CITY OF ANSONIA o5 W

BOARD OF APPORTIONMENT & TAXATION
AND ALDERMANIC FINANCE SUBCOMMITTEE
MONDAY, APRIL 7, 2025 wf

FY 2026 BUDGET REVIEW WORKSHOP MEETING

Attendance:
Board of Apportionment & Taxation members: Chairman Gary Cassetti, Michael
D’Alessio, Rasheem Gonzalez, David Papcin.

Aldermanic Finance Committee members: Chairman Tony Mammone, Gary Farrar,
Joseph Jeanette, Bob Knott, Tony Levinsky, Josh Shuart, Bobbi Tar.

City Staff: CFO Kurt Miller, Kim DeStefano, Rich Bshara, Dr. Joseph DiBacco.
The workshop commenced at 6:30 p.m.

Public Comment

Dr. Joseph DiBacco, Superintendent of Schools, thanked the Boards for allowing him to
present the Board of Education budget for the upcoming fiscal year. He spoke in order
to highlight an urgent reality in our schools and what we're being asked to do with even
less support from the State.

The budget is not a luxury but a necessity. The original budget request was $2.7 million.
We restructured outside contracts, cut where needed, and exhausted and reallocated all
available resources to get the request to $1.9 million, which is a 5.28% increase.

For years Connecticut has increased the number of unfunded and underfunded
mandates imposed upon local school districts. These require districts to provide
additional services and meet new standards without providing the necessary financial
support. Some of the most significant state-imposed obligations are in the area of
special education compliance where the State requires us to provide a range of
specialized services for students with disabilities. State reimbursement covers only a
fraction of what these cost.

Also, with our English language learners we must meet increasing state and federal
standards for multi-lingual learners, yet the state provides little additional funding for
these students.

We have had curriculum changes and new accountability standards, new state-
mandated curriculum frameworks that required ongoing professional development, new
instructional materials and technology updates — all which come at a cost. We've also
had increased [inaudible], which is our homeless students, where the district must
provide transportation for an entire school year for those families. We've had increased
school security and mental health programs.

Connecticut has increased mandates on school safety and student mental health
services, yet the funding to support these initiatives is limited or non-existent.
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Despite these growing obligations the state’s primary educational funding stream, which
is called ECS, the Educational Cost Sharing Grant, has not kept up with the actual
needs of our district. Not here in Ansonia or across the state. While some towns have
seen some minor increases in funding, these adjustments fail to cover the rising costs of
operating school districts.

Additionally, excess costs, which is our special ed funding, is for those students who are
4.5 times our per pupil expenditure. It has not been funded at the prescribed percentage
and has left districts holding the bag. In effect, the state is just shifting financial burden
onto our local taxpayers.

Every dollar we spend to meet these state mandates is a dollar taken away from
classroom instruction, student support services and critical district needs. Without
additional local funding, we are forced to make even more drastic cuts that directly
impact students.

Just like every Ansonia household and every Ansonia business, our schools are faced
with increased costs in utilities, health insurance, transportation and instructional
materials. Our budget accounts for these growing expenses, but without the required
increase, we'll be forced to make further cuts.

We all know a well-funded school system attracts wonderful families. It increases
property values and bright students with exceptional opportunities that will benefit
Ansonia for generations. Underfunding education is not just an educational issue, it is
an economic one. Without receiving the necessary funding increase, the consequences
will be felt through larger class sizes, fewer programs, reductions of staff, and overall
declined student outcomes. Underfunding our schools will result in higher remediation,
lower graduation rates and economic consequences for the city tomorrow.

| understand that every department in our city faces financial challenges, but we must
recognize that Connecticut has placed an increased burden on local districts. We can
no longer afford to absorb these costs without additional support.

| urge you to see the budget not as an expense, but as an investment in Ansonia’s
children, families, and future prosperity. | welcome your questions and look forward to
working together to make sure every student in Ansonia has the education they
deserve.

Rich Bshara sent out the budget to everyone and a brief synopsis letter explaining it
(attached). The big drivers in this year's budget are wages and benefits, utility costs,
special education costs, transportation for both regular education, special education,
and outplaced students.

He explained the ECS funding - one is what the city can use to help offset the education
operating budget, and the other is the Alliance District Grant money that goes directly to
the Board of Education to be used in ways the state deems necessary and for things
that will not supplant any of the operating costs for the city.
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He explained that the amount the city receives from the state hasn’'t gone up - in 2008,
the city received $15,031,668 from the state to help fund our Board of Education
operating budget of about $24 million back then. Next year, we are projected to get
$15,031,668 to help fund our hopeful budget of about $39 million. That means the state
has not given us one dollar more in the last 17 years to help fund our general operating
budget.

He discussed Alliance and Excess Special Education funding. If this is underfunded, it
will create a $600,000 hole in the budget and we will have to come back to the city for
that. Understand what the state is not giving to the city; they’re not holding their end of
the bargain up and they're putting that burden on the taxpayers of the cities.

We try not to ask for more money; we’ve brought money back to the city when we can.
We don’t come in asking for extra money at the end of the year.

We have tremendous amounts of unknowns. The state has a surplus because they're
pushing a lot of these costs down to the local level.

We have a very transient population where over the course of a 10-month school year
there are hundreds of students coming in and hundreds of students leaving; even
though the total number doesn't appear to be a large increase or decrease. There are
special education students that have costs of over $250,000 per student. It's very
difficult to budget.

