seeking.  And not continue the legacy of this burden on some future generations of homeowners in this community.  

For the Commission's review, we have compiled a binder for each one of you, which is full of facts and information.  One example of what we learned is that the Gordon Heights Fire District generates one call per day.  These calls are mostly EMS related and are serviced by salaried technicians.  Yet, the tiny, so-called volunteer fire district requires a steady budget of 1 point 5 million dollars.  

Now, that may not seem like a lot of money with the numbers that we heard yesterday.  But 1 point 5 million dollars coming from 900 working class and low income people is a tremendous amount of money.  So, for us, this is nearly 30 thousand dollars of sacrificed tax dollars, per week, which could be better used to revitalize the community instead.  

In closing, I just want to say we are a group of ordinary citizens.  Who, despite our busy lives, and despite experiencing much [inaudible] felt we had no choice but to spend countless hours doing the enormous job of researching all the facts.  And through the support of [inaudible] bringing to light just how much special districts' in efficiency can ail us.  

The reality is that Gordon Heights Fire District generates taxes that are have become unreasonable, unsustainable, unjustified and unnecessary.  And this is not towards the volunteers.  They all do a phenomenal job.  Okay?  And we love our firemen.  But these taxes are just not affordable.  There are people who have or will lose their homes to these outrageous, out of control taxes.  Therefore, we believe we are the model and candidate for a merger or consolidation projects.  

It is our hope that through this grass roots effort, laws will be updated to better address our current needs and circumstances, which will benefit many now and in the future.  And that no other taxpayers will have to endure the unnecessary emotional and financial suffering we have.  Provisions for exceptional cases like ours must be implemented.  We cannot afford for the whole fire district system to reform.  We don't have that time.  

Thank you, Governor Spitzer, for having the political will to create this much-needed commission.  We believe it is the first step in a right direction for saving our homes, our community and our quality of life here on Long Island.  Thank you.  

[ Applause ]

>>Thank you.  We do have your notes of your information.  I'm going to call on two people, if we can.  You don't have to speak at the same time, but.  To try to expedite this.  Mark Goldstein and Carl Schweitzer.  

>> Mark Goldstein: Thank you, Chairman Levine.  My name is Mark Goldstein.  I'm a county member of Resby and I submitted my testimony in writing.  I won't go ever it today.  There's one thing I wanted to say.  Senator Johnson, you said that the people should decide what they want to pay.  

And in that vain, I believe this commission can recommend that the election day for all the commissioner run elections, the special districts, should be changed to election day in November.  Something to save the taxpayers money because the special districts wouldn't have to hold their own election and it would be fair.  And I don't think anybody should be afraid of any fair election.  Thank you.  

[ Applause ]

>> Thank you.  Carl?

>> Carl Schweitzer: Oh, sorry.  

>> The proposal, I don't know if you were here yesterday?  

>> Mark Goldstein: I was here, yes.  

>>Suozzi talked about that.  And certainly that's something that, you know, through our commission meeting, after lunch, I was willing to discuss it.  It's an idea that's extremely worthy of discussion.  It's something that, you know, it has, you know, village election days.  We have general election day; the school board election day, where we tie these all together.  This is something that's absolutely worthy of discussion, public representation.  It's that transparency and accountability we need.  So, thank you for your comments.  

>> Mark Goldstein: Thank you.

[ Applause ]

>> Carl Schweitzer: Good morning members of the Commission.  My name is Carl Schweitzer and I want to thank you for the opportunity to speak to the Commission today.  I'm a water commissioner for with water districts and I'm currently the president of the Nassau Water Commission Association.  Yesterday, I was here for the testimony and today, again, I noticed we have bottled waters around the room.  

[ Applause ]

We were provided today by the commission is our own bottled water.  In 2006, we were voted the best tasting tap water.  So, it's in the jug.  Please, support that water.  

[ Applause ]

>> The coffee that's backstage that I've been drinking is also made by Nassau County finest water.  So, I just want to know that.  

>>Carl Schweitzer: Thank you.  Okay, today I'm going to deliver my comments to the issues that's surrounding the water districts in Nassau County.  We are an association that represents a 21-commisioner run water commission on Long Island.  We have about 640 residents; 145 thousand [inaudible] roughly covered by 150 acres of scare miles, 2, 300 miles of water mains in service.  

We've been serving Long Island residents in the community for about 85 years on average.  And we are truly the special districts that provides a very fine service.  We are not in the creation of [inaudible] that would seek to disguise [inaudible] from taxpayers.  

You know, I look at my own tax bill in Hicksville.  We have 19 lines on our tax bill.  Well, of the 19 lines there are only two that represents special districts, fire and water.  That counts for less than four percent of my tax bill.  Our water systems has grown.  We came from a farmland to the suburbia we are today.  

We have been challenged by a rapid growth through the 1950's and the 1960's.  We have been challenged by water contamination on many fronts through the 1970's.  Our water supply has been challenged; we've met that challenge.  We built infrastructures.  We built water treatment systems that would rival any in the world.  And we have done it all through a structure and [inaudible].

Let me open up by saying this association is very hopeful that this commission will look beyond just numbers.  We ask you to recognize that we've been our own membership, our water supply, there are differences in the numbers that we ask you to consider.  That we all have different missions that we confront.  

In Nassau County, we have had an active and progressive water conservation program for over 25 years.  These programs have been highly effective.  Therefore, we consume less on an average of any summer.  This is a [inaudible] rate that are necessary to cover those costs.  Between counties and with the [inaudible] you have differences in the degree of how we [inaudible] with contamination.  

This means that many members must invest heavily in the [inaudible] with the water treatment.  Each treatment plant costs millions.  These costs must be funded through cash flow and bonding consequential with rates and taxes.  The more of it we have to treat, the more has to invest, the more it costs to operate the system, primarily due to energy.  

Too much of what we've seen occur over the last few years simply failed to look at the obvious.  Through it all water supply, including the special districts, supply the best water around.  And we do it a cost lower than the state and the lowest in the nation.  We [inaudible] for supply and we do it with electric rates that are the highest.  We have [inaudible] standard levels of highly trained professionals that deserve a raise that will allow them to live within the community that they are serving.  We should, again, supply the best water around.  We do it day in, we do it day out, we do it at all costs.  You should also be aware that consolidation, it's already in the system.  Not much different than what we have today.  We've restored many wells, similar identical problems.  

