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Question of the Week: 

In alignment with the Board of Education’s Legislative Affairs Committee’s goal of enhancing 
communication with the community, Garden City Public Schools has continued its “Question of the 

Week” feature. If you have a question you’d like answered about public or board policy, school district 
operations, or budget preparation and voting, please email: knightc@gcufsd.net.  

 

Q: I recently read that the Garden City School District is slated to receive a larger increase in state aid 

for the 2015-2016 school year. Why is the figure included in the school district’s 2015-2016 proposed 

budget nearly half the state aid figure published by the media? 

A: On April 1st, Newsday published 2015-2016 state aid figures for all Long Island school 

districts. The aid figure noted for Garden City indicated an increase of $431,206 (9.51%) in state 

aid.* At the April 15th Board of Education Budget Work Session, Superintendent of Schools Dr. 

Robert Feirsen noted that the increase was actually $267,108, and that most of “the increase 

results almost entirely from a reduction of the Gap Elimination Adjustment (GEA) from the 

previous year.” The discrepancy between Newsday’s figures and the April 15th Budget 

presentation are “the result of the paper’s use of the Legislative budget figure as the base line 

(last year’s budget) to report the increase, which does not tie back to our projected budget,” 

explained Ms. Dana DiCapua, Assistant Superintendent for Business & Finance. “The base year 

was understated by more than $100,000, thus giving the appearance of a much larger increase 

than what we actually receive.”     

Remembering that Garden City’s state aid is still being reduced by the GEA (a total of 

$5,262,894), the “increase” in state aid is actually monies due Garden City by the state’s own 

formulas, not a meaningful increase in state aid. Furthermore, the state budget ties any increases 

in state aid to the State Education Department’s “approval of a new district Annual Professional 

Performance Review (APPR) plan that places more emphasis on statewide high stakes exams 

and includes other mandated provisions,” stated Dr. Feirsen at the Board’s fifth Budget Work 

Session on April 15th. “And, once again the school aid proposal seems to ignore the higher cost 

of living on Long Island.” 

He continued, pointing out that state aid, the only other major source of revenue for Garden City 

Public Schools besides property taxes, has decreased by 11% since 2008, even as mandates have 

increased, technology has changed tremendously, there is a need for increased security at our 

schools, and the tax levy cap has been imposed. Since 1990, state aid for Garden City Public 

Schools has dropped by more than half from 10.19% ti 4.92%.  
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“We continue to get squeezed,” said Dr. Feirsen. “The reduction in state aid limits funding for 

vitally important program enhancements, staff development, curriculum development, academic 

support, and other initiatives devoted to making sure our students master the high quality, 

multifaceted curriculum required to be college and career ready and be prepared for an active 

role in their community.” 

*Newsday, 4/1/2015, page A23.  
 

Q: I understand there will be a new proposition on the ballot on May 19th. What is Proposition II? 

A: Yes, three items will appear on the May 19th ballot. Proposition I is the school district budget. 

The referendum will read, “PROPOSITION I: BUDGET RESOLUTION—Resolved, that the Board of 

Education of the Garden City Union Free School District be and hereby is authorized to expend 

the sum of $110,158,627 as the budget for the 2015-2016 fiscal year and to levy the necessary tax 

for this purpose.”  

A second proposition will appear requesting voter approval for the creation of a Capital Reserve 

Fund. At no cost to taxpayers, this reserve will allow the district to maximize resources and 

eliminates the need to ask taxpayers to bond for projects too large to be contained in the annual 

budget. Some of the funds to establish the construction and renovation reserve already exist in 

different funds that cannot be accessed for capital projects. A majority vote is required to 

establish the reserve, and a public vote must also be held for the approval of any projects. 

Proposition II will read, “PROPOSITION II: CAPITAL RESERVE— Shall the Board of Education 

of the Garden City Union Free School District be authorized to establish a capital reserve fund 

pursuant to Section 3651 of the New York Education Law to be known as the Garden City Union 

Free School District Capital Reserve Fund for a probable term of eight years in an ultimate 

amount of ten million ($10,000,000.00) dollars, whose purpose shall be to fund in whole or in 

part, capital improvements to the facilities of the district, including but not limited to 

reconstruction and renovation of facilities, roofing, asbestos abatement and insulation, masonry 

work, windows, lighting, security enhancements, synthetic field and track, HVAC, site-work and 

related work, with such funds to be obtained from a transfer of excess money from the General 

Municipal Law section 6-p Reserve Fund which is proposed to be discontinued; and end of year 

budget surplus funds; and/or budgetary appropriations; amounts from certain other reserve funds 

as authorized by law; other funds that may be legally appropriated; and the interest accrued on 

such funds over the term of the capital reserve fund.” 

