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. TRENTON
' HAI is frequently billed
&s the major solution to
New Jersey's properiy

Y iax woes — consolidat-
a school districts — is no solution
zat all ‘And while consglidation
'sounds like a cost saver, it could ac-
1y cost more motiey

w Tersey, and while many com-

catichal and exfracurriculai of-
tings by mer gmg leh their neigh-
Hhors over the yedrs, somethmg staps
m dead in their tracks, And ir's
home 1ule; it’s property taxes
hat’s ‘right, property tax in-
reases are the deal breakers when
- comes to s¢heol district consolida-
siion New tax ‘rates result from ad-
Sfiistments to each town's contribu:
%»t on to the newly formed merged
wsschool system, based on varying lev-
}'ﬁéls of property. wealth Invariably,
‘one of the towns in the proposed dis-
efrict -discovers that thé merger
gavould resuit in higher property tag-
Fes. The plans die on the vine or, if
Bthey reach the:veters, they are de-
sfeated af the polls

If the New Jersey Legislature is
ierious about encouraging school
S’%d strict consolidatmn it needs to ad-
ess this financial obstacle. It also
s to leave the final dec1s1on to com-
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mumities Otherwrse a taX-reform
initiative- ‘could tufn into a huge tax
increase foz many.-New Jersey com-
munitiesIn fact, a’1999 Assembly re-
port, the most recent statewide study
of the issue, arnved at that same
conelusion

School: operatmg costs could also
increase undet consolidation A ma-
jor factot involves automatic salary

increases, New Jersey law requires

that the salary of all staff members
in dny newly for: med cansolidated

=?:I.)'orft merge
New Jersey’s school
districts.

school system conform to the levels
in place in the largest district before
the merger In many cases, that
means big increases in persomnel
costs since the largest district usu-
aliy has the highest salaties

Creating a new, larger school dis-
trict, with more schools, could also
result in, new student ti ansportation
costs. And Whﬂe consolidation might
e11m1nate Oné or more superintend-

ént positions, this front: -oifice down- .
offset by the creation *

) i eded by a larger
district 10 cootdiriafé curficular pro-
grams¢ ;‘ spemal serwces

any other, is why' the o1
merge must be made by commimi-

Combme and Fail

ties, caSe by case.

I don 1 mean to suggest that con-
solidation is always a bad thing and
always costs money, but feasibility
studies that determine the education-
al and economic impact on the con-
solidation proposals must be done
beforehand and communities must
have thé final say.

The Legislature would be wise to
give pmo"ty' to .promoting shared
servicés ‘among. public schools and
municipalities, tather than forcing a
cookie-cutter approach to consolida-
tion that’ ‘could inérease costs The
Northern Valley school district in
Bergen Courity is an excellent exam-
ple of shared services working well
for several communities, It provides
special - education services, staff
training anrd curriculum develop-
ment with the seven iridependent ele-
mentary school districts whose stu-
dents attend its two high schools.

As a'result; the seven communities
are able to’ control ¢osts and ensure
of curriculum and educa-
tional quahty for their students
through: high school These types of

. cost-saving efforts can be done

through. ¢urrent school district con-

figui ations without having to consoli-

date dlstr icts.

Pxoperty tax reform is a compli-
cated task Ft cannot rest on a sim-
phst.lc solution like a mandated te-

-duction in the number of school dis-

triets, a strategy ihat would have
limited financial benefit and could in-

crease costs. Instead, reform will re- |

guire objective consideration of a
range of ideas that address govein-

‘ment structure, state aid to schools

and public employee compensation,
while safeguarding academic opporx-
a

tumty and achievement
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