Water districts have a rich history of excellent local service for many who live in communities that they serve.  Consolidation would not lower the cost.  At best, it would only equal the cost.  But let us not forget for a moment that the water remains the most effective service.  We haven't even considered [inaudible] would stand in the way of local government efficiency.  

Help us be more effective.  Help provide an opportunity for collective purchasing.  Expand the state difference with collective buying.  Provide the opportunities to [inaudible].   Provide the collective purchase opportunity for power.  Provide a financial pool that allows the tax of water treatment to those responsible for the contamination.  

Consolidation would not provide a lifetime of what these measures could do in one year.  The community agreeing and the residents must maintain their right to decide their fate.  We are confident in their [inaudible].  An opportunity to [inaudible] the hand that we serve.  We believe that consolidation of water districts would be difficult, cost prohibitive and not economically vital.  However, we do support [inaudible] and services.  

As water suppliers, we may require a special district [inaudible] on the same levels as electric, gas, fire, police protection.  The generations of our communities have benefited by maintaining local control of their water supply.  Elected commissioners representing their community have worked hard to make sure that consumer receive a safe supply of water and are trying to keep those costs down.  Maintaining local control means always having someone sensitive to your needs, concerns or complaints, of the commercial entities that we serve.  

Water related needs are addressed by employees of that local water district who answer to the residents.  The importance of local control is real voice services are provided to match their needs.  Our level of service is very close to the people and therefore, we must be accountable to the people.  Local government officials are continuing to do all the [inaudible].   We are fundamentally responsible for ensuring our [inaudible].   Receive the best service in the most cost-effective way.  [Inaudible].  

We communicate through newsletters.  We are active in the community.  We continue to participate in civic group meetings.  And we don't get our consumer complaining about the services, our services or our cost.  Quite to the contrary, we receive their support.  Local water districts may respond to a consumer issue within minutes, rather than days, as many large utilities on issue [inaudible].  Our bigger issues you know, [inaudible] to be very responsible to some more complex situations.  

>> I'd like to ask you to wrap it up.

>> Carl Schweitzer: oh, absolutely.  Did you know that the cost of water on Long Island is one of the oldest in the nation?  It is the lowest utility bill in Nassau County.  What other utility in Nassau County can claim that?  Did you also know that water [inaudible] in Nassau County takes up less than two percent of the tax billing?  

>> At least one of our commissioners wants to ask you a question.  So, please stay at the Mic.  But I'm going to call on Terry Titsam, I think it is, to give the next statement.  

>> All right.  First let me start off by saying a lot of the remarks that you made.  I use the services of my local water company.  And I know for a fact the quality of the water delivered in Nassau County and many of the water districts far exceeds the quality of the water that is available in bottled water.  In fact, in our water district, we used to find the local water supply filling up a lot of large big bottles from the district and then selling it as commercial water.  Maybe, it would be a good idea, if you want to hold down the taxes, if you went into the business of selling local water?  Instead of having to [inaudible].

[ Applause ]

>> But I do have a question for you.  We had the opportunity, last year, to meet with a number of commissions, the water districts as well as fire districts and garbage districts.  And as a result of those meetings, we issued a report on core saving opportunities for special districts.  We made a number of recommendations that pertains specifically to the water district.  One of which was sharing the use of the Nassau County lab for the water testing that you have to go through.  

I know at least one water district, I think it's the Bentbay District, that's now doing that and actually using the Nassau County lab.  There were other recommendations that were made in that report as well.  I just wonder [inaudible] in terms of looking for opportunities to reduce the costs through core sharing with large municipalities.  

>>Carl Schweitzer: Unfortunately, I didn't finish what I was going to say.  But you'll read it in through my testimony.  One of the things I did mention was this is that we had the opportunity to meet with county and we developed a [inaudible].   So, back in December of 2006, the association that I represent put a community down, we were able to buy the items [inaudible] and it did.  And we started moving forward on trying to [inaudible] on some of those ideas to [inaudible] all costs.  

As far as the lab goes, that's a little more difficult because we now, same thing that needs to be done.  The size of the lab in Nassau County and our panel they do not really take on all the districts at this time to do the same.  But we are definitely looking at the shared services agreement, working with [inaudible].

>> We have one more question from Professor Jared Benton.

>> Jared Benton: I have a few questions.  I'm interested in the elections and the commissioner board that [inaudible].   And, secondly, I'm interested in what the ratio is between [inaudible].

>> Carl Schweitzer: Four thousand gallons of water is 7 dollars and 50 cents.  

^M00:48:58 [Inaudible] ^M00:49:05

>>Carl Schweitzer: Well, again, I'm not, I really don't know the exact cost.  But what I can tell you is that the difference between districts is I'll take my district in Nassau.  We, unfortunately, have 13, 15 wells that have been contaminated by polluters over the years.  We have neighboring districts that has no contamination.  So, the cost of actually [inaudible] because when you have to treat, you have to operate the treatment system.  And to do that in one district and to have that and nothing in the other district, the costs is going to be dramatically different.  So, I hope that does answer the question to some extent.  [Inaudible].

>> Is there?

>> Jared, I'd like to just respond to that.  I did a lot of work comparing the water services in Nassau County.  And what we found is the operating costs for the different water companies are basically the same.  Primarily, the cost is in treatment and sales and the cost of bringing the water out of the ground and [inaudible] when its necessary.  

The real difference in water costs have to do with capital that they maintain with the highest cost consumers on Long Island being those that are in the two major rural private water suppliers in the town of Hempstead, which supply the water for.  I think, I'm not sure, over 60 percent of the residents in town of Hempstead who are paying phenomenal amount for their water compared to the not tax free districts that don't pay local property taxes.  

The biggest difference in the cost of water is whether or not the district is paying property taxes.  And all the other costs are relatively the same.  Again, dependent on when they drilled their wells when they built their reserves.

>> And the turnout at your election?  