 In proposing this proposition for public vote, it is important for voters to understand: 

1. There is no cost to taxpayers.  

2. The Capital Reserve Fund will help to eliminate the need to bond, thus saving interest 

costs on debt service for future capital projects. 

3. The community votes to create the fund and to approve any projects. These projects are 

noted, so voters know what work they are approving.  

4. Looking forward, Garden City Public Schools will need to invest in its infrastructure to 

maintain the quality of educational and work spaces. The Capital Reserve will provide 

funds to address projects that touch all nine of the district’s buildings. 

5. One of the projected projects is the replacement of the high school turf field. Although 

the field is properly maintained, it has reached its useful lifespan of 10 years. Also 

covered by the fund are monies for general reconstruction and renovation projects, such 



as roofing at Homestead and Stratford, asbestos abatement and insulation, sidewalks, 

windows, security lighting, HVAC, and related work. 

 

The third item on the ballot lists candidates for the two open Board of Education seats. 

    
Q: What are the implications of the Governor’s 2015-2016 Budget for Garden City Public Schools? 

A: “Impossible to tell,” explained Superintendent of Schools Dr. Robert Feirsen. “The Governor has 
pushed for state legislators to approve his 2015-2016 proposed budget by the April 1st deadline. This is 
problematic for all New York State public school districts, including Garden City Public Schools, because 
districts must submit their tax levy limits to the State Comptroller by March 1st.”  Not knowing what the 
state aid numbers are when school districts are building their budgets puts them in a difficult position. 
The tax levy limit (see below) is the percentage that districts are, by law, allowed to increase the 
district’s total tax levy.  

In his State-of-the-State/Budget presentation on January 21st, the Governor explained that the state aid 
“runs” (the breakout of each district’s state aid for the following year) may not be available until just 
prior to the April 1st deadline.  

Garden City School District relies primarily only two sources of revenue – property taxes (limited by the 
2011 “tax cap” law) and the state aid (about 5% of the district’s budget) written into the Governor’s 
budget. “Without knowing what the Governor’s budget allocates for Garden City, we are forced to use 
the prior year’s allocation as our best estimate, and we cannot be confident of our accuracy,” explained 
Assistant Superintendent for Business & Finance Ms. Dana DiCapua.   

In his “2015 Opportunity Agenda” presentation, the Governor also proposed that state aid increases be 
withheld from school districts if districts do not agree to make student assessments 50% of teacher 
evaluations with the other 50% being based on “independent classroom observations.” This would 
change how teacher evaluations, known as APPR (Annual Professional Performance Review), will be 
calculated in all New York State public school districts. The 50%/50% revision is one of many educational 
changes proposed by the Governor. Additional changes include raising the cap on charter schools, 
offering financial incentives to teachers, increasing the requirements of teacher tenure to those who are 
rated “effective” for five years, and offering lotteries for school choice to students in failing schools.  

To view the complete list of the Governor’s education proposals, visit: 

https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/2015-opportunity-agenda. 

 

Q: What is New York State’s tax cap? 

A: On June 24, 2011, New York State’s Governor Andrew Cuomo signed into law Chapter 97 of the Laws 
(the “Act”), which changed the way school districts must budget. To date, it remains the strictest cap in 
the nation. Although the new law is commonly referred to as the “two percent tax cap,” it does not, in 
fact, restrict any proposed tax levy increase to two percent.  

Under the tax levy limit law, the growth in the property tax levy, that is, the total amount to be raised 
through property taxes charged on the school district’s taxable assessed value of property, will be 
capped at two percent or the rate of inflation, whichever is lower, with very few exceptions. Public 
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school districts, like Garden City, are required to limit the total tax levy – the amount needed to provide 
educational services – to the “tax levy limit.” That amount is determined by each public school district 
according to a complex 8-step formula tied to the annual CPI (the cost of living as determined by New 
York State). The maximum allowable levy varies district-to-district, and year-to-year.  

