April 15, 2007

I received an email today from a gentleman named Mr. Rakosa, of Stony Point.  Apparently Mr. Rakosa has decided to run for School Board, which initially I thought was good -we need a choice.  However, when I read the remainder of his email, I became quite worried, and disheartened.  Mr. Rakosa seems to have the same fundamental philosophy as does our current School Board, in that it appears he also believes that the more money you throw at education, the better it must be.  In addition, I am afraid he may have bought in to the nonsense and hollow excuses Dr. Monahan and the current Board have been tossing at us for the past few years “explaining “ why school taxes have soared.
Mr. Rakosa opens his email by declaring his need to respond to my “rant”.  Well, as I told him, he is correct there – I do rant.  However, being new to this battle, he obviously does not know that I, as well as many others in our community, have tried talking, writing, debating, and even voting.  Nothing has worked, my taxes have doubled in the past few years, and education has not improved.  I am truly sorry if I have offended him, but IT IS TIME TO RANT!!  A little raving, screaming, and a strong "take no prisoners" attitude wouldn't hurt either.
It is also apparent that he has little experience in dealing with the current School Board, Dr. Monahan, or Finance Director James Johnston.  Mr. Rakosa states that I was not at the last budget meeting, and thus, did not have the chance to “…have a conversation with the folks presenting the budget…”.  I absolutely cringed when I read that line.  I have been there – I reviewed the 2006-2007 budget proposal with each of them last year for hours upon hours, and heard the exact same excuses – State mandates, contract clauses, regulatory requirements, Mirant, more money means better education, and on and on.  I then saw what really happened to much of that “necessary” money, including Dodge Watkins’ half million dollar retirement package, the 150 sick day bonuses given to each and every administrator and “confidential” employee, and the multiple six figure administrative salaries for those same “folks” who “explained” everything so lucidly to Mr. Rakosa.  I also reviewed this years proposal, and heard the exact same phony rationalizations as last year.  I don’t know why Mr. Rakosa would rely on the words of the very same people who have put us in this position  in the first place.

As for the “…increase of $2.16 million…” in State aid, referred to by Mr. Rakosa as a “grant”, which he intimates I would reject, I am fully aware of both the source and use of those funds, probably more so than any member of that Board.  The money is not a grant, rather is simply additional State Aid similar to the $40 million or so we already receive.  It should obviously be accepted, as all other State aid is, but let’s not be fooled.  There are absolutely other areas of the budget that could be cut without adversely affecting our State aid, or our children’s education, and Dr. Monahan and the Board CHOSE NOT TO DO SO.
Contrary to Mr. Rakosa’s statement, the proposed budget is NOT a “…flat spending budget…” from last year.  Regardless of the source of funds, it is a budget $2.1 MILLION MORE THAN LAST YEAR, and to say or believe otherwise is exactly what got us in this trouble in the first place  As a taxpayer, I really don’t want to see a new School Board member that after just one conversation with the existing Board and Administrators, was convinced that $183 million is the same as $185  million.
Mr. Rakosa has also adopted the existing administration’s spin on the Mirant situation, and again, is very wrong here.  Few people realize what really happened with Mirant, primarily because of the power of a number of elected officials and their strong desire to keep the details quiet.  Last summer, Mirant offered the School Board, Dr. Monahan, and the two Towns, a settlement in the tax case that would have been substantially less expensive for the Towns and Villages, and about $96 million less for the School District, than the final Court ordered result.  It was also millions of dollars cheaper than the prior, more well known settlement offer that included a “trust”.  The Stony Point Town Board agreed to the proposal.  Myself and Councilman Timothy O’Neill then met with Dr. Monahan and Asst. Superintendent LeFever in Dr. Monahan’s office and reviewed the proposal with them.  Dr. Monahan stood up, shook my and Mr. O’Neill’s hand, looked us square in the eye, and stated:  1) he understood the transaction; 2) he agreed that it was clearly and substantially less expensive than the prior settlement proposal (with the illegal “trusts”); and 3) he would recommend to the School Board that it be accepted immediately.  Four days later, Dr. Monahan went back on his word, rejected the agreement, and allowed the Court to issue its final decision.  The Board was fully aware of the proposal.  Thus, the current School Board, Dr. Monahan and James Johnston are VERY MUCH at fault for the “$15 million Mirant clip” to which Mr. Rakosa refers.