>> Carl Schweitzer: The turnout was fine, well, better than others.  I've only in the position about four years.  And when I [inaudible] that position.  And we were able to go door to door and get people out.  Does that happen in every election?  I'm sure it does.  But I would say for my election, we had over two thousand people come out.  

Again, we have about 14 thousand registered voters.  But we had about two thousand come out, which is much better than what we see on a normal election day.  However, that doesn't mean that those people who don't turn out for elections doesn't mean that they don't like their service, or do like their service.  I've they don't like the job we're doing, then why aren't they coming out?  

>> My experience is that if you're an incumbent and you get a big turnout, watch out.  

>> Carl Schweitzer: Absolutely. Thank you.

[Laughter]

[ Applause ]

>> Terry Titsam: Good morning, everyone and thank you for the opportunity to testify about my experience with special districts.  My name is Terry Titsam.  And I'm one of the founders of a community organization called Citizens for an Informed Hicksville.  Our primary goal is to increase voter turn out in special district elections.  I've been a resident of Hicksville for most of my life.  I appreciate the volunteer fire fighters and the sacrifice that they make to serve us, which is why I had no reservations what so ever purchasing a home directly across the street from Hicksville's Fire Station 2.  

Imagine my shock to learn that fire district suggested to demo my home and my neighbor's in order to make that firehouse bigger.  That was more than three years ago.  But it captured the attention of many residents, most of whom had no knowledge of the communication between the fire department and the fire district.  And that there is annual election for fire commissioner every December.  

We didn't know that Hicksville has the highest volunteer fire district budget.  Not just in the town in Nassau County.  It is the highest on Long Island at over six million dollars in 2005.  We didn't know our district had more [inaudible] than any other around.  And five new trucks were on order at a cost of over two million dollars with plans to rebuild the firehouse.  

Of Hicksville's 25 thousand registered voters, maybe 700 people came out to vote for the fire commissioner elections prior to 2003.  But when some of us supported a candidate for fire commissioner that year, the incumbent vying for a four to five year term, referred to us tax payers as outsiders in a letter to members.  

Every year, our efforts to increase participation in the fire district election will have a greater and greater resistance.  Freedom of information law requests to obtain laws were repeatedly denied by the fire commissioner, even though the incumbents had access to these laws.  And taxpayer funds were used to publish and mail a fire district newsletter that accused neighbors of spreading rumors.  

Fire districts have a very distinct advantage over the average citizen because they are held in high esteem for the very important, valuable, necessary public service they provide.  And we applaud that.  I hope you understand that that's why most politicians stop our requests for assistance for fear of being accused, like we were, of being anti fire service.  And for that same reason, the civic associations, too, are afraid to pursue answers to the questions we have raised.  

And, one of our community newspapers, which relies heavily on material from the fire district and department, has been anything but objective but reporting on the issues between the Hicksville Fire Service and the community.  And this even went so far as to include deliberately placing an ad for a dog poop removal service to obscure my quote in a recent article.  As well as printing letters containing personal attacks against members of our group from people who didn't even know.  

But, ultimately, community involvement has paid off.  And I don't mean just for our organization but for all the organizations in Hicksville they talk about in the special district elections.  And, as a result, in terms of the fire district, the fire commissioner has been replaced, voter turnout has tripled, candidates are no longer permitted to remain in the polling place in the entire building period, which is a long time practice that made many voters uncomfortable.  Polling hours have been extended.  The fire district now complies with all requests to go to laws.  The local CFDA has agreed to discontinue the practice of endorsing candidates for fire commissioner.  And our fire district budget has been reduced two years in a row.  

 But while we're proud of these accomplishments, this effort has taken a toll on our families, our finances and, for some, our careers.  Because when individuals are put in a position where they, themselves, have to take steps to obtain information, change laws and leadership with little or no support from the public officials or government agencies, the unfortunate consequence is that communities can become guarded.  Many communities need help and they need it now.  

And as Laura Malley has said earlier, the community needs to be educated.  And they need to be aware of what's going on with their tax bills and with their special districts.  I'm not an expert in government, nor am I here to support consolidation of districts or management by the county, or to advocate for a paid system.  I don't know the solution.  But I know two things.  The need for greater transparency is obvious.  And no one, in any community, can sit as an outsider.  

 In closing, on behalf of citizens from informed Hicksville, I'd like to offer a few recommendations.  Fire district elections need to be more voter friendly.  A few hours of voting time on a cold, dark December night, should be a thing of the past.  Making this election part of the general election or a comprehensive special district election would serve the public better.  

All special district elections should be monitored by the Board of Elections.  Fire commissioner elections run by the district and department are taking a chance of a conflict of interest and makes voters uneasy.  Give the public the opportunity to vote on fire district budgets as you do personal district budgets.  Fire commissioners are elected for five-year terms.  Longer for terms for almost any other public office.  Perhaps, the two-term limit should be considered.  

Board of Fire Commissioner meeting minutes should be posted on a district web site so that information is available without requiring a law request.  Our group has spent thousands of dollars to get information from our district, over the last five years.  

Fire districts should have the same accountability, compliance with the town's building codes and permits for construction as anyone else and not be able to use their status as a municipal agency to exercise eminent domain unwarranted by any kind of authority.  Permitting attorneys to represent both fire and water districts in the same community, where the districts have financial dealings with each other, may be a conflict of interest and should be looked at and perhaps banned.  

Thank you so much for your time today.  

[ Applause ]

>> John White.

>> John White: I just wanted to applaud you for the work that you're doing.  To use the word courageous, it shouldn't be necessary.  I'm stunned by the comments about the bullying that you and your colleagues, your peers and your supporters have experienced.  Actually, it's inexcusable.  

And I can say, as an elected official and as a member of this commission, we're going to review all of the recommendations that we hear here today throughout the State of New York.  And that we come up with, internally, and make decisions.  And I can assure you, there will be no bullying and a complete disregard for anyone who attempts to bully this commission into, or influence this commission to making decisions based on such tactics.  I'm sorry you had to experience that type of behavior.  It's absolutely inexcusable.  