Below is the 8-step formula: 

 

Each year in May, voters are asked to vote in the school elections. A district choosing to present a 
budget that exceeds the maximum allowable levy must achieve at least a 60% “supermajority” of the 
vote for budget approval. Since the implementation of the tax levy limit law, Garden City’s budget has 
passed by a supermajority, even though the district has not exceeded its tax levy limit since the law was 
implemented (2012 = 63.5%; 2013 = 65.4%; 2014 = 73.9%).  

 

Q: What are some common misconceptions about the tax cap? 

A: Since the implementation of the tax cap, many assumptions and misconceptions have surfaced. For 

example, the new tax levy cap is NOT: 

 A limit on the tax increase in dollars that an individual property owner might pay (A 
property owner’s tax rate will vary according to changes in the property owner’s 
assessment.) 

 A limit on assessment changes (Property assessments in Nassau County are determined 
by the County Assessor’s Office.) 

 A direct control on the tax rate (A property owner’s tax rate is separate and apart from 

the “tax levy limit” - the aggregate tax levy a school district can raise through property 
taxes charged on the school district’s taxable total assessed value of property.) 

 An end to voting on school budgets (Budget Vote Day is always the third Tuesday in 
May). 

 A 2% cap on property tax increases or any tax increase (Allowable “exclusions” and 
“adjustments” permit districts to present budget percentage increases above 2% and 
still be in compliance with the law; if approved by a “supermajority” of voters, any 
school district in the State can override its “tax levy limit.”)    



 A one-year issue.  

 An effective way to control costs and ensure high quality (Local control has been the 
way school districts have operated. Members of the board of education are elected to 
serve as representatives of the community. The annual school budget is voted on by a 
school district’s constituency. These measures were enacted to provide effective cost 
and quality checks and balances at the local level.)    

 

Q: What is New York State’s Property Tax Freeze Credit? 

A: Adding further public pressure, the state legislature recently passed the “New York State Property Tax 
Freeze Credit,” a two-year program which provides taxpayers with a rebate check in Year 1 (2014-2015) 
if the district stays within the “cap,” and a second rebate in Year 2 (2015-2016) if the district stays within 
the cap and achieves efficiencies totaling 1% of the current tax levy as approved by the state through 
consolidation of services.  

For Garden City Public Schools, this means demonstrating efficiencies totaling approximately 
$1,000,000. With such restrictions on resources—90%+ of Garden City’s budget relies on local school 
taxes— maintaining the district’s award-winning educational program has required difficult decisions. 

 

Q: How much federal and state aid does Garden City receive? 

A: Revenues available to operate Garden City Public Schools are primarily limited to two sources: aid 
from the federal and state governments and property taxes. The overwhelming percentage of revenues 
for Garden City comes from property taxes. 

On the federal aid side, although in September, 2010, New York State received nearly $700 million of 
the $4.35 billion Race to the Top (RTTT) federal dollars to implement educational reform, to date, 
Garden City has received $0. However, the district was required, by law, to comply will all of RTTT 
requirements (an example of an unfunded mandate).  

In terms of state aid, Garden City Public Schools receives 4.86% of its annual revenue from state aid. 
State aid changes year-to-year, based on the amount included in the Governor’s annual budget and 
approved by the state legislature. Each district receives an amount calculated by the state aid formula.   

Due to its demographics, Garden City Public Schools receives the least amount of state aid of all its 
comparator group school districts, i.e., comparable, high achieving school districts. This group includes 
Cold Spring Harbor, East Williston, Great Neck, Herricks, Jericho, Locust Valley, Manhasset, North Shore, 
Port Washington, Rockville Centre, Roslyn, and Syosset. 

Further, state aid to the school district has been cut by more than half since 1990 from 10.19% to 4.86% 
for 2014. 

It is important to note that, since 2010, the Governor’s budget has also included a new aid-cutting 
program for school districts called the Gap Elimination Adjustment (GEA). This program, seldom 
mentioned by the governor’s office, has taken away $4,683,574 in state aid from Garden City Public 
Schools since its inception under Governor Patterson (see below).  



Q: What is the GEA?  

A: New York State’s Gap Elimination Adjustment (GEA) began in the 2009-2010 school year (then known 
as the DRA, the Deficient Reduction Assessment) as an emergency measure to address a multi-billion 
dollar state budget deficit by withholding a portion of the state aid allocated to school districts by the 
state’s own formulas. The DRA reduced aid to schools that year by $1.5 billion. The financial blow was 
partially offset by an influx of federal dollars through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009 (ARRA).  

