TOWN COUNCIL/SCHOOL DEPARTMENT WORK SESSION
March 7, 2011
A joint work session of the Jamestown Town Council with the Jamestown School Department was called to order in the Jamestown Town Hall Rosamond A. Tefft Council Chambers at 93 Narragansett Avenue at 5:50 p.m. by Council President Michael Schnack.  Senator M. Theresa Paiva-Weed and Representative Deborah Ruggiero were in attendance to review legislative initiatives and State policy issues impacting Jamestown.   

The following members were present:

Michael Schnack, President

Robert Bowen, Vice President

Michael White

William Murphy

Ellen Winsor

School Department members present:

Marcia Lukon, Superintendent
Cathy Kaiser, School Committee Chair

Dana K. Long 
B.J. Whitehouse
Julia K. Held
Also present:

Bruce R. Keiser, Town Administrator

Peter D. Ruggiero, Town Solicitor

Cheryl A. Fernstrom, Town Clerk

Town Administrator Keiser stated the purpose of this evening’s joint work session was to review information on active issues on the State level of interest to Jamestown, including school aid, teacher pension funding ratios, public employee healthcare benefits, collective bargaining, wind energy particularly net metering, municipal pass-through aid impacting our schools and community.  Senator Paiva-Weed referenced Governor Chafee’s mayoral background and sensitivity to the plight of municipalities, the challenges they face, the cuts made in State aid to municipalities and the sacrifices already made.  She stated in many ways RI is in better shape than many of the northeastern states.  Unfunded healthcare liability, unfunded pension liability and debt are problematic, with fourteen communities in challenging positions, particularly the cities of Providence, Pawtucket, Woonsocket and Central Falls.  Critical issues will need to be addressed over the next few years.  Jamestown is a well managed community, and few RI municipalities are in as good shape.  Post-retirement healthcare benefits are problematic, and Jamestown municipal employees are among the few in RI that do not receive post-retirement healthcare.  At the state level single coverage is provided and on the municipal level it is family coverage.  Of the three divisions of State subsidies - human services, municipal and other services - health subsidies will be the most challenging.  Healthcare is undergoing many changes nationally, and federal subsidies and reimbursements are dwindling.  Various health plans and the advantage of having one statewide plan for all public employees were discussed.   Senator Paiva-Weed stated infrastructure is another critical area, and she awaits Governor Chafee’s education funding formula.   
Representative Ruggiero stated she is honored to represent Jamestown, as it is fiscally sound.  There are twelve to fourteen communities in RI in dire straits, some on the brink of failure, and it hurts the state overall.  Representative Ruggiero referenced Resolutions prepared by cities and towns and school districts.  School Committee Chair Kaiser stated they understand what the Legislature is up against.  Senator Paiva-Weed stated she is proud of Jamestown and Newport for their efforts.  Housing aid was referenced, which went from $139,000 to $179,000.  School Committee members and Superintendent Lukon acknowledge the support of Representative Ruggiero and Senator Paiva-Weed for our schools.  Our Legislators acknowledge that Jamestown school officials recognize that all school children are important.  
Net Metering.  Senator Paiva-Weed is co-sponsor of a Net Metering Bill.  She referenced the public hearing being conducted by PUC Deputy Administrator Kevin Lynch on April 7th, with written testimony due by March 23rd.  She urged all towns to participate by writing letters, adopting resolutions and sending representation to the public hearing.   The issue at hand is whether excess power created by wind turbines should be classified as wholesale or retail.  It is of concern to all communities contemplating wind energy, and it is unclear if Jamestown will be affected.  National Grid is concerned wind energy can increase the cost to produce power and lower profits.  Council Vice President Bowen commented that National Grid has representation at every legislative session.  The Senator stated this is an issue of developer vs. a municipality, and her priority is the municipality that produces wind energy.  FERC issued a ruling which could have consequences for municipalities and their efforts on wind energy generation.  This is a complex issue and National Grid has a legitimate concern.  Representative Ruggiero commented on the need to protect municipalities who have prepared a wind energy plan.  Her concern is developers will buy farms and build wind turbines that produce more power than needed so that it can be sold back to National Grid at a higher price.  
Town Administrator Keiser referenced the March 2012 deadline for qualification for ARRA money.  The proposed interconnection study needs to be done soon.  Elevation limitation and keeping Jamestown on track were discussed.  Consultant Alteris will work with the FAA.  The ARRA financial deadline was referenced.  Jamestown requires a formal request letter from our Legislators.  Senator Paiva-Weed and Representative Ruggiero agree to send a letter of support.    