[ Applause ]

>> Thank you.  Thank you very much.  Now, we have two other persons who have submitted testimony, Tallow Bacchio and Robert York.  Could you come, both, up to the microphone?  The first one who gets there speaks.  

>> Tallow Bacchio: Good morning.  My name is Tallow Bacchio and I have been employed, I have been employed with the water supply business for 42 years.  I am presently the superintendent of the Port Washington Water District.  I hold the New York State Department of 1B water operator's license as well as a grade D distribution license.  Past chair at the Long Island Water Conference.  I'm also an active member of the American Water Works Association.  

To advance planning Long Island water supplies at other facilities that have met with challenges with new regulations.  And saw water contaminated by others.  While these improvements involve a distribution system and treatment facilities have cost millions of dollars over the years, our rates remain the lowest in New York State.  All operating water plants meet or exceed federal and state guidelines for water quality.  This is no accident.  Again, this is done by anticipating what the needs of our communities are.  

Water districts have been proactive in this area.  The most current treatment available is being used throughout the island.  This again is no accident.  This has been done while keeping the cost of water the lowest in the United States.  The money for all the water supplies is not put aside for other projects that are big [inaudible].  

In fact, most of the current upgrades on different notice like the consumers.  Yes, some towns are on tight budgets.  Some towns and counties could put off maintenance of critical infrastructure.  Thus, costing much more in the end, when they are forced to rehabilitate or replace the infrastructure.  People of all local districts have come to expect this high rate of service they receive locally.  

After the improvements have been put in place are all funded by means of bonds and capital reserve funds that have been put aside over the years, so that we can make these improvements.  Water districts are one the most regulated industries in the country.  There are mandates for sampling that far exceed most other countries.  This does not come without a price, however.  Again, the cost of quality service and safe water on Long Island remains the lowest in the country.  The Long Island water districts are a 24-hour, 7-day, 365-day operation.  

I firmly believe that the people of Long Island will tell you that the water supply should remain under local control by local people who know the needs of their supply.  It should not turn over to the water authority.  And we know when an authority on Long Island has closed the rate base.  Just check your electric and natural gas bills.  Thank you for time and consideration.  

[ Applause ]

>> Thank you very much.  Mr. York.

>>Robert York: Yes, hi.  Good morning.  My name is Robert York.  I am the superintendent of the West Hempstead Water District.  I have 30 years of service in the district.  And I hold a grade 1A license for water treatment.  I've also lived in the district my entire life.  I have been an active member of the community through the water district as well as well as ex-chief and long time volunteer at the West Hempstead Fire Department.  

 The water district provides all of the water for domestic and fire fighter purposes to 32 thousand residents and commercial establishments of West Hempstead and parts of Franklin Square.  The district has been in existence providing water to the community for over 80 years.  I personally get upset when the media and politicians label public water supplies as special districts.  You say it with a negative condemnation.  Public water suppliers, as I am sure all of you will agree, are the most essential utility.  Public water suppliers, excuse me, are great, providing the most important service to any community. 

 When playing the board game Monopoly, one realizes utilities are some of the most valuable properties.  And I don't remember any Monopoly card with the name Special District on it.  But I think we can all remember the value of owning the Water Works property.  

At the West Hempstead Water District, we run it as a business.  We are providing the best service at the best cost.  We always implement programs to improve our service while keeping the cost as low as possible.  For example, back in 2003, we completed the construction of the only iron removal and volatile organic contaminate treatment system in New York State.  This treatment system has all but eliminated our rusty water complaints.  At the same time, removing all levels of volatile organic contaminants.

Our district recently completed a cooperative water quality study with three other water suppliers.  We shared the cost of this private study to determine that the most cost-effective method of removing new contaminates from our water supply.  By conducting this study with other water suppliers, we saved over 20 thousand dollars.  The recommendations of this study will save each water supplier 100 thousand dollars per year for water treatment.  

We charge our residents a dollar 40 per thousand gallons of water.  Used at an average tax rate of less than a hundred dollars a year.  This represents less than one, one half percent of our residents' total tax bill.  The cost of water to our residents is still one of the lowest in the nation.  Because we are a local district, we can address our residents' concerns much quicker than a regional and larger utility.  

For example, one of our residents contacts us with a water quality problem in the morning, we can arrange for a service call at their home within the same day, usually in less than two hours.  I don't know other any utility that can make that claim.  

Knowing that the commission is looking for suggestions to prove the efficiency of all operations, we can offer a few suggestions.  But, we need your help.  20 percent of our annual budget is for electric costs.  One payment for electric usage to us is 250 thousand dollars payment for our last year's electrical costs.  We have installed premium efficiency motors at each one of our wells just to reduce the amount of energy needed to pump and treat the water.  But this has only reduced our cost one to two percent.  

We also participate in the Long Island Water Conference cooperative program to maximize our revenues from the statewide energy demand reduction program.  Approximately 15 water suppliers united as a group to increase our value in joining a rebate program.  In which we're able to reduce our electric usage for emergency generator peak uses days.  We can obtain cash rebates.  Last year alone, we received 25 thousand dollars in cash rebates from participating in this program.  Because we entered this program as a large cooperative, we were able to increase our cash rebates by about 25 percent.  

We are asking the commission to figure out a way to reduce electric rates on Long Island.  The unit price for electricity including demand charges, surcharges continue to increase.  This price is the highest in the nation.  When there was a switch from [inaudible] we were promised a decrease in energy cost.  This does not appear to have happened since we are paying more for electricity than ever before.  We need to find ways that the energy costs can be reduced.  Should any cost be reduced, we can significantly reduce our cost in providing the water.  

In closing, I would like to leave you with a thought that local control can be more sensitive to the needs and concerns of the community than a consolidated organization or authority.  The West Hempstead Water District will continue to investigate methods of improved efficiency by supporting the intermunicipal agreements and shared services.  Thank you for giving me and the West Hempstead Water District the opportunity to submit this testimony.  

>> Thank you.

[ Applause ]

>> Actually, we do have one more person who has submitted written testimony, Ruth Cameron.  If you can summarize, I would appreciate it.

