McIntosh Town Council Minutes

Special Meeting – McIntosh Area School

March 4, 2008   7:00 pm

I)
The Council Special Meeting was officially called to order by Vice-President Deaderick with the Lord’s Prayer and pledge to the American Flag.


II)
Roll call was taken with Council Vice-President Deaderick, Council Member Kingsley, Council Member Hamilton, Mayor McCollum, and Town Clerk Miller present.  Council President Ciotti arrived immediately following roll call.   Council Member Callahan was absent.

III)
McIntosh Area School Permanent Building:
Mayor McCollum called the meeting to discuss school business regarding construction of a permanent school building.  Principal Shirley Lane outlined that she, Chip Bazemore, and Steve Small (from Capital Resource Co. in Clearwater) would present information regarding the school and agenda item.  Marion County School Board Chairman Ron Crawford was also in attendance.  

Principal Lane gave an overview of school statistics including that the school had grown from 19 students in its first year to its current student population of 104 in grades K-5 (of which 22 students maintain that they live in McIntosh).  The principal also stated that financially the school has always exceeded its funding, the school has $250,000 in its building fund, which has been raised by school parents, and an additional $75,000 available in grant money.  Lane also stated that the FCAT scores are in Marion County’s top 15%, and 90% of student parents volunteer the required 20 hours/year.  The school employs 9 full-time (classified as working at least 7 hours/day) and 5 part-time staff members, with a total payroll last year of $315,000.  (Three of these full-time and two part-time staff members claim the Town of McIntosh as their home.)  McIntosh Area School has been recognized as a Candidate International Baccalaureate School and expects to be SACS accredited this autumn.  Principal Lane detailed that many people in the community have participated in school accomplishments.  When questioned by Vice-President Deaderick, Principal Lane could not detail any major instances of the school (outside of buildings) not performing up to her standards.  

Principal Lane and Chip Bazemore presented a concept drawing of the proposed school, which would be constructed for a maximum of 116 students, including 8 pull-out classrooms and a media center, parking lot, etc., with a cafetorium possibly to be added at a future date.  The McIntosh Area School intends to service the loan via its Capital Improvement Funds (also called PECO funds), which is an amount allocated on a per child basis through the State Legislature.  Chip Bazemore presented what the school feels is the two best financial options available for construction of the school.  One possibility is to obtain a 20-25 year loan from the USDA through Steve Small.  Chip explained that the best option is for the school to secure and guarantee the loan.  The Town of McIntosh will continue ownership of the land and be secondary on the new building.  At the end of the loan terms, the building is paid off and owned by the Town of McIntosh.  Chip explained that ongoing fundraisers would be continued to establish a cushion for the mortgage or possible addition of a cafetorium.  Steve Small interjected that the town would need to sign a lease tied to the length of the term of the loan (20-25 years).  If the school defaults, under State Statutes, the USDA and Marion County would determine the outcome of the building until the end of the loan term, at which point ownership of the building would revert back to the Town of McIntosh.  When questioned by Town Clerk Miller, Principal Lane explained that the USDA had reversed its decision not to lend money if the property were not actually owned by the applicant.  (See Workshop Minutes of May 31, 2007.)  Steve Small explained that the USDA, under their Community Facilities Loan Program has both a direct loan program (USDA loans the money to either the school or town) and a guaranteed loan program (private lender loans the money to the school-the town is not eligible).  Steve Small indicated that the best program would probably be a guaranteed loan, and based on repayment ability, will be chosen for the school once the underwriting has been completed and presented to the USDA.

When asked regarding repayment ability by Council Vice-President Deaderick, Principal Lane explained that the school’s service ability was not based on the County’s additional funding budget cutting measures, but based on a current conservative estimate, not including an estimated 3% increase.  Vice-President Deaderick also asked regarding the school’s charter renewal term.  Chip stated that the charter renewal was in five-year increments.  Chairman, Ron Crawford, corrected this statement indicating that the charter renewals were at the discretion of the Marion County School Board, for a period of no less than 1 year or greater than 10 years.  Chip Bazemore indicated that the single biggest reason for charter school failure was because of financial reasons.

Chairman Ron Crawford warned about being unknowledgeable regarding the school building process, understanding State Legislature budget cuts, and the possibility of the school defaulting.  Mr. Crawford explained that if the school uses State Public Education Capital Outlay (PECO) funds to pay rent, the Town of McIntosh would have no claim on any building, product, or anything in the facility.  If the payments are classified as loan payments, the Town owns the building and everything in the building, should the school default.  

Ron Crawford also warned that PECO funds (used by Marion County for construction, maintenance, and buses) are not guaranteed by the State Legislature.  Principal Shirley Lane indicated that McIntosh Area School is receiving classroom reduction funds, which according to Chairman Crawford will disappear after 2010, and the Marion County School Board is not expecting those funds to be continued.  Mr. Crawford stated that this year, the County had received $6.9 million dollars, next year the County is projecting $1.8 million dollars (representing a 73% decline), $1.1 million dollars, $1.4 million, and $1.5 million consecutively from the State Legislature over the next four years. When questioned where additional funds come from for the Marion County School Board, Mr. Crawford said that the school board also receives 2 mills on local property taxes.  Council Member Kingsley asked if money the school was depending on could disappear.  Chairman Crawford stated that unless the voters repeal it, a majority of the funding would disappear, starting this week.  He indicated that McIntosh Area School should expect an estimated $6,500 cut in allotments by the end of the year.  The State Legislature is making substantial cuts, as there is no revenue to cover expenses, and Mr. Crawford feels the future is bleak.  Crawford detailed the politics regarding school funding and expressed concern regarding possible upcoming election results.  Additionally, Ron warned that Marion County schools in the northern part of the county have a lot of excess capacity.  The Chairman stated that the McIntosh Area School is a major thorn in the side for the School Board because of under enrollment at Reddick/Collier School, and he went on to say that if applied for today, McIntosh Area School would not receive a charter.  Parents in attendance were adamant about not sending their children to Reddick/Collier if McIntosh Area School were closed.   

