Between a Rock and a Hard Place


February 10, 2010 - Between A Rock and a Hard Place.  That is where we are.

There are really only three ways to balance a budget.  1) Cut overhead i.e. services and personnel, 2)  raise revenue i.e. taxes, and 3) a combination of 1 and 2.

The trouble is, nobody likes raising taxes.  Furthermore, nobody likes cuts in the quality of the education of our children, whether it is cutting teacher salaries, cutting back on bus service, increasing classroom size or other unpalatable measures

Yet given the choice between the two, more often people would choose cut the services rather than raise the taxes, because you immediately know the cost of taxes.  Every dollar raised in property taxes appears on all DeKalb County property tax bills.  It is a fixed, known cost.

The fiscal cuts we carve out of education are very similar to those endured by Julius Cesar at the hands of the Roman Senate.  A multitude of small cuts here and there are fatal.  The cost of these individual cuts are easy to dismiss, but the cumulative total is greater than the sum of its parts.

In order to make ends meet thus far, we have already made deep cuts to service, to the tune of $136 million over 3 years.  We have already asked our educators, and by extension our children, for sacrifice.  So far, we adopted no salary increases for teachers and staff, no STEP increases, no COLA adjustments, no board contribution to TSA and furloughs.  Despite these sacrifices, we are still facing a $56 million shortfall in the budget.  We cannot continue taking from the children of DeKalb County

As our best and brightest teachers begin their escape to greener pastures, it will be a long time before we can quantify what these cuts have cost our children in terms of an inferior education.  These kinds of cuts are already undermining morale, which leads to poor performance by teachers and students, and in turn, lower test scores, higher dropout rates, and for graduates, fewer opportunities for higher education and lower paying jobs.  After all of this, we still have to make up $56 million dollars

Should we pay now, or pay more later?

The Board is currently considering three options.  All of them involve more cuts to teachers, staff, programs and resources.  I have advanced a fourth option, a Plan D, if you will.  Plan D is basically no more cuts to personnel and services, and a 2 mill property tax increase.  This will distribute the burden of education evenly across DeKalb County.

There are many who think that we should do away with the Superintendent, the top administration, and even the Board of Education itself.  Fire us all, you say, especially after the Board approved a raise for the Superintendent. 

First of all, I want you to know I voted against that raise. However, I sympathize with the point of view to fire everyone, for all of the reasons stated above.  The problem with that is, mathematically speaking, if you fired all 9 Board members, the Superintendent and a dozen or so top administrators, you only save about $2 million from the budget.  Then you have $54 million more to cut, without anyone left to implement the cuts.

The DeKalb County School System has not implemented a millage rate increase in seven years.  All the while, costs have increased, state funding has decreased and the belt is as tight as it can get before bursting at the seams.

As you might imagine, my proposal is not a popular measure, but it is the only one I can support in good conscience.  This is one of those occasions when we have no good choices, so we must weigh the ultimate cost of each option.  We cannot afford to make hasty decisions based upon ill feelings.  Obviously, like you, I do not agree with much of the way things have been handled lately.  But I am only one vote out of 9.  After careful thought, I am now appealing to the tax payers, asking that you stand with me in willingness to make this sacrifice for the good of the children.

Please focus with me on the urgent matter at hand.  In due time these same taxpayers who have the power to make huge differences for the school system will have the opportunity to deal with the issue of a new Superintendent and Board of Education.   Let us get the focus back to what is good for the children and the front line educators of DeKalb County.
 
Yours in partnership,

Dr. Eugene P. Walker
DeKalb County School Board
District 9
 