>> Ruth Cameron: Good morning, members of the commission.  My name is Ruth Cameron.  I'm the Commissioner of the Great Neck Park District.  I'm here to represent my board and renovating, updating the park district.  

 The Great Neck Park District would like to go on record as formally opposed to the inclusion of its district in any consolidation of special districts planned for Long Island.  Although our district has, as yet, not been specifically targeted, the inclusion of special park districts has too often been included in features in newspaper articles.  It is probably just a question of time before the committee looks, begins to look into parks as they have sewage districts.

 We must respect our Great Neck Park District residents are [inaudible].  Officials have been [inaudible] by saying no; we don't need a Great Neck Park District.  However, we need more than verbal assurances.  I was personally encouraged this morning to here Senator Johnson say residents have to be the ones to make up their minds.  If residents want a district, they'll keep them.  But, again, that's verbal.  

Please understand that although we are concerned with rising property taxes, attacking our district will not solve this problem.  In many layers of government, so often referred, does not apply to us.  Since we are an independent form of local government, residents pay taxes for their parks and facilities.  Services that are not duplicated by the town, county or state within our borders.  We are supported by park district taxes paid by Park District residents only.  And that's the way they want it.  

The Great Neck Park District has a long history of 91 years.  And it is important to remember that it was started by local taxpayers, not politicians, who created [inaudible], elected by its own residents.  Therefore, there's a strong sense of ownership among our residents.  These are the people who have invested their tax dollars in capital improvements and open space presentation grounds to secure the quality of their parks.  Their wish to protect it is being accomplished.  

They are not interested in [inaudible] and increased traffic.  They are convinced that consolidation by big government will mean a loss of service and a loss of personal involvement.  They are accustomed to direct access to the commissioners and management of our district.  And [inaudible].  To guarantee our parks will remain functional and beautiful for generations to come.  Our fiscal operations are as flexible and transparent.  Residents are [inaudible] in open, encouraging atmosphere.  Local government works for us.  Consolidation would have a profound negative effect on our community.  

We believe in seeking great efficiency in government, greater efficiency.  We have a history of developing partnerships with our town, school district, fire departments and villages.  In fact, even the federal government.  We continue to develop these cooperative efforts whenever and wherever it is in the best interest of efficiency and competitiveness.  These approaches to service sharing have proved to be effective in all participating local governments.  

We beseech you to truly look at ways in which we can expand those efficiencies by working together in the best interest of all our residents.  And avoid the political agendas that, in the past, has become a hallmark of this discussion.  Look to relationships that can develop between the town of North Hempstead, The Great Neck School District and the Great Neck Park system has been a model for a level of intermunicipal cooperation that best serves our tax payers.  Thank you.  

>>Thank you.

[ Applause ]

>> Now, first of all, I'm going to call on four people to comment.  I'm doing it roughly in the order that we got your requests to comment.  The first four people are Jackie Prusher, Robert Lewis, John Ingram and Don and Claudia Price.  And I'm going to ask you, absolutely, to limit this to two minutes.  While you're coming up, I'll just tell you one story.

If you ever have the opportunity to be at the Congress of the United States, the rules of the House of Representatives are roughly the same.  Thomas Jefferson writes it at the start of our republic.  And he was afraid that a despondent majority would silence the minority.  So, he allowed for one-minute speeches at the start of each session by any member.  

I served six terms in the House of Representatives and it's really a hoot to watch the one-minute speeches.  Somebody would get up and say, I think we ought to attack North Korea.  And the next person will get up and salute his high school marching band.  They're all limited to one minute.  

Being accused of being a liberal, I'm going to allow you to have two minutes.  But, two minutes is it.  If Congressmen can be shut up in one minute, you're going to have to be restrained to two minutes.  Go ahead.  

>> John Ingram: I can assure you that I will stay within the two-minute question.  Good morning.  My name is John Ingram.  I am the Superintendent of North Spring Water District.  I have 35 years of service in the public sector, including 18 years in the water industry.  And hold a 1A water plant operation's license.  In addition, I have also been a volunteer member of the local fire department for the past 37 years.  

The North Spring Water District provides and fire protection to over 20 thousand people in Westbury.  Up to a total of one billion gallons of water per year.  One item is the tax burden on Long Island has reached the point that something must be done before we cannot all afford to live here anymore.  Over the next several months, this commission will be evaluating all the recommendations from these hearings.  I ask that you look beyond the numbers and keep in mind the serious nature of the special districts, water districts.  

Transferring ownership and operations as a municipal service from local control to a town or county run operation may work for roadways or parks but not our public water supply, which is directly related to the public health and may be too critical to the health and well-being of our residents.  We supply a safe and reliable source of water for our residents 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year.  We never close down operations.  And our product must be perfect 100 percent of the time.  I don't think it's a wise choice to gamble with public health.  

The water suppliers of Long Island have been in operation for up to 100 years.  And all suppliers operate their systems in a professional manner.  Local water treatment plant operators are personnel licensed by the state health department and certified operators.  Our water meets the strictest water standards in the nation.  

Every year, suppliers in Nassau County spend over 50 million dollars upgrading our water supply facilities, including the installation of state of the art, working systems, computerized control systems and the relocation of 18 infrastructures.  [Inaudible] while still remaining some of the lowest water rates in the nation.  

We prepare emergency response plants, security evaluations and vulnerability analyses to assure that our water is safe to drink.  Do we really want to suggest an operational structure that has worked well for the past 50 to 100 years under the all city measure in an industry that is great at providing exceptional service at exceptionally low cost.  I personally do not think it's a wise move.  

There have been some preliminary salvation of water systems possibly to a county run system.  I question the practicality of this concept.  Knowing that the same county that has transferred the ownership of parks and roads to other towns and villages.  I question the motive of the county in considering this immense task.  The county has no experience running a public water system.  And it should be noted that the county is actually the regulatory agency overseeing the water suppliers to its own health department.  That should not be considered to be both supplier and a regulator.  

[ Applause ]

>>Claudia Price.  Hello.  My name is Claudia Price. I live in [inaudible] Heights district.  First, I would like to say that I too have been bullied to the point where I [inaudible].  Secondly, I would like to put a face on EMS services.  