Since then, the DRA, renamed the GEA, has been retained as part of each year’s state budget by state 
leaders, but there have been no further federal grants to offset the financial impact to New York State’s 
public school districts.  

The financial pressures placed on school districts in the past 5 years are unprecedented - a “perfect 
storm” of a downward economy and a flurry of new legislation and mandates that limit districts’ ability 
to respond and oversee decision-making at the local level.  

 

Q: How has the GEA impacted Garden City Public Schools? 

A: For Garden City Public Schools, the 5-year net loss to GEA has totaled $4,683,574 (this number does 
not include any GEA reduction included in the Governor’s 2015-2016 proposed budget). An infographic 
illustrating the recent GEA losses to Garden City is posted to the district’s website 
(www.gardencity.k12.ny.us) under “Recent News.”  

The impact of the GEA on Garden City Public Schools has been substantial. Although 95% of the 
revenues to keep the district operational come from local property taxes, the other 5%, approximately 
$5 million, comes from state and federal aid.  

 

Q: Will the school aid lost in previous years to the GEA be restored to school districts? 

A: No. The only “restoration” of GEA monies is accomplished by amending the state budget in an 
upcoming year. Monies lost to the GEA in past years will not be made up.  

Legislators are currently in budget deliberations in Albany regarding the specifics of the Governor’s 
proposed state budget. It is important to note that if the legislature decides to include any restoration of 
GEA monies to districts, it will not be a fixed percentage or amount. Since the GEA and any restoration 
of GEA monies are tied to the state aid formulas, the restoration amount, if any, will vary district-to-
district. 

Seeing districts’ financial “big picture” over the past few years is important to framing the distress that 
many school districts are experiencing. The loss of state aid has been a trend of declining government 
support for public schools for over a decade. For example, in a recently released financial report, state 
aid allocated to Garden City Public Schools has dropped from 10.19% in 1990 to 4.86% in 2014. 

A recent release by civic groups and public education advocates (see “EITC – Diversion of 

Public Funds” posted on the district website; Superintendent; Education Updates), indicates that 

“more than half of public schools are still receiving less state aid in 2014 than they did in 2008; 



… there is a shortfall of more than $1 billion in Gap Elimination Adjustments (GEA) related to 

public school funding; and …. the state still owes $4 billion in foundation aid to school districts, 

as promised after the resolution of the Campaign for Fiscal Equality (CFE) lawsuit.”  
  

Q: Is the GEA going away? 

A: It is impossible to predict at this time given that the details of the Governor’s proposed budget 
unveiled during his State-of-the-State Address/Budget Presentation on January 21st are still to be 
revealed, and there was no mention of the GEA. A bill designed to restore more GEA funds to school 
districts was passed by the NYS Senate in early 2014, but the Assembly did not take action.  

Without a public response, there is little incentive for state leaders to completely eliminate the GEA. 
Parents and residents should be aware of its cost to their local schools. The Governor’s proposed 2015-
2016 education initiatives contain substantial changes that will spell more financial pressures placed on 
school districts and further loss of local control if approved by legislators. To view the Governor’s “2015 
Opportunity Agenda,” visit the district website, Superintendent, Education Updates. 

Your voice can make a difference. Garden City’s reputation as a “destination location” - a community 
people seek out in which to live, work, raise their families, and stay - is due in no small part to the 
excellence of our schools. The funding required to maintain our nationally-recognized educational 
program is being stressed as never before. You can help by sharing your concerns will our 
representatives in Albany as they deliberate on the Governor’s budget and education proposals. Please 
call or email:   

Senator Kemp Hannon 
595 Stewart Avenue, Suite 540 
Garden City, New York 11530 

(516) 739-1700 
hannon@nysenate.gov 

  
Assemblyman Edward Ra 

825 East Gate Blvd., Suite 207 
Garden City, New York 11530 

(516) 535-4095 
rae@assemly.state.ny.us 

  
NYS Regent Roger Tilles 

100 Crossways Park West, Suite 107 
Woodbury, New York 11797 

(516) 364-2533 
Regent.Tilles@nysed.gov 

  
NYS Commissioner of Education 

89 Washington Avenue 
Albany, New York 12234 

(518) 474-3852 
commissioner@mail.nysed.gov 

 



Q: What are unfunded mandates? 

