M.O.R.E. Commission

Subcommittee on State Grants and Mandate Relief Subcommittee
Tuesday, February 02, 2010 11:00 AM
Capitol Room 310

Members Present: Nicastro, Tallarita, Fritz, Janowski, Bertrand, DeStefano, Fletcher, Frenaye, Labanara, Merrow, Waxenberg, Gara, Elder and Minor for Wood, Paul, Hart, Murphy, Henry, Russell for Markowski, Burbank, Casa, Murrell, Sharkey, Boukus
11:10AM the meeting was called to order by Rep. Tallarita.
Co-Chairs Representatives Nicastro and Tallarita welcomed everyone.
Gian-Carl Casa of CCM outlined to the sub-committee CCM’s position and recommendations for State Grants and Mandate Relief thru two packets: How to Spell Relief and Adopted State Budget FY 2009-10 Impacts on Connecticut’s Towns and Cities.  Casa stated there is no state aid, no revenue, no relief from mandates, and no income from the real estate conveyance tax.  He stated the municipalities must rely on layoffs or raise property taxes or both.  Casa went on to review the Adopted State Budget FY 2009-10 Impacts on Connecticut Towns and Cities packet which was comprised of twelve graphs pertaining to Municipal Aid, Pre-K to 12 Public Education Grants, ECS Grants: Changes from Previous Year(s), Special Ed Grants, the State’s Share of Pre-K to 12 Education Costs, Non-Education Aid Decreases from FY 2009, Town Aid Road Grant, Mashantucket Pequot-Mohegan Grant, Private Colleges and Hospital Property Pilot: State Owned Property, DECD Pilot and Tax Abatement Grants, Pilot: Manufacturing Machinery & Equipment.  Casa stated the states share of public education dollars is at its’ lowest point ever and that $30 million for town roads was promised and the first payment has not been met.  He stated the ECS Grant is the largest grant that municipalities get from the state and it has been flat since 09.   In summary, the municipalities costs have exceedingly risen and they are not getting anywhere near the revenue they once received.
Casa went on to review CCM’s packet entitled: How to Spell Relief.  The packet was comprised of mandates that are on the books. Significant mandates defining labor, binding arbration and wages are all mandates that the towns and the Connecticut General Assembly do not want to deal with. These referenced mandates are where the big money is.  Casa stated we need to change the way the towns are funded and mandates are imposed on them.

A dialogue followed between CCM (Casa) and the committee. Rep. Sharkey stated for the record:
Rep. Fritz stated some town mandates haven’t gone on the books yet and asked if it would help to postpone them.
Casa:  Yes, the time to do it is when the economy is up, state revenue is up and the towns have more money.

Rep. Sharkey: Would mandate relief would be good policy? 
Casa:  Yes. Any mandate would be a means not to rely on property taxes.

Rep. Sharkey: Is there any way to distinguish good mandates from silly ones? Are there some mandates that we can re-do?  How do we define mandates that we need to re-tune?   How can we carry out mandates without raising property taxes?

Casa: I would refer you to my packet: How to Spell Relief. I cited some examples on page 25.  Tax Exemption mandates are the biggest mandates that towns have.

Rep Sharkey:  Pilot Programs: Should we reverse them and allow towns to tax private colleges at their current mill rate and would it be fair to offer pilot payment to institutions that are paying the current mill rate?
Casa:  The starting point would be to take each mandate and ask how to better serve this . The starting point should be for the state to meet it’s mandates for the pilot programs that they have currently on the books. 

Rep. Nicastro:  What three unfunded mandates would you like to see suspended or done away with?

Casa:  Look at the mandates in How to Spell Relief.  We can’t impose huge costs on the towns. We have been able to come up with cost estimates.

Mark Waxenberg of CEA: Has anyone determined what the implications would be if a mandate would be removed? Example: shortening the school year?  I think a study should be done to determine the impact and the consequences.
Rep. Fritz:  How do you determine that? Would you do a comparison of test scores and economic regions based on the number of school days 180 more or less?

Casa: It should be looked at. It would allow each town to reach its own conclusions.

Rep. Fritz: Magnet schools are not included and school unions are numerous.

Casa:  We should do regional master contracts for public employees.
Rep. Janowski:   Removing the mandate that governs the posting of legal notices is something we can do now.  It’s a start for cost savings. We should post them electronically and put them on Town Hall Bulletin Boards and the Town Clerks Office.  In addition, we can indicate on peoples tax bills how they can obtain the information.
Rep. Sharkey:  This year’s recommendations must still go to a public hearing.  We need to try and identify 50-60 mandates that we could suspend for three years and then re-visit them. We need to determine the impact and savings over a three year period and if we reinstate them who is going to fund them?
Casa: It’s a good idea.  

Rep. Fritz:  Telecommunications property is taxable.  It only appreciates down to 30%.
Casa:  I agree. 
Barbara Henry Roxbury’s First Selectman and vice-chairman of COST:  Roxbury could benefit from the telecommunications tax.  I am concerned about binding arbriation  and pre-vailing wage laws.  The telecommunication tax and real estate conveyance tax don’t cost the state any money and would be a big relief to cities and towns.             

Rep. Tallarita:  Recognizing that binding arbitration and minimum wage are the top two mandates please compile a list of 3 mandates that are short term in time for next weeks meeting.
Rep. Boukus:  Repealing possessions of evicted tenants and the posting requires is an expense for every town.  I would like to see some figures to see what towns are spending.

Casa:  I will get you some figures.  If you reference page 22 of How to Spell Relief the figures are there for evicited tenants mandates.

Rep. Boukus:  The conveyance tax should be a sunset.

Casa:  The conveyance tax was a sunset loss of $30-$40 million and was put in place for budget cuts and was never rectified.

Rep. Tallarita: I want to remind everyone that your list of mandates is due by next Tuesdays meeting.

Betsy Gara of COST:  I will put together a list of mandates that can be cut in time for next weeks meeting.

Mark Waxenberg of CEA: We need to examine the short term mandates and their cost drivers from a regional perspective.

Rep. Tallarita:  Part of our mission is to determine what towns want to head in that direction.

Rep, Boukus: We need to get the executive summary for binding arbitration.

Rep. Fritz:  Education requires a lot of reporting. The mandate that was passed in 2009 directed the magnet schools to send student applications to attend to the school district where the student resides.

Casa:  that mandate was created with unintended consequences. I don’t believe that these types of mandates are necessary.  They can be dealt with in a more effective way.

Matt Hart Mansfield’s Town Manager:  I am concerned about mandates for Special Education. Are property taxes the best way to finance Special Ed?  We need to look at the overall mix for cities and towns. 
Rep. Nicastro:  This committee is charged with making sort and long term recommendations. I would like to be able to go back to our voters and tell them about all our good work. We can do this!

Rep. Tallarita:  I want to thank all of you for being here. Our next meeting will be next Tuesday, February 9th. I assume it will be in Room 310 at the State Capitol.  Please leave your email address with staff.  Next week we will here from PRI and the State Dept of Education and then we will hear from OPM and FA on state grants and how they are figured out.

Rep. Fritz:  I am pushing telecommunications. We need to get a draft.

Rep. Boukus: Several legislators will be submitting bills before the 5th, so Mary is right.

Rep. Tallarita:  Talk to your towns.  Come back next week with the top five mandates that are concerning them.

Rep. Tallarita: Meeting adjourned: 12:23pm.  