 There is the illusion that EMS services are all volunteer.  And this illusion, I think, has been perpetuated by speakers in general want to uphold the system.  However, there is a trend on Long Island where EMS services should become paid.  Our district, which is very small, does not have any volunteer EMS technicians.  We have [inaudible] 24/7  paid technicians.  [Inaudible] social security, health benefits vacation, etc, etc.  When community members suggested that they wanted to train to become a volunteer, they were told that we have a paid service.  We don't want any volunteers.  So, I just want to clarify the EMS issue.  

Also, I want to go back to the fact that the people in our district have spoken, 73 percent of our homeowners signed a petition to dissolve.  However, the town turned it down for minor technical reasons.  We're a small district, low poverty level; we don't have the financial means to pursue this petition process to completion.  

Now, my question to you is if a person [inaudible] all the lawyers fighting over them they can't afford.  But, where is the commission for the service?  Where individuals, tax payers to go to get help from the state lawyers?  I think this is something that really has to be pursued because we have to run from door to door, we have to inquire.  It's just not possible for the average person.  I think we deserve the same rights from the state that a murderer can get.  Thanks.

[ Applause ]

>>Jackie Dresher: My name is Jackie Dresher.  I work at the Nassau Library System.  I didn't actually ask to testify.  I just; I will submit my testimony.  But I think I took it as a sign.  I've been debating for two days whether I should say something.  When you said I signed up, here I am.  

Okay.  I want to point out that you, as a state commission, should be aware and you are not, that you have an infrastructure in place for cooperative library services.  And they are the 23 public library systems in the State of New York.  They are state created, state chartered, state regulated, state funded.  Their whole purpose is to achieve the kind of efficiencies and cooperation and collaboration that is your goal.  

And they do a very good job of it, given how limited their funding.  Because until the one time only sort of bonus money in the past year that we got, we had not received any increase in state aid for over a decade.  And we used to get some supplemental money purely given to us voluntarily by the county in recognition of what we did.  But we lost that funding when the county had suffered its financial crisis.  

So, despite flat revenues and loss of funding and very little money going into cooperation in the state.  There's only 88 million dollars going into library service in the entire state.  Four million coming into Nassau county.  It is a, most libraries get one half of one percent of their money from the state.  They're entirely dependent on local property taxes.  Yesterday, I thought it was interesting about not touching the schools because they were the soul of Long Island.  

I would say to you that public libraries are a part of the soul of Long Island.  They are an intricate part of the educational community.  Schools don't stand alone without their resources.  You have resource-based education.  The board of regions gets their policy.  Where do you get those resources?  Where do the kids go when the school door closes?  They come running to the libraries.  So, we are not [inaudible].  We're a little more complex.  Please keep that in mind.  We're not whether your trash gets picked up at the front door or the back door.  

We are driven.  We're a community group, community controlled.  We are community responsive.  We are community shaped.  There are many types of libraries, as you heard yesterday.  Some are parts of villages.  But they all started with the local initiatives.  The school district public libraries were all created by referendum.  So, I applaud Senator Johnson's thought the public should have a say here.  I also want to defend our trustees.  Our trustees are not compensated and they are not corrupt.  And they have not been taken out in [inaudible].  And they shouldn't be tainted with the kind of.  

When we group all special districts together, when you keep making innuendoes about corruption that's been found, it implies that we all are like that.  And that is not the case.  We have very dedicated trustees who are elected or appointed with their municipal library.  But most of our trustees are elected.  They are community members.  And they are accountable.  I don't buy the argument that only two people are accountable, the two county executives.  

>>Thank you.

[ Applause ]

>> I, for one, am delighted with your testimony.  Yes, sir.

>> Robert Lewis: My name is Robert Lewis.  Mr. Chairman, I'll only take one half a minute.  I'm a resident of Great Neck Park District.  I am the Great Neck Parks Foundation.  Commissioner Cameron spoke eloquently on the district of the Great Neck Park District and I don't feel I should need to reiterate what she said so eloquently.  

I have lived in Great Neck for 28 years.  During which time I've enjoyed and participated in its wonderful, wonderful parks.  I urge you to refrain from supporting any action which would change its structure.  Simply stated, please keep your hands off our parks.  Thank you.  

[ Applause ]

>> We have a number of people who have asked to give comments about the Great Neck Park District.  I'll assume that you're a representative of some of them.  I don't think we're going to get to everybody.  Yes, ma'am.

>>Rosalie Hantonin: My name is Rosalie Hantonin and I'm speaking on behalf of John Weiss.  And any rulebooks that were handed out regarding the Gordon Heights Fire District, I just wanted to mention two things.  

The first page is the petition that was given a summary with everybody's name who signed the petition to dissolve the fire district.  The second is a sample of all the signatures because everybody signed three pages.  The first petition was to dissolve the district.  The second petition was to put us into a fire protection or another fire district.  And the third page was to notarize the signature.  No one had their signature notarized unless they mean business, and we mean business.  

We have had enough of this intolerable fire tax.  We have hit a roadblock regarding our petition.  And we need someone to find a political veil in this situation to help this small group of people who are fighting to save their homes.  Thank you.  

[ Applause ]

>> The total number of residents against the total number on the application.  It's a small district.  Not many people signed it.  

>> Rosalie Hantonin: We had over 70 percent of the eligible homeowners sign the petition.  And, in fact, I was one of those people who went out to get these signatures.  And there were some people who were afraid to put their name on a petition.  Also, I just want to point out, we pay the Suffolk County police 32 dollars per hundred assessed value.  We pay 64 dollars to the Gordon Heights Fire Department. While we were out signing the petition, the Suffolk County police had to be in our community to protect us from being chased and harassed by the members of the [inaudible].

[ Applause ]

>> Okay.  I'm going to call on Bill Hallinger, Dan Webber, John Burt and Kenneth Jones.  Sir.

>>William Hallinger: Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

>> You are?