A: Mandates applicable to school districts are designed and approved by the legislature to address a 
perceived and/or demonstrated need. School districts cannot “opt-out” of mandates. Mandates 
typically have little or no dollars in aid attached to them. Many mandates are helpful in improving public 
schools, such as requiring defibrillators in school buildings. Others carry a heavy burden of time such as 
the myriad of more-and-more detailed data reporting that has been required by the state in the past 
few years. District demographic data, in-district student data, such as attendance and grades, and out-of 
district private school student data (including for district-of-residence and district-of-attendance 
students); teacher data required for the Annual Professional Performance Review (APPR), course 
descriptions, and graduation statistics, just to name a few, all require the time of trained and certified 
personnel with the oversight of building and district administrators.    

 

Q: What is the difference between the “tax levy” and a property owner’s “tax rate”? 

A: It is important to understand the distinction between “tax levy” and “tax rate.” The tax levy limit law 
restricts school districts’ and municipalities’ total tax levy, and is different from an individual property 
owner’s tax rate.  

Each school district must not exceed its total tax levy limit, unless school district residents 
override the tax levy limit with a 60% supermajority, regardless of changes that occur with homeowners’ 
property assessments, regional differences in cost of living increases, or school district performance.  

A property owner’s tax rate will change depending on changes in assessment, e.g., if a property 
owner modifies a property or successfully grieves his/her property taxes. 
 

 

Q: Does the tax levy limit mean my school property taxes will be reduced? 

A: The tax levy limit law does not cap an individual’s property taxes from increasing by a maximum of 
two percent. An individual’s property school tax will vary according to their assessed property value. Any 
increases or reductions in the assessed property value since the last assessment will change the tax bill 
accordingly. Increases in individual property tax bills are often different from increases in the tax levy 
due to a variety of factors outside a school district’s control, such as the property’s assessed value, the 
assessed value of all Garden City properties, tax certiorari settlements, and adjusted base proportions, 
and this will continue to be true.  

 

Q: How have programs and services in the school district been affected by the tax levy limit law? 

A: All New York State public school districts, regardless of fiscal solvency or student performance, have 
faced great financial challenges formulating budgets the community will support since the law went into 
effect.  

After five years of reduced state aid (Garden City receives the least amount of state aid of all its 
comparator group*), coupled with escalating costs (there is no accommodation for the high cost of living 
on Long Island vs. upstate New York), and with no meaningful mandate relief, compliance with the tax 



levy cap has required further reductions in the areas of programs and personnel. The district’s value to 
the community is well known. As time goes on, it will require intensive work by the Board of Education 
and district administration to preserve, to the greatest extent possible, the district’s nationally 
recognized educational program.  

 

Q: I understand that many important education-related budget decisions are currently being decided 

in Albany to meet the Governor’s April 1st budget deadline. How can I inform our legislators of my 

opinion on the proposed state budget and how proposed education reforms may affect Garden City 

Public Schools? 

A: It’s true – deliberations about the Governor’s proposed education reforms and their impact on 
Garden City Public Schools are currently going on in Albany. Your elected officials need to hear from you 
before the 2015-2016 budget discussions conclude to make your opinion count. To facilitate the process, 
the Garden City Parent Teachers Association (GCPTA) created a sample letter to our representatives in 
Albany and an online action template that makes it quick and easy to participate. The sample letter is in 
an editable format, so you can add your own thoughts and modify the letter accordingly. With a click of 
your mouse, the letter can automatically be sent to our Governor, State Senators, and/or State 
Assemblyman.    

To learn more about the issues and the budget process, there is a great deal of information on the 
district website: www.gardencity.k12.ny.us  under the “Budget Information” tab. Other helpful 
information about the issues is posted under the Superintendent’s tab: “Education Updates” and “The 
District in Action.”   

 

Q: How can I participate in the school district’s budget formulation process? 

A: At the district level, learning what Garden City residents value in our public schools is the key to 
budget process. The Board of Education and district administration work within the confines of the law 
to formulate the annual school district budget. But input from the community is critical. Residents are 
encouraged to become involved in the budget process by attending public meetings (dates and times 
are posted to the website) and reviewing printed media releases and budget materials available on the 
district website. All budget meetings are open to the public, begin at 8:15 p.m., and are held at Garden 
City High School. Each meeting provides time for public participation. 
 

