
	
 Agonizing.  That is the only way I can describe the decision–making process with the 2015-2016 school 
budget.  I would dearly love to utter those blessed three words: no tax increase.  The board shares my desire and 
we have had discussions about doing that.  The problem is, there are a number of “future unknowns” lurking out 
there that could come back to haunt us.
	
 The first thing we have to remember is Act 1 of 2006.  That was the law that gave us legalized gambling 
in exchange for a cap on how much a school districts can raise taxes in a given year.  Prior to 2006, some school 
districts had gone many years with no tax increase then suddenly realized, “Oops, we should not have done 
that” and levied significant increases.  In response, the legislature took action and passed a law that said you 
should levy small, incremental increases annually rather than use the skip and slam technique.
	
 Knowing that there can be no “make up years” for tax increases, we cannot just look at the year in 
question when developing a budget.  On any given year, we could likely roll the dice and not have a tax 
increase; but, short term vision on a budget is what gets districts into trouble.  We always take a five year look 
so let me outline some of the future unknowns.
	
 The first is not really unknown – it is an unfortunate reality.  We’ve got three more years of steep 4% 
annual increases for our pension contribution.  That 4% is based on our payroll which is a huge portion of our 
budget (our pension contribution for 15-16 is about 3.9 million).  As a matter of fact, our entire increase in state 
subsidy for 15-16 will go toward the pension increase, giving us a net gain of 0 state dollars for operating costs.  
Keeping our income on pace with these increases will keep us solvent in the future.  There is much talk about 
“pension reform” in Harrisburg but it will be months or years until they come to a resolution and it may not be a 
resolution that provides school district relief.  Changing pension benefits for incoming teachers will do nothing 
to mitigate the burden on the system or lessen school district payments.
	
 Another great unknown: how much of Governor Wolf’s budget proposals will the Republican-controlled 
legislature approve?  After the Governor announced his budget with a generous allocation to school districts, all 
superintendents in the state received a letter from the Senate Republicans.  Basically it said, “we know the 
Governor wants to give you more money but don’t count on it. Not gonna happen.”  We built our budget 
counting on all of the funds promised by the Governor except the reduced payments for charter schools.  (Given 
the amount of your tax dollars flowing through charter schools, to private online content providers to political 
campaigns, we don’t see much hope.)  We hope somehow, though, it all balances out with a figure close to what 
the Governor proposes but if it doesn’t, we will have a larger budget shortfall in 2015-2016 than predicted.
	
 Another great unknown is the new Basic Education Funding formula (BEF) that has been the topic of 
study for the last year.  A commission was supposed to have announced a new way to distribute state education 
dollars to districts based on district poverty levels, taxing ability, assessed value, number of English Language 
Learners, and other factors by June 10;  but, that has been delayed.  Most predictions for that formula will likely 
mean fewer state dollars coming into General McLane.  We fall in the middle for district wealth, and have lower 
rates of poverty and foreign speaking students so we would not be eligible for some of the benefits a new 
formula will likely provide.
	
 Then there is the issue of property tax relief.  You may have read the Erie Times News article outlining 
the Governor’s proposal and the Republicans’ counterproposal on this.  Who knows which way it will go.  
Under the Governor’s plan, you would be eligible to receive half of your tax dollars back.  Next year’s proposed 
tax increase is $30 for every $100,000 of assessed home value so it would be only $15 if the Governor is 
successful.  The issue of property tax relief has been around a long time but seems to have more traction than 
ever; however, it is still too difficult to predict where it will land.  
	
 A cap on tax increases, soaring pension payments, a new funding formula and a state that will not likely 
approve a budget before we have to approve ours makes for quite a guessing game and agonizing back and forth 
thoughts on “to tax or not to tax.”  
	
 As I write this letter, I’m not certain where we will land on this issue.  I am hopeful, however, for the 
future.  Since 2010, we have had our eye on the end of this decade with the hope that the development created 
by the LERTA program will begin to help ease the burden on local taxpayers.  We also have a bond debt that 
will retire and give us some relief on those payments and pension payments will level off (but remain high).  So 
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hang to hope for a better future.  Who knows, the state may even address some of their issues so that future 
budgets are not quite so agonizing.
	
 Nah.
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