Another statement in his email equally alarms me.  He states that one of the things he would attempt to accomplish if elected to the School Board would be to look for “…creative revenue streams…”.  As I stated to Dr. Monahan recently, it is not a question of where the money comes from, IT’S THE SPENDING!  Looking for creative revenue streams is and should be done anyway.
Mr. Rakosa mentioned that his children have flourished in our school system, and I am sincerely pleased to hear that.  However, he is under the same mistaken belief as out current School Board – they all think more money means better education.  This is simply not true.  I (as well as many others from my generation) am a product of the North Rockland School District.  I did extremely well in College after graduation, including law school, and have had a fairly successful career so far.  However, when I graduated (1975) the School Budget was comparative in per pupil spending to other similar Districts, and North Rockland School taxes were among the lowest in the County.  Today, both are substantially higher than local and State wide averages.  In other words, many of us came out of the North Rockland School District well educated and prepared for life, and our parents paid a reasonable taxes for those services.  Now, the excessive increases in School District spending over the past decade, and resultant tax crisis, have made no difference at all in the quality of education our students receive, but the outrageous taxes are running many families out of Town.  Believing that cutting extravagance, gifts and waste of tax dollars will necessarily reduce the quality of education is erroneous, yet it is exactly what put us in this situation.
Finally, Mr. Rakosa calls my suggestion that we consider voting down the proposed budget despite the arrogant threats of the Board and Dr. Monahan “radical”.  The basis of this statement seems to result from his failing to understand the budget process, in that he says if we vote “no” on the budget, it will “…invoke State control…” (obviously referring to an austerity budget).  Voting down a proposed budget does NOT result in an austerity budget – the School Board ADOPTS an austerity budget, and they do so BY CHOICE.  The law is clear - an austerity budget is intended to be an act of last resort.  When a proposed budget is rejected, the School Board and administrators have a moral and ethical duty, though not a mandate, to revisit the rejected budget, and attempt to adjust it in such a way as to make it acceptable to a majority of the voters.  After reasonable attempts to do so, if a budget is still not passed by the community, the District can look to the laws allowing for the adoption of an austerity budget to assure continued education for our children.  The roughly 4% allowable increase is supposed to be the MAXIMUM ALLOWED BY LAW – NOT a bonus for the administrators, or retribution to the voters.  Thus, if we reject the current proposal, the Board could and SHOULD try to reduce it, and present it to the voters again.  Alternatively, if they sincerely believe the current proposal is the best thing for the District, because it is less than the maximum allowable increase under the law, they could still impose it upon us without change.  
Instead, Dr. Monahan and the current Board had the audacity to actually put the threat of an austerity budget and an INCREASE in spending right in their initial budget presentation, giving the false appearance that if we vote no, an austerity budget and spending increase will be required.  This is outrageous.  Contrary to Mr. Rakosa’s belief, rejecting the proposed budget does NOT “…invoke State control…”, or “…bring about change without our control…”. It is the School Board’s choice.  As I said before, this is not presenting a budget for voter approval, it is extortion.  If we vote no, the Board will INCREASE spending and adopt an austerity budget with all the negative implications that entails.  Do we really want another Board member who jumps right in and goes along with the gang – or worse yet, who does not understand the budget process in the first place?  Not me, and not the hundreds of other Haverstraw and Stony Point residents who have been emailing me showing their support for change. Sorry to rant again, but I concede, I am screaming with my fingers right now!!  STEPHEN