Q: What is New York State’s 2015-2016 tax levy limit for Garden City Public Schools? 

A: Using New York State’s tax levy limit formula, the maximum tax levy limit for Garden City Public 
Schools for the 2015-2016 school year is 0.69%. The district has proposed this percentage as the tax levy 
increase (with STAR), with a budget-to-budget increase of $585,334. The very low budget-to-budget 
increase is due to a significant decrease in mandated pension contributions (set by the state). 
Contributions to the Teachers’ Retirement System decreased from 17.53% to 13.26%. 
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Q: Is the “2%” tax levy limit the same for all New York State public school districts? 

A: No. Individual school districts each have a unique “maximum allowable tax levy limit” which is 
calculated by the district and submitted to the State by March 1st of each year. The “maximum allowable 
tax levy limit” is a dollar amount calculated by each district through use of the state’s prescribed eight-
step formula. Because the “maximum allowable tax levy limit” includes a number of adjustments and 
exclusions, a district may actually propose a budget with a tax levy that is higher or lower (as is the case 
of Garden City) than the “2%” cap. 

The key point to remember is that the “maximum allowable tax levy limit” for school districts requires a 
simple majority of the vote (50% + 1). A tax levy increase above the “maximum allowable tax levy limit” 
requires a “supermajority” (60%) for passage.  

 

Q: Why is Garden City’s 2015-2016 tax levy limit so much lower than 2014-2015? 

A: Using the state’s eight-step formula, the 2014-2015 maximum allowable tax levy increase for Garden 
City Public Schools was 1.58%. For 2015-2016, the levy limit is 0.69%. The formula uses several plug-ins 
unique to each school district to arrive at a district’s maximum allowable tax levy, so as year-to-year 
adjustments and exclusions change for the district, the allowable levy changes. Because of Garden City’s 
decreased capital tax levy (which includes debt service on the district’s bonds) and a small increase in 
PILOT*, the maximum allowable tax levy has decreased.  

*A PILOT is a payment in lieu of taxes made to compensate a local government for some or all of the tax 
revenue that it loses because of the nature of the ownership or use of a particular piece of real property. 
Usually it relates to the foregone property tax revenue.  

Q: Under the tax cap legislation, is the school district’s tax levy increase the same as the County’s or 

the Village’s? 

A: No. Due to exemptions, the specific nature of programs and services, and other sources of revenue 
available, each level of government is affected somewhat differently. Unlike a municipality such as the 
Village of Garden City, the school district cannot raise additional revenue by initiating special fees, 
charging for sports teams, conducting fundraising, or other cost-shifting practices. 

A school district’s budget is broad in scope, governed by strict regulations, audited by three separate 
auditors, and impacted by many factors outside of its control. And much of the information needed to 
formulate the budget, such as the amount of state aid the district will receive, total student enrollment, 
the number of special needs students for the upcoming school year, and the cost of unfunded 
mandates, is unknown during the budget-building process. 

In contrast, while Garden City Public Schools needs a “supermajority,” or 60% voter approval to pierce 
its annual tax levy limit, the Village government only needs the approval of 5 of the 8 Village Trustees to 
constitute a 60% “supermajority” to pass its budget.  

 

 



Q: How does New York State’s legislation differ from other states’ tax levy caps? 

A: Other states have tax caps in place – California, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Indiana, and Michigan, 
for example. Each state has its own formula, and each is very different.  In New York, the Governor and 
the State Legislature seem to have modeled the tax cap after what is in place in Massachusetts. There 
are many significant differences, however. Massachusetts passed a more balanced cap upon 
implementation and simultaneously offset losses in tax revenues with significant increases in state aid. 
   

New York passed the most stringent tax cap in the nation in 2011 at the height of the Great 
Recession despite reductions in state aid, the addition of numerous unfunded mandates, and cost-
shifting to local school districts, while simultaneously taking away more and more control from local 
school boards and resident taxpayers. 

 
NOTE: Some states require only local board of education approval for budget passage and not a public 
referendum. In other words, the duly elected officials of the community vote to determine the school 
tax levy, not the voters themselves. 

  
Here are a few differences of note between New York State’s tax levy limit and other states’ caps: 

 Massachusetts set the cap at 2.5%, not 2%, and any increases under 2.5% did not require a 
vote. Pennsylvania has a similar cap that triggers a public vote only when a district seeks to 
pierce the tax levy limit.  