>> William Hallinger: Hi, my name is William Hallinger. I'm the Chairman on the Board of Commissioners from the [inaudible] Water District.  I was amazed yesterday to hear our controller about our story when he seemed to know nothing about cost.  Of course, he's not here today.  The Suffolk County Water Authority was formed many, many years ago when Suffolk County was being developed.  And the authority was developed with the town.  [Inaudible]   

Here we have established water districts for 80 to 100 years.  That you think should not be here anymore.  I want to know if you know what our charge is.  What do we owe the city?  What our water suppliers over see here in Nassau County.  Do any of you know how many gallons of water are under Long Island that we have to preserve?  There's a hundred trillion gallons of water under Long Island, enough to flood New York State four feet deep.  And we oversee all of that.  Now, in addition to that, I don't want to go through this whole thing.  

>>Thank you.  We appreciate that.

>>William Hallinger: I know you do.  I just wanted to say that some years ago, with no help, I don't know why no help, from the DEC, EPA, county, state governments we end up [inaudible] our water supply.  We found there are 1500 acres under [inaudible].  So, someone made a mark and [inaudible].  You don't have to be a Rhodes Scholar to figure out that 1500 acres don't fit on 700.  

We were very lucky to have great rates, engineers and council.  We have ten million dollars over a period of years to put in treatment systems on camp four, five and six.  We also have a tower [inaudible].  We believe that they owe that to the town.  [Inaudible]   and we said, Mr. Chairman you're not getting anymore [inaudible] until you do the things you have to do to help us out.  And finally they did.  

>>Thank you.  

>>William Hallinger: I have one more.

>>Please wind up quickly.  

>>William Hallinger: I want to make a couple of recommendations.  [Inaudible] permits.  You should have no more [inaudible] permits.  You're allowing the polluters to dump their stuff overboard and then we have to clean it up.  No one is checking on [inaudible] permits.  And the next thing is you got to do something about our lakes at all costs.  Thank you very much.

>>Thank you.  

[ Applause ]

>> I realize in Nassau County everything is under control as always.  I think since I've been in office, I've never thought to consolidate water districts.  I think he's trying to [inaudible].

>>William Hallinger: Oh, I'm sorry.  I didn't mean you.

>> Right.  Let the record show that somebody said they were sorry today.  

[Laughter]

>> I think more that the right way.  I think your water district it took us up on our offer to use the Nassau County department of health to share costs in testing.  And I want to say that [inaudible].   It's a very positive development that's taking place here.  Please, you may think the department of health is over burdened.  Give them a chance.  They can do it cheaper than your outside testers can do it.  And let's see how that develops.  It can save everybody money.  It's a win-win for all our taxpayers.  

>> I see we're back negotiating.  Thank you.  

>> Thank you.  

>> Kenneth Jones: My name is Kenneth Jones.  I've been with the Westbury Water District.  I was president of the Civic Association and that's why I'm here.  I found that two days later [inaudible].  And I've been here now five and a half years.  I have no alternative to that just to simply help the community.  Prior to this hearing, there have been several [inaudible] saying that the special districts were providing to citizens at a very excessive cost.  

As a commissioner as the Westbury Water District and a member of the Long Island Water Conference and also a president of a civic association I'd like to correct this statement by stating that the water supply industry in Nassau County provides a very great service that is an overlapping service.  We also provide water for domestic.  The water you're drinking in the bottles.  The water you use.

^M01:35:51 [Inaudible] ^M01:36:20

Let me make it clear there are no overlapping services in the water industry and we do share services.  And I'd like to thank the town of North Hempstead for helping us do a lot of this.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  

[ Applause ]

>> John Hurt: Good afternoon my name is John Hurt.  I'm the [inaudible].  I'm also the past president of Nassau Water Commission Association.  

^M01:36:59 [Inaudible] ^M01:37:58

Maybe it's time to turn back the clocks and our taxes the way they were 20 or 30 years ago, one line for the county and one for the town.  Maybe the public will realize then where the money is being spent.  If the commission really wants to reduce tax while maintaining high quality services, I think you need to go where the money is and that's where the school districts are.  Thank you.

[ Applause ]

>>Hello, my name is [inaudible] Webber.  I'm the head of the Hometown Fire Fighters Insurance Agency.  We specialize in insuring fire districts.  I'm also wearing a second hat.  I'm the head of AMAC, which is the Association of Mature American Citizens, which [inaudible].  It's nice to see people here trying to reduce taxes.  

I'd just like to make the commission aware of a couple things that are happening, as far as fire districts, to reduce costs.  In [inaudible] for example, they formed a co-op where fire districts who other fire districts, the neighbors, use a cascade system, which is a system to put air into the [inaudible] and they're expensive.  So, rather than buy four or five separate systems, they combined and bought one.  And they fill all their packs at one location.  

At the same time, they combine a training trailer, which they move from fire district to fire district, so they can provide training.  So, that's the kind of thing I would recommend the commission to look at to encourage sharing of resources.  Rather than a mass consolidation of fire districts, which I think would cost you volunteers.  

>>Thank you.  That point has been made very dramatically by other people.  Now, I'm not going to be able to get to everyone.  We're supposed to go only to 12:30.  Maybe we can go five minutes beyond that.  While I am thinking about it though, I want you to know we're going to adjourn briefly.  

But at 1:30, we're going to have a meeting of the commission.  And I want you all to know it's open to the public.  It's not for public participation but we're actually going to give the commissioners a chance to voice some opinions and so on.  And we do have an agenda.  

So, I'm going to take the prerogative of the chair.  And there's a few people that are signed up as citizens.  And so, I'm going to call those.  

>> Taxpayers.

>>Well, I guess we're all taxpayers, but.  So, Deanne Castesio, Willimena Fontio, Bruce Wright and Leon Porvo.  Oh, did he?  Okay.  I think that maybe we'll run out of things to say but.  Any of those people present?  Step up to the Mic.  Be brief.

>>Willimena Fontio: Hello everyone.  

>>Go ahead, dear.

>>Willimena Fontio: Hello.

>>Hello.

>> Willimena Fontio: I am here today.

>>Your name, ma'am.

>>Willimena Fontio: Oh, Willimena Fontio and I'm a resident of Hillsdale.  I've been a resident for 40 plus years.  And I'm an activist.  I work very hard in the community for the school and also for the sanitation.  And I'm a member of RESD.  I have been, this is my second term, working, trying to get sanitation to the district board admissions.  

