Dear Chairman Bulova and Supervisors:

Thank you for your time and attention during the testimony at the Public Hearing with regard to the county's FY2011 Carryover Budget issues. For your convenience, please find attached a copy of my comments with respect to funding issues related to Fairfax County Public Schools along with supporting documentation. As inevitably is the case, the five minutes allotted flew by and the balance of the testimony did not get addressed. 

There is tremendous concern with regard to the expansive boundary studies FCPS is embarking upon for a substantial portion of the county: 
· The Annandale Regional Planning Study, incorporates a minimum, 8 high schools, 5 middle schools, and 8 elementary schools. In addition, this study includes boundaries for a 9th elementary school, Lacey Elementary School, which is being "re-opened" to address capacity issues - to the tune of $23 million taxpayer dollars; and
· Concurrently, the Southwestern County Boundary Study is set to begin, involving a minimum of 23 elementary schools, with the scope of middle and high schools to be affected being determined during the study itself. 
Together, these studies represent sweeping boundary changes to nearly 25% of all elementary schools, 25% of middle schools and 40% of high schools in Fairfax County. 
School Board member Tessie Wilson, Braddock District, reflected at their September 13, 2010 work session that the process of FCPS developing questions and solution scenarios and presenting them to the public is "the way boundary studies were conducted 20 years ago". Our population, budget, infrastructure and school system indefatigably no longer reflect our jurisdiction as it was 20 years ago as a jurisdiction, so why conduct boundary studies in a manner done two decades ago? 

With respect to the transparency and accountability concerns voiced at the Board of Supervisors meeting, the processes about to be thrust upon a substantial portion of the county’s residents and taxpayers 1) involve extraordinarily limited community engagement- six meetings to occur in about a 27 hour period - and 2) include the most expensive option of building additions to at least six elementary schools, one of which is projected to be at 63% capacity, or 1/3 EMPTY. 
Further, two of the elementary schools proposed to have additions are already large, at 779 student capacities and two others have capacities already at 719 and 680 students. Yet the stated goal of FCPS and the School Board is to work with capacities of 950 student elementary schools and realize the FCPS goal for all schools in the study of 95% to 105% utilization. The Strategic Governance states an objective of “reasonable utilization”, not maximum capacity.
http://www.boarddocs.com/vsba/fairfax/Board.nsf/files/88XKVR53BEE1/$file/Proposed+SW+Comm+Engage+Process+docx+9+13+10.pdf
The discerning discussion the Supervisors had amongst each other following the Public Hearing clearly identified and elevated the Board of Supervisors' concern regarding transparency and accountability of actions, policy formation and expenditures of FCPS and the School Board. This perceptiveness is welcomed and appreciated by your constituents.

The FCPS proscribed conduct of the Annandale Regional Planning and Southwestern County Boundary Studies, however, is reflective of on-going approach manage community engagement to ensure a desired outcome. The limited funds from the county's budget through the FCPS' budget which would have been necessary to either minimally or fully renovate Clifton Elementary School would have represented a substantial solution to any capacity issues with its existing 374 seats, which is filled to 98% capacity for the current SY2010-11.  As the school remains open it, too, remains a viable and economically responsible solution.

FCPS expended an extraordinary amount of time, resources and an unknown amount of money to undertake the Southwestern Regional Planning Study for nearly a year. The Ad Hoc Committee - formed to assist Staff and the School Board – resultant Final Report suggestions were summarily ignored, with Staff opting to submit it’s initial recommendation as its Final Recommendation – to address capacity issues and accommodate the Clifton Elementary student body by building a new school at the Liberty Middle School site. 

Despite the nearly year long process and Final Report by Staff to the School Board, the school is now off the table and they have elected to close Clifton Elementary, a vital social, educational and economic anchor to over 10% of our county's geography. While the equitable delivery of services across the county is required in the Strategic Governance, that 10% of our geography is now left entirely unserved by FCPS - there are no elementary, middle or high schools in over 40 square miles of Fairfax County.

It appears there are serious systemic issues with regard to how a majority of the county's tax dollars are allocated and utilized in the provision of essential services to our residents. Reasonable alternatives presented by the public throughout the last planning study were summarily dismissed, despite the fact that they would have promoted fiscal prudency, stability of property values, sustainability, environmental responsibility and – notably - largely obviated the need for the sweeping boundary changes about to affect a substantial number of our residents. In addition, the result would have promoted protection of a key community anchor, equitable provision of services, sustainability, environmental responsibility and preservation of a heritage resource.  The outcome selected by FCPS and the School Board, however, perpetuates the questions regarding FCPS goals and the use of the Board of Supervisor-provided General Funds transfer.

Fairfax County is at a crossroads necessitating change in the demand for transparency and accountability. Both the destination and efficacy of $1.3 million authorized this week were called into question during the public's testimony and the Board of Supervisor's discussion. The funding for the PSI and Project Excel budget 'debacle' is absent any measurement for determination of effective outcome, leaves many with concerns for the future education needs of certain needy student populations and could be the proverbial straw that breaks the camel's back in the mutual faith of the public and Board of Supervisors in the management of our public schools. 

Exigent financial circumstances in the county, highlighted in the last painful budget cycle, do not permit the latitude to turn over millions of taxpayer dollars by General Funds transfer or selling and utilization of Referendum Bonds for projects other than as approved by voters without faith that appropriate transparency and accountability exists to those same taxpayers and voters. 
The governing and taxing authority held by the Board of Supervisors is urgently needed to ensure the county's fiscal well-being and reputation for economic development are maintained, which are interdependent upon excellence in education. With vision, now is the time to effect change – not waiting until the ramifications of inaction are upon us.

The Board’s tremendous stewardship thus far is greatly appreciated and supported by your constituents. Please be assured many individuals and groups will continue the advocacy necessary to support action by the Board of Supervisors.

