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Good afternoon. I am Marian Bott, Education Finance Issue Specialist for the League of Women
Voters of New York State. In this role I work with our President, Sally Robinson, Legislative Director,
Barbara Bartoletti, our State Board and full membership to perform Pre-K through 12 budget analysis.
Our State Finances position' encompasses the operation and impact of 1) state school aid distribution, 2)
the State’s School Tax Relief (STAR) and property tax cap programs, and 3) charter schools. The League
is a nonpartisan political organization devoted to promoting active and informed involvement of
individuals in government. We thank the Legislature for this opportunity to provide recommendations
about the 2013-2014 proposed Pre-K-12 education budget.

This testimony is informed by League positions, affirmed consistently since the 1970s, and most
recently by a statewide study in 2005-2006:

e We support the use of state aid to narrow the expenditure gap between wealthy and poor

school districts, taking into account regional cost and student need differences.

! See Iwvny.org, http:/lwvny.org/advocacy/impact/SF_Full.pdf.
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e Funding of education should be progressive, with a higher portion of the cost paid by those
school districts and taxpayers having greater ability to pay. To the extent that incremental
State funds are required, they should be provided by the personal income tax, which should
be implemented in a progressive fashion.

e Taxpayers’ contributions to education finance should be reasonably related to their ability to

pay.

These positions result in our strong support for specific types of legislative responses, and we
have consistently, although not always successfully, requested that the New York State legislature
implement some basic and reforms to education funding:

1. Aid Distribution. Particularly in challenging fiscal times, increases in state aid should
be targeted to high needs districts rather than to all school districts. This year’s proposed
aid distribution as set forth in S.2603/A.3003 and in computer runs BT131-4 show a
failure to adhere to the spirit of the Regents’ and many other organizations’
recommendations that one simplified foundation formula be the starting point for
legislative debate. Particularly blatant this year is the recommendation to place over $200
million in additional state aid outside this metric. While Gap Elimination Adjustments
and Restorations were progressively handled generally, certain hold harmless features
have deleterious impact on the equity in the overall plan. The December 2012 Regents’
recommendations for reform of Building Aid remain unheeded. Two tiers of aid to “high
tax” districts persist, outside of foundation aid, skewing aid distribution. The legislature
should deal first with the phase-in of compliance with the Campaign for Fiscal Equity
lawsuit’s mandates for foundation aid support for the neediest school districts, rather than
holding districts harmless retroactively.

Because analysis time was limited to one week this year, we have prepared questions

that we would like this Joint Committee to address for the benefit of the public, in
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effect asking the “inside baseball” questions but also raising broad policy questions.
They are attached to this testimony (see Attachment 1).

2. Circuit Breakers, not STAR. Real property tax relief should be granted to individuals,
not school districts, through a circuit breaker approach, adjusted for changes in the cost of
living. Since shortly after STAR was implemented in the late 1990s, the League has
recommended substituting a comprehensive property tax circuit breaker. STAR (see
Attachment 2) poorly correlates property tax relief with individual taxpayer ability to
pay. According to the Governor’s budget, the estimated cost of this $3.4 billion 2013-14
program, which increased by $100 million since last year, will continue to grow to $3.8
billion in 2017. Given the high proportion of this aid that goes to low needs districts, if
the legislature does not choose to eliminate this program altogether, the League continues
to urge that it implement even stronger limitations on STAR expenditures than those that
have been passed so far, based on individual taxpayers’ ability to pay.> Most of you who
were legislators in the 1990s remember this history, but if you were not or do not, you
should consider that it was implemented in a trade which was to include funding of pre-
Kindergarten, minor maintenance, and class size reduction programs, called LADDER.
LADDER was an attempted response to issues raised initially in the 1993 Campaign for
Fiscal Equity lawsuit. Neither LADDER, nor the more comprehensive concept referred to
as Foundation Aid (a proxy for the State’s portion of the cost of a “sound basic
education”) has yet to be fully phased in. However, STAR was fully phased in, initially
without means testing for the majority of its recipients. Only the fiscal crisis curtailed this
fiscally imprudent but popular practice. In our League 2005-06 study of the STAR
program, members reported that the STAR program did not completely solve most
taxpayers’ property tax problems, but it was perceived to solve legislators’ problems of

dealing with taxpayers’ complaints. This became blatantly clear in the late 1990s, when it

2 http://www.budget.ny.gov, Five-Year Financial Plan.




was proposed that the Governor’s name should appear on taxpayers’ refund checks, and
New York City followed the State’s lead. By reinforcing the sense of personal savings,
STAR had the unintended consequence of allowing most school districts to increase
spending with few taxpayer complaints, exacerbating differences in spending between the
wealthiest and poorest districts due to poor formula design, while still failing to address
intra-district inequities in tax burdens. A circuit breaker, properly designed, would neither
have these inefficiencies nor produce such unintended consequences because it would
only target relief to individual taxpayers with demonstrated needs.