 In Massachusetts, increases above 2.5% could be approved by a simple majority, not a 
“supermajority” (60%) as in New York State. 

 Massachusetts offset the loss of property tax revenue with substantial increases in state aid the 
year the cap went into effect. There, the state significantly increased aid by the annual CPI 
(Consumer Price Index), plus 8.6% per year to minimize the impact to taxpayers and school 
districts at the local level.  

 Enrollment declines also helped offset losses of revenue. In New York, the Governor has also 
pointed to declining enrollments as a justification for reduced school budgets, even though 
mandated costs have continued to rise.  

 School districts in Massachusetts, and in many other states, are permitted to advocate for 
budget passage. By law, New York school districts cannot advocate for budget passage. They 
may only state what programs and personnel will be eliminated to meet the tax levy limit. 

 The long term impact of California’s tax cap (implemented when California had one of the top 
educational systems in the nation) is seen in the steady decline of its educational system since 
the cap was imposed.  

 The New York cap makes no regional cost-of-living allowances. Long Island is significantly more 
expensive than other areas of New York State. The 2014 Long Island Education Costs and 
Outcomes report by the Long Island Association and the Long Island Education Coalition 
contains a cost comparison for $1,000 of purchasing power across the state. The research data 
indicated that the Long Island/NYC region ranked 9th in the state with a purchasing power of 
$672 compared to the North Country area of $1,000.  

 New York’s tax cap, the GEA, and the Tax Freeze Credit program were implemented at a time of 
significant increases in pension and health care costs, the phase-in of mandated new 
assessments and curricula, and mandated personnel evaluation system (APPR). A new APPR 
system is currently under review by legislators as part of the Governor’s “Opportunity Agenda.” 

 



Q: Under New York State’s tax levy law, what happens if the school district budget is defeated? 

A: Under the new tax levy law, if a school district budget is defeated, the Board of Education has two 
choices:  

1. Adopt the budget with a 0% percent tax levy increase.  

2. Place the same budget or a revised budget before the voters again in June.  

A failure to achieve the required passing rate in a June re-vote (law requires that a re-vote must take 
place within four weeks of a failed budget vote) will mean that the tax levy increase will automatically 
be set at 0%, and the allowances for excessive pension costs, bond interest, etc. will no longer apply. A 
0% tax levy increase budget would require Garden City Public Schools to make multi-million dollar 
reductions.  

In addition, school districts that do not receive approval from the voters for their budgets are required 
to develop “contingent” or “austerity” budgets that strictly limit the types of activities, programs, 
services and purchases that may be funded. 

 

Q: Personnel costs are the largest component of a school district’s budget. Can contracts be 

renegotiated? 

 A: Yes, the district can renegotiate contracts, however, this is a two-party event. Garden City Public 
Schools cannot unilaterally change the terms of its agreements with the four bargaining units: Garden 
City Teachers Association, CSEA (civil service), paraprofessionals, and the administrative unit. To re-open 
a contract would require agreement on both sides. 

Typically, each unit has a negotiating team: a labor relations specialist or an attorney for the bargaining 
unit and the Assistant Superintendents for Business and Personnel, plus the district’s attorney 
negotiating for the district. 

Without both parties agreeing, a contract cannot be renegotiated, even if the term of the contract has 
expired. Unlike in private industry, under the 1982 Triborough Amendment to the Taylor Law, a public 
employer is prohibited from altering any provision of an expired labor agreement until a new agreement 
is reached. This amendment, which was originally approved with the strong support of unions, has the 
effect of requiring automatic pay increases where a salary step schedule or longevity schedule exists, 
even though the labor agreement has expired. Consequently, a public employer's salary costs can 
continue to rise even when labor negotiations have reached an impasse. 

The school district enjoys productive relationships with its bargaining units, but also clearly recognizes 
its obligation to seek contracts that reflect today’s difficult economic environment and demonstrate a 
commitment to fiscal prudence. 

To learn more, visit: www.seethroughny.net. 

 

 

http://www.seethroughny.net/


Q: If employee pension costs are driving school budgets higher, can the district contribute less? 

A: No, public schools in New York State are mandated to belong to and contribute to both the 
Employees' Retirement System (ERS) and the Teachers' Retirement System (TRS). School districts are 
required to offer employees the opportunity to belong to one of these public pension systems. The 
contribution rates are determined by the ERS and TRS Boards based on a five-year rolling average of 
returns on investment and future needs as computed through actuarial analysis. Garden City Public 
Schools has no discretion in terms of setting the rates. 

