Dear School Board:

I wrote earlier of my extreme disappointment of the finance discussion within the SBAC. Here I’d like to lay out why I think the finance committee let down you, the School Board, and all taxpayers of Cape Elizabeth. 

First, the conclusion: the latest survey clearly showed a preference for both a new middle school and a tax impact of under 10%. In fact, combined, those results produced a solid majority of voter support. BOTH OF THESE THINGS CAN BE ACCOMPLISHED USING THE NUMBERS PROVIDED TO AND BY THE FINANCE COMMITTEE, YET THE COMMITTEE TOOK ZERO ACTION. And in fact, it can be done – a 9.25% tax increase can fund a $100 million project. Using the SBAC finance data, I’ll show you how. I’ll also show how at year 10 the $100 million option funded today has a LOWER TAX IMPACT than the renovation option modeled by the SBAC. 

Further, despite repeated entreaties that members wanted to minimize the impact on taxpayers, they chose an option that in the medium term (10-15 years) has the highest impact on those taxpayers and completed no recommendations or work to accomplish any such minimization.

To not add extra variables into this analysis, I simply used the SBAC Finance Committee’s own numbers (as best as they can be reproduced) to show as simply as possible how a $100 million project – whatever that might be – can be funded with a simple tax increase of well under 10%. Although the SBAC only utilized the town’s financial advisor for 45 minutes during its process, the prior town manager and finance advisor both indicated capital reserve funding was not only possible, but advisable and utilized in other jurisdictions. 

One quick note: because the SBAC did not produce its calculator or finance model in Excel, it was not possible to tie each number back to absolute precision. For your ease, I am providing the Excel backup. This will allow you to also adjust as you may wish. I think your educators would likely agree it is good practice when completing modeling, whether for finance or science, that such work be completed in a format which is transparent and able to be reproduced.

I am attaching the model and conclusions but will leave you with this table showing the relatively small differences between doing nothing (not really an option), doing the bare minimum, and creating a long term fiscally sustainable school building model. 

The comparisons of mill rates from a New Middle School vs the Renovation/New Cafeteria option is in the table below:

[image: ]

Of note, although not modeled because the SBAC did not produce this data (and one could reasonably conclude WHY they did not produce this data), the Renovation option would spike after year 10 due to the need for a more immediate “Next Major Project”, whereas the New MS option does not substantially increase because it pushes back the magnitude of the next major need. 

Were I in your shoes, I would demand of the town some answers to the town-side financial questions:

1. Why are you not reserving rolling off debt, and instead artificially lowering operating budgets using those funds?
2. Why don’t you put into place policies and tools to help fixed, lower income populations including seniors?
3. Why are you not utilizing the financial advisor you hired to assist with in depth modeling of the type presented here, to help citizens and elected officials understand how their tax dollars are being spent?
4. Why are you not implementing the capital funding plan in your goals for the past 2 years? 
5. What steps does the town intend to take to become more fiscally resilient as both school and town identified needs are deferred?
6. Is the town prepared to issue bonds that could go 15-20 years beyond the useful life of a project it is funding, whether purely school, purely municipal, or used by a combination of both?

In conclusion, there is no doubt that a smaller project now is at the margin slightly less expensive than a major project. And those with a short term sightline may prefer to defer expenses until they no longer live in Cape Elizabeth. The difference between kicking the can 10 years is marginal – under 4% of the total taxable receipts – but the difference in impact AND in long term fiscal security is much greater. Kicking the can to placate a small number of people who don’t plan to live here for more than 10 years AND don’t value the safety, security, and educational quality of our children and our largest town employer is poor fiscal planning. 

And while not in your direct purview, the town has ample opportunity to mitigate the financial burden – they have had this opportunity and so far do not seem to want to pursue any strategies. Neither did the SBAC finance team - despite much alleged concern - spend a single minute of their deliberations discussing these strategies. That is unfortunate for our neighbors who are indeed struggling. But it doesn’t mean those who genuinely do care can’t start now advocating for the town to do better.

With ongoing and deep appreciation,

Kevin Justh
9 Spruce Lane
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