3. Assessment and Collection Reforms. As an important corollary to the League’s
property tax circuit breaker recommendation, the League urges the legislature to consider
instituting accountability measures for counties and municipalities which have not yet
reformed and modernized their real property tax assessment and collection methods.

4. Reconsider the Way the Property Tax Cap Should Work. The League opposed the
property tax cap, notwithstanding our agreement that management efficiencies and
consolidation of services to schools should be strongly encouraged. As the Regents
showed (see Attachment 3), the tax levy cap “heightens the need for equitable
distribution of funding,” because a percentage cap is affected by the size of the levy,
which varies considerably among districts. According to the Regents’ calculations, the
wealthiest districts would be allowed a levy increase approximately nine times greater
than the poorest districts. The property tax cap as designed, while intended to encourage
fiscal discipline, will highly likely encourage cap evasion behavior, exacerbating the
difference in total resources available to students in wealthier vs. poorer districts. The
League predicts the growth of private efforts, be they through local education tax-exempt

foundations® or through ad hoc organizations,! which will disproportionately benefit the

3 Harrison, Garrison, Haldane, Ossining, Briarcliff, Croton, and Peekskill all have such foundations, according to
Assemblywoman Sandra Galef.



wealthier districts in the State. A list of substantial supporters of the Harrison, New York
Educational Foundation® is an example of this trend. Public schools located where the
adjusted gross income of its residents is high may amass sizeable amounts, with the
added benefit of a federal and state tax charitable deduction. That is far less likely to
happen in poorer districts.

5. Reconsider the Fiscal Stabilization Grant The League questions the proportion of the
$889 million proposed increase ($203 million) being set aside in the Governor’s budget
for fiscal stabilization—it seems to have been plugged in after the failure of New York
City to agree on the APPR teacher evaluation plan. It remains unclear what specific
districts would receive fiscal stabilization grants, and why.

6. Seriously fund Pre-K. A competitive grant program does not conform with the
recommendations of the recently-convened New New York Education Reform
Commission. Given the extensive research on the benefits of pre-kindergarten education,
particularly for high-needs students, the legislature owes it to those children to avoid
pitting Buffalo against Syracuse, or Rochester against Albany.

We urge you to consider these views of a good government organization which stands to gain
nothing but a better educated citizenry, capable of participating fully in the civic and economic future of

New York State.

Thank you for your time today.

* Rye school district parents recently raised funds privately for sports facilities, yet in the same year Rye taxpayers
narrowly defeated a proposed bond issue for the renovation of its 40 year old science laboratories.

3 Thirty donors gave the Harrison Educational Foundation, a 501(c)(3) charitable organization, $1,500 or more for
the year 2010-2011, the top bracket of six giving in excess of $5,000 each. Thirty-six donors contributed to this
Foundation in 2011-12, the top bracket of nine giving in excess of $5,000 each. http://www.harrisoned.org/.
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Attachment 2
League of Women Voters of New York State
January 29, 2013 Testimony to Education/Fiscal Committees

Figure 5
Low Need Districts Receive the Largest School Tax Relief (STAR) per Pupil
$1,8001 . .
STAR (2011-12) by School District Need Categories
$1,5001
STAR per Enrolled Pupil
$1,200
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i iti 19 [ Rural N/R N/
New York City Large Cities Urb/Sub High N/RC Rural | Average N/RC Low N/RC

O STAR per Pugil $767 __$650 $1,181 $1,028 $1.581 $1.823

Share of STAR Aid 24.4% 2.4% 8.1% 4.9% 38.4% 21.8%

L Share of Enroliment 38.2% 44% 82% 57% 29.2% 14.3%

Source: Regents Proposal on State Aid to School Districts for School Year 2013-14, p. 14 (1212saa1.pdf).




Attachment 3
League of Women Voters of New York State
January 29, 2013 Testimony to Education/Fiscal Committees

Figure 3
Per Pupil Tax Levy by Property Wealth Under the Property Tax Levy Cap

2% LEVY INCREASE PER PUPIL (BASED ON 2009-10)
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Source: Regents Proposal on State Aid to School Districts for School Year 2013-14, p. 13



Altachment 4

League of Women Voters of New York State
January 29, 2013 Testimony to Education/Fiscal Committees

Figure 8

UPK Enroliment by Need Resource Capacity Category: 2011-12

Need Resource Percent of All Four- Percent of UPK Percent of UPK
Capacity Category | year-olds Served in | Students in Half- | Students in Full-Day
UPK Program Day Programs Programs

High Need

Urban/Suburban 67% 74% 26%
New York City 77% 73% 27%
Big 4 cities 85% 61% 39%
High Need Rural 52% 80% 20%
Average Need 33% 91% 9%
Low Need 10% 99% 1%

Source: Regents Proposal on State Aid to School Districts for School Year 2013-14, p. 21
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