School Committee Chair Kaiser expressed the need to retain Commissioner of Education Deborah Gist.  The ProJo interview with Board of Regents Chair Caroulo and his remarks taken out of context was referenced.  The article should have been more positive,  his four children attended RI public schools.  Senator Paiva-Weed referenced the current level of misinformation and stated Commissioner Gist supports the appointment of Chair Caroulo.  Senator Paiva-Weed read a letter affirming that Gov. Chafee, Commissioner Gist and Chair Caroulo are all working together.   Commissioner Gist is an agent for change and what we need right now, and the Commissioner is comfortable with Gov. Chafee’s support for education reform.  
Significant changes have been made over the last few years.  Both Senator Paiva-Weed and Representative Ruggiero support Race to the Top.  Commissioner Gist has achieved in two years what her predecessor couldn’t do in 20 years.  Education reform will not succeed without teacher support (Race to the Top winners have 90% support of their teachers).  Superintendent Lukon commented on the need to prepare our children for the future.  There needs to be a vision, and families, teachers, legislators, school committees, etc. must work together.  In Finland teachers are held in high regard, and Finland is at the top in education. Our teachers need to be regarded and treated with respect.  School Committee member Whitehouse offers support for Commissioner Gist and her efforts.  Councilor Winsor suggested Regents Chair Caroulo write an op-ed piece to clear any misunderstandings.  Discussion ensued regarding the proposed three-tier diploma system, which was not adopted.  Without a nationwide diploma system, that may have proved discriminatory.  This may work in the future when education in our poorer communities is improved.  

Charter schools, which are working but have not yet risen to the level expected, were discussed.  Smart boards and other equipment were referenced.  Classrooms need to be equipped and teachers need to be trained in order to successfully use the educational tools available.  Representative Ruggiero commented critical thinking and social skills are lacking and need to be improved.  Discussion ensued regarding binding arbitration, which has been controversial for a period of time.  There are currently two House Bills on Binding Arbitration and a proposed study commission.  Senator Paiva-Weed commented everyone is trying to work together to get us through this.  
Town Administrator Keiser referenced the Resolution adopted by the League of Cities and Towns in support of statewide uniform health benefits for all public employees.  Senator Paiva-Weed commented there is a commission to study this, and there are over 100 different plans for RI public employees.  Our Legislators thanked Cathy Kaiser for her efforts on the State School Committee Board.  Municipal pass through aid was discussed.  Senator Paiva-Weed stated Gov. Chafee’s mayoral background has made him sensitive to municipal issues.  Federal level cuts, including CDBG, and other significant cuts to municipalities are problematic and of concern.  Currently no more ARRA money is available unless it is already encumbered.  
Superintendent Lukon asked if the State can replace the stimulus monies.  Our Legislators stated there is no more available State aid.  $70,000,000 of Federal funding was used to supplant State aid.  Jamestown received $89,000 less in State aid last year.  Discussion ensued regarding Federal education money for Jamestown.  A 1.2% decrease is anticipated.  In order to maintain funding, general revenue was supplanted by ARRA money, similar to what happened with tobacco money.  The State passed a budget that required budget reductions if ARRA money did not come through.  RI Department of Education funds are not precluded from supplanting Federal payments.  Per School Committee Chair Kaiser, for the last two years a good portion of State aid did not come from the State, it was Federal money, and a funding formula needs to be implemented.  Senator Paiva-Weed supported funding under the old system. Our Legislators are looking to move education forward and provide proper funding.  Discussion continued.    
Councilor Murphy commented on the Governor’s proposed lowering of the sales tax while adding more taxable items to raise revenue.  Senator Paiva-Weed referenced internet sales, which will deprive RI of an estimated $70,000,000 to $80,000,000 in sales tax revenue for FY 2012.  There are efforts to secure Federal legislation to regulate this called the Main Street Fairness Act. If passed, states could collect sales tax on internet sales.  Our economy is based on services rather than tangible goods, and small businesses are unfairly competing against internet sales.  Representative Ruggiero stated she has not seen the Governor’s budget, but it will be revealed tomorrow night.  There was further discussion of the budget and additional taxes.  Our Legislators stated they could support a 1% tax on groceries, but not on medications.  Discussion of declining revenues, the need for action on the Federal level, collection of State taxes, creating not cutting businesses and supporting good business practices continued.    
Wind Energy.  The May 15th deadline and ARRA funding were referenced.  Town Administrator Keiser stated the Town will adopt a Resolution on net metering at the March 21st meeting.  Solicitor Ruggiero will serve as an Intervenor.  Our Legislators pledge to help wherever they can and stress the importance of working together.  Discussion continued. Senator Paiva-Weed and Representative Ruggiero are thanked for coming this evening.  
Adjournment.  There being no further business to discuss, the joint work session was adjourned at 6:59 p.m.        
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