To amend school districts' mandatory pension contributions would require action by the Governor and 
State Legislature. “A bill that alters public pension benefits must be initiated by the State Legislature, 
approved by both the Assembly and Senate, and signed into law by the Governor,” states the TRS 
website. 

The District cannot borrow to pay these expenses, nor can it arrange extra fees, such as municipalities 
can, to generate additional revenue streams. This includes being prohibited from implementing “pay to 
play” fees, i.e., charging parents for students' participation in sports teams. 

To assist with the escalating costs of the public pension systems, the Governor signed the “Stable 
Contribution Option” into law on March 29, 2013. The law provides a “smoothing” of the required 
pension contributions in the present, in favor of spending possibly more, depending on the annual rate 
set by the TRS Board, later on. The Stable Contribution Option is a seven-year TRS plan that requires a 
mandatory 14% contribution for years one and two, 16% for the next two years, and 18% for the final 
three years. In year eight, districts would revert back to paying “actuarially required contribution rate as 
calculated by NYSTRS.” If the TRS increase goes below any of the fixed rates, then districts could be 
paying more than they would in the absence of adopting the plan. (http://www.nystrs.org/main/library/ 
StableOptionFacts.pdf). Garden City elected not to participate in the program. 

 

Q: What are the taxable property types in Nassau County? 

A: There are four property categories:  

 Class 1: Includes most residential property.  

 Class 2: Includes all other property that is primarily residential, such as cooperatives and 
condominiums.  

 Class 3: Includes utility property.  
 Class 4: Includes all commercial and industrial property, such as office, factory buildings 

 

Q: How can a Class 1 property owner in Garden City calculate his/her tax bill? 

A: A Garden City property owner’s Class 1* assessment is set by the Nassau County Department of 
Assessment. The tax rate is usually expressed in dollars per hundred of assessed value and is multiplied 
by the taxable assessed value to determine tax liability. The assessment is unique to each property and 
varies depending on a number of factors including lot and structure square footage, number of 
bedrooms, bathrooms, etc.   

http://www.nystrs.org/main/library/


To aid Class 1 owners in calculating his/her property taxes, Garden City School District has placed a 
property tax calculator on the district website. The instructions and calculator are available at: 
www.gardencity.k12.ny.us; Budget Information, Voter Information. 

Nassau County’s Department of Assessment has compiled Frequently Asked Questions about tax rates. 
The information is available at:  http://www.nassaucountyny.gov/mynassauproperty/faq.jsp. 

 

Q: Who is eligible to vote in school elections? Does each household qualify for only one vote? What 

about renters? How can a registered voter cast a ballot if he/she will be out of town on Vote Day? 

A: It is every U.S. citizen’s right and privilege to participate in the election process. Garden City School 
District residents who are registered voters may vote in the May school board and budget election. All 
residents of a single household who meet the criteria below can vote. Likewise, renters who meet the 
voter registration criteria can vote. The application for an absentee ballot is available online or in-person 
to those who will be out of town, such as college students, on vote day.  

Voting will take place from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m. on the third Tuesday in May in the gymnasium at Garden 
City High School. 

To register as a voter in Nassau County, click on the Budget Information “Quick Link” tab on the home 
page of the district’s website: www.gardencity.k12.ny.us.   

To register to vote, a resident must be: 

1. A U.S. citizen; 
2.  Be 18 years of age by Vote Day; 
3.  A resident of Garden City School District for a period of 30 days prior to Vote Day; 
4. Registered with Garden City Public Schools, or Nassau County. 

 
Only residents who have not registered or not voted in a school district election in the last four years 
must register. Garden City School District residents can register in-person in the District Clerk’s Office, 56 
Cathedral Avenue, from 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. 

The application for an absentee ballot is available to registered voters from the District Clerk, from 8:30 
a.m. to 4:30 p.m., or residents can download the form from the district website under Budget 
Information, Voter Information. Absentee ballots are mailed to residents certified as permanently 
disabled by the Nassau County Board of Elections. Completed absentee ballots must be received by the 
District Clerk no later than 5 p.m. on Vote Day.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.gardencity.k12.ny.us/
http://www.nassaucountyny.gov/mynassauproperty/faq.jsp
http://www.gardencity.k12.ny.us/