In response to questions, Mr. Bshara explained that the compensation is contractual.
Payroll is about $27 million overall. Some of it is handled through grants and some
through food services and other things. The bulk is in our general operating budget.

Tegan Dalton, a parent, expressed her concern that test scores and learning levels have
decreased since the pandemic. She feels there should be at least one aide in every
classroom or another adult in the classroom to help get the students to the level where
they're supposed to be. Her question is, what is the Board of Education doing to help
these children.

Alderman Shuart asked about special ed numbers, generally, have the diagnosis
numbers gone up, down, or have they stabilized? Dr. DiBacco replied no, we're still
around 20%, the highest was 25% and sometimes we dip below 18%. On average,
when we have new students move into the district from economic reference groups that
are similar to ours or lower than ours, you have about a 50% chance of a student either
being a special ed or at least two grade levels below.

The workshop closed at approximately 7:15 pm.
Respectfully submitted,

Patricia M. Bruder, Secretary
Board of Apportionment & Taxation and Board of Aldermen
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March 31, 2025

Mayor David S. Cassetti

Board of Aldermen

Board of Apportionment and Taxation

| am presenting you with the Ansonia Board of Education Budget Request for FY26. After several
iterations, the request is down to $39,560,720. This represents an increase of $1,984,508, or
5.28% increase. The key drivers of this increase are as follows:

1. Wages and Benefits — The increase is 2.5% over last year, or $600,000.

2. Utilities — The increase is 13% over last year, or $120,000. The electricity rate increase
went from 7.8 cents to 10.8 cents per KWH and Sewer Use has increased also.

3. Special Ed Costs and Transportation for Regular and Special Ed — This increase is over
20.5%, or $1,308,000. The bus contract is being renewed and that is about an 8%
increase, or $125,000 on the regular bus contract. The balance of the increase is
attributable to Special Ed costs and Special Ed transportation.

When COVID hit back in 2020, the Special Ed costs for the BOE dropped dramatically. So much
so, the BOE returned $920,000 to the City as a surplus in FY 20-21 and $1,120,000 as a surplus
in FY 21-22. Since then, Special Ed costs have gradually increased to pre-pandemic numbers.
Additionally, many transportation and suppliers of special ed services have gone out of business
allowing those remaining to increase costs dramatically as supply has decreased. So, in the last
several years, the budget for Special Ed by the BOE has not been sufficient to cover the cost
increases.

The State of CT does not live up to its own rules to fund Cities for 100% of SPED expenditures
over 4.5 times the District average cost per student, in our case, approximately $90,000. History
has us receiving about 72% of these reimbursable costs. Recently, we were informed that the
reimbursement would only be 60%, a $500,000 hole in our budget. Thankfully, the legislators
fixed this years problem, but they have not given any indication on what the budget will be for
SPED next year. We have used a 72% reimbursement for SPED in our numbers, but if the State
deviates from prior years, we may need to come back to the City for assistance.

The ECS funds that the City receives from the State to help fund the BOE operating budget, the
one that is funded by the General Fund and borne by the Ansonia taxpayers, has not increased
since 2008. LET ME SAY THAT AGAIN. THE CITY RECEIVED $15,031,668 IN 2008 TO HELP FUND
THE BOE OPERATING BUDGET. THE CITY WILL RECEIVE $15,031,668 NEXT YEAR TO HELP FUND
THE BOE OPERATING BUDGET. Instead of helping this distressed municipality to better fund
education, they have had the taxpayers of Ansonia fully fund the last $14,000,000 in BOE
increases since 2008.



The system does not seem to be working as planned. | do not know of one district that has
moved out of being an Alliance District. The use of ECS would be better spent by our District
directly. It has been 17 years and the metrics have not changed to any significant degree.
Alliance Districts are mostly densely populated, economically depressed communities with high
special needs requirements. In our district alone, between 20-30 students per month enroll in
our schools and another 20-30 per month withdraw from our schools. The transient nature of
our school population contributes to the lower scores. Many students moving in come with
SPED requirements making budgeting almost impossible.

This years high cost SPED students, about 60 in total, are projected to have gross tuition costs in
excess of $5.900,000 and the associated transportation costs of an additional $1,1850,000. This
exceeds the budget for SPED costs and we are freezing other lines to compensate. Only 2% of
the BOE budget is discretionary and we can only transfer so much. Using current information,
we expect next year’s costs to be even higher.

The Alliance grant we receive will be a $900,000 increase next year, and we have moved some
of the expenditures from lost grants like the ARPA grants and other lines as allowable. The
problem with Alliance money is that it cannot be submitted and reimbursed until approved by
the State of our Alliance plan. Last year, that was not until mid-November, even though we start
spending that money in July. The City and the BOE have to front the funds until we can be
reimbursed later in the year.

| understand that this increase is more than anyone wants. | hope that the explanations can at
the least help you understand why we are asking for this amount. | hope you can support our
request and that the taxpayers can also be supportive of the City and BOE in this budget
process.

Dr. DiBacco has taught me to leave every conversation with a positive note. The Ansonia School
District has so many good things going, that it is hard to name them all. Graduates are going to
college with 50 college credits, students are going to South Korea for science collaborations,
curriculum is being updated and teachers are being recognized for their excellence, career
pathways allow students to graduate with certifications that allow them to go to work right after
graduation and next month there is a planned visit to HBCU which is fully funded through
donations.

Thank you all.

Richard Bshara
President- Ansonia Board of Education
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