Chip Bazemore countered Mr. Crawford’s concerns with recognized successes at the school.  Steve Small detailed successes with other charter schools in which he has been involved.  Mr. Small detailed the vast charter school movement and stated that there are over 300 charter schools in the state serving over 200,000 students.  Steve commented about the political concerns related by Ron Crawford and the ‘threat’ felt by the other side.  Mr. Small stated that many charter schools in which he’s been involved with the financing have applied for additional loans covering school expansions, indicating that growth has been substantial and debt servicing has not been an issue.

Mayor McCollum expressed appreciation to Ron Crawford while detailing his past involvement with creation of the school, and the Mayor felt that we should heed Mr. Crawford’s warnings.

Council Member Kingsley expressed concern regarding the limits of the size of the property compared to the size of the building for the number of estimated students.  He also asked regarding the future of the clinic building.  Council Member Kingsley was assured by Chip Bazemore that the property was large enough to house the school and would be using no more than 10-15% more land than the existing footprint, and that the clinic would remain untouched, as per presented conceptual drawings.  Chip warned, however, that the conceptual drawing presented at the meeting has already been changed to an L-shaped structure, but the school would not expand beyond 116 students.  

Council Vice-President Deaderick suggested options whereby a third party would apply for the mortgage and the school would pay rent.  This option would prevent a loss of the school building upon failure of the school.  Steve Small answered that structuring the loan this way would have to be put before the USDA.  

June Glass, McIntosh Area School Board Member, clarified previous statements that had been made and said that if the school takes out the loan and defaults, the Town will lose the building and it will belong to the Marion County School Board.  Mayor McCollum suggested the only way to protect the building in the event of a school failure is for the Town to take out the loan and have the school pay rent to the Town of McIntosh.  Ron Crawford again reiterated, “I beg you to make sure…the payments for this construction, if they are coming from the school, are designated as a rent payment.”  He warned again about using State money to pay for the school…if the loan is paid from state money, the School Board owns the school.

Mayor McCollum and Chip Bazemore discussed placing the school building fund totaling $250,000 into an interest-bearing account with an agreement stating that the funds can not be withdrawn unless the school faces failure.  This would establish a financial cushion.  President Ciotti asked regarding estimated loan payments on a $1.2 million dollar loan.  Steve Small answered approximately $88,000/year ($7,333/month).  Shirley Lane indicated that the school would be short, based on the fact that they had received $55,000 for last year.  The school would be forced to try to raise $33,000/year or to borrow only what they can currently afford and build a school appropriate for their needs with that approved amount of money.  Steve Small stated that he would only loan what can be afforded.  

Homeowner Randy Brown stated that when the prior McIntosh school was closed, the school board eventually sold the property to the town for $6,000 and believed that if the current school defaults, that’s probably what would happen again.

Council Member Hamilton asked if the County could force charter school students to return to their originally designated schools.  Principal Lane answered that this issue has been lost in court battles many times over.

Vice-President Deaderick expressed his desire to have local control over school issues.  Local authority has its advantages by allowing changes.  Vice-President Deaderick is looking for a partnership between the school and Town of McIntosh.  With the Town’s limited personnel, Deaderick put the burden on the school and asked the school to come up with a plan to present.  He expected the school to put together a realistic financial plan for a building to be built on town property and in which the school would pay for the building, meeting the Town’s budgetary goals, and establishing a financial cushion by putting money upfront.  Steve Small stated a need to complete the school’s budget by determining what the school can afford, submitting the package to the USDA, waiting for the USDA’s recommendation, structuring the package, and presenting the results to the Town.  Mr. Small thought that this process could be completed within the next couple of weeks.  Meanwhile, Vice-President Deaderick suggested that the school could actively solicit building fund donations.  

President Ciotti related that he had spoken to William Fontaine, Educational Consultant and fund manager of capital outlay and debt service funds in Tallahassee, who suggested that he carefully review the McIntosh Area School management and board members.  President Ciotti wants to see documentation and transparency with the upcoming school issues.

Town Clerk Miller asked regarding rumors circulating regarding racial restrictions detailing attendance at the charter school.  She was told that any age-appropriate child residing in the county could attend.  The original charter did provide for restrictions, but they are no longer in effect.  Ron Crawford explained that countywide charter requirements of majority/minority restrictions are currently 65-35%, with allowable deviations up to 75-25%.  When the school was organized, there were primary student-eligible zones designated, in addition to zones allowing for other student participation if total student enrollment goals had not been met.  Ron Crawford stated that students crossing county lines must be approved by both counties prior to enrollment.  School districts are set according to where taxes are paid. Special needs children are not accepted, as accommodations are not provided.                                 

Mayor McCollum stated that any future meetings regarding the school would be during regular council meetings.  Chip Bazemore asked the Council for a vote to allow a presentation once a final plan has been written.  President Ciotti stated that the Council could take a non-binding straw vote (an unofficial vote taken to obtain an indication of the general trend of opinion on a particular issue) to determine if the Council has enough interest to pursue the matter.   

Council President Ciotti asked for a straw vote of the Council to determine if the McIntosh Area School should ask Steve Small to put together a financial building plan.  

Vote passed 4-0.  Council Member Callahan was absent.

Meeting attendees expressed appreciation for the Council’s positive voting action.         
 

Meeting adjourned,

Debbie Miller

Town Clerk
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