My district of sanitation has five commissions.  And all residents of Baldwin.  

Although they service Roosevelt, Baldwin, South Hempstead and a small portion of [inaudible].  The whole idea of consolidation is that we need to consolidate the sanitation district, too.  Because we pay Roosevelt, we pay twice as much for the same service as Merrick and our community receives.  Our taxes are astronomical.  And as you know, our school district is suffering.  So, we need some relief.  We probably won't get it from the school district.  

So, the next place to go is the district.  So, we're asking you to please look into consolidation.  I know it's going to take time for this to happen.  So, in the meantime, I think that elections of special districts should all be changed over to regular elections.  And also, asking for representation from each level that this sanitation district is covered not by the people in Baldwin because that board will not give proper representation for the people that they are serving.  Thank you.

>>Thank you.

[ Applause ]

>> Does anybody else have [inaudible]?

>> Dan Carr: My name is Dan Carr.  I know I spoke yesterday but I would like to add two very quick points.  One is that on the two sessions that I've attended, the subject of energy was mentioned three times, once yesterday by Weinstein and twice by the water commissioner.  And I think that's an area that the commission might want to look into.  I might mention that [inaudible] has just installed a thermal energy system and has a solar energy.  There are many cities that are looking into solar power.  And I think this is something that's worthy of consideration.  

And my final point is that it struck me during yesterday's testimony and I'll mention it today.  Remembering that Mr. Suozzi announced a 500 thousand-dollar study by the county for ways to consolidate the local governments.  It seems to me, I don't understand why such a study is being commissioned now when the work of this commission has not been completed.  It looks to me like some kind of duplication of effort here.

[ Applause ]

>>Bruce Wright: Hello, my name is Bruce Wright.  I've been involved in attending some of these special [inaudible] for a while now.  My point is that [inaudible] the reporting chain of command for the special districts is very unclear.  It's not really clear.

^M01:45:16 [Inaudible] ^M01:45:44

The Senate and the assembly committees of corporations and authorities and commissions should be involved in this process.  They are people who legislate the special districts and created them in the first place.  And finally, there are two case studies that you could use as examples.  Sometimes it's easier to work with the general plans.  I think the situation of Gordon Heights is one example.  You can use it as a case study.  

And the other one, which is coming up really fast, [inaudible], which is the incinerator which fires 60 percent of Nassau's garbage is going to the free market in 2009.  Which means the current arrangement for consideration garbage will be topsy-turvy.  Currently, there's a contract with the town of Hempstead and the other special districts will use it.  But in 2009, that contract expires.  And it's really unclear how this arrangement, special districts and [inaudible] to figure out how we're going to get together here.  Thank you.

>>Thank you.

[ Applause ]

>>My name is name is Frederick Danning.  I've lived in South for almost four years.  I'm here to talk about the big issues.  The big issue of school taxes.  And also the others.  There was a general impression that I got from listening to some of the members of the commission that merging and special districts is a very long employment.  Obviously, we know it's long.  You talked to me about school superintendents, talked about assistant superintendents, talking about business managers, purchasing agents, office staff, council, bond council, etc, etc, etc.  And on top of their salaries, you have to add a third, benefits.  

So, amount is quite significant.  On top of that, think about the space they occupy.  That space is cleared out because they're really not needed with the district student ratio.  That space is then used for educational purposes, where do you move that space?  Which might mean, in certain cases, selling off all school districts.  You get an immediate income district.  Plus, it goes on the tax rolls, future tax revenue coming in.  Now, in Nassau County, we have 55 school districts.  They range in size from one that's under a thousand.  To two that are over eight thousand.  If you were to use a cut off point of three thousand as the minimum number for a school district to operate to get full state aid, we'd be talking about districts such as [inaudible], Jericho, Rockefeller and Yentil.  

Those are all in the range of a little over three thousand.  I think we'd all be happy if our children or grandchildren went to those school districts.  We'd be very satisfied with the type of education they'd be getting.  The state has had a program for many years; it's a carrier program.  I'll give you a little bit of a bonus if you want to go ahead and merge.  And I can earn any offers.  

There was one merger on all of Long Island in recent times.  It was at the East End of Suffolk County.  Two districts merged so they could build a high school.  Other than that, I don't think anybody can remember the last time a district merged in Nassau County.  You have to go back to, probably back to the 50's.  The small districts merged, when the students [inaudible].   

So, how do you do this?  That's it.  The carrier approach doesn't work.  You have to use a stick approach.  You have to revise the state aid formula.  This is where Senator Johnson would come in.  You have to enlist the up state areas.  We probably don't have the same size school districts [inaudible].  And then we have to keep the [inaudible].  

So, I say, any district below a thousand gets reduced state aid unless they merge.  Then you look at three or four years and you raise the number to 1500.  If you get below 1500, you get reduced state aid.  Then you raise the number to 2000.  Again, review.  You're going to find [inaudible].  Just giving them the incentive to merge.  

Otherwise, the taxes will automatically go up because they will be losing state aid.  Then you go 2500.  And finally, you go up to a number of 3000.  Right now, in Nassau County, there are 24 school districts that are below 3000.  24 school districts below 3000.  What those districts would face with the prospect of losing either part or all their state aid, be looking for partners for merging.  Thank you.

[ Applause ]

>> I want to thank all of the members of the audience and apologize to those who wanted to testify who are not able.  I want to assure you that if you, in any form, submit written information, the commission will consider it.  And I will say, not to pat my own self on the back, but my discretion in listening to some citizens provided an interesting perspective at the end of this.  And we appreciate it.  

When we started the thought of this hearing, we're going to have it all on one day.  I think I can speak for the commission to say we're pleased that it took place on two days.  And we're pleased with the variety and the participation that we've been able to get in terms of views.  And all of your views will be considered.  

Finally, I'll say to the person who talked about being uncompensated and led off in handcuffs, I know that none of our commission is being compensated for what we're doing.  And to the best of my knowledge, none of them have been led off in handcuffs.  So, we will take your advice very seriously.  And the commission will meet in open session at 1:30.

[ Applause ]
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