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Over the past several months, the Clinton Glen Gardner Board of Education (the
“Board”) discussed the CPS outdoor space and the need for renovations to enhance
safety and to eliminate barriers for all students. On any given day, over 430 students are
playing outside and/or are playing on the playground equipment. The current
playground is close to 20 years old, lacks universal accessibility and is at the end of its
useful life. Over the past several years, we have needed to remove pieces of equipment
that were either compromised or broken. The time has come for the playground to be
renovated. Specifically, the Board wants to undertake the renovation of the existing
playground at CPS, to acquire and to install new playground equipment, increase
wheelchair accessibility to both the upper and lower parts of the field, pave the path,
repave the  courts, and to address any associated site work (the “Project”).

As the Board and the administration explored funding options for the Project, we paid
close attention to the Board’s existing debt structure and any potential impact to
taxpayers. As described herein, it was decided that a bond referendum made the most
sense. Over the past several decades, the Board has financed several capital projects
through the issuance of school bonds that were approved via referendum. The timing of
debt expiration often coincides with new improvements. For example, debt service
payments for the media center and maker space renovations began as the debt from a
prior project expired. This resulted in a consistent debt service tax levy and no new net
tax impact. 

The school district finds itself in a similar situation. The school district has debt from a
2009 bond issue that is set to expire this year. Hence, that presents an opportunity to
undertake the proposed Project. The estimated new debt service associated with
the Project will actually result in a slight reduction when compared to the amount
of the existing debt service that is being paid-off on the current 2009 bonds. This
will result in a consistent debt service tax levy and no new net tax impact. 

After consulting with our architect, the Project has evolved into a comprehensive plan.
For example, the old playground equipment could have simply been switched for new
playground equipment. However, that neither addressed the surface accessibility, nor
did it address access to the lower part of the field.
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As for the proposed financing method, in lieu of a referendum, the Board could have
chosen to utilize its capital reserve fund. Specifically, the Board could have utilized
$500,000, from its capital reserve, simply to replace the current equipment. This
funding option would not be eligible to receive any aid from the State. Additionally, this
option did not address accessibility, so additional funds would still need to be secured to
address accessibility. The cost associated with simply replacing the equipment is
obviously substantial, so it would have drained the capital reserve fund and it would
have left the project incomplete. Our reserves were critically low in 2009, and we have
worked hard over the past decade to provide long term fiscal stability for our district by
increasing and maintaining reserves.

Since utilizing funds available in the capital reserve presented limitations, the Board
began exploring other financing options. This led to the decision to hold a referendum.
One main benefit of a referendum is that the Board is eligible to receive up to 40% of
the eligible costs of the Project in the form of annual debt service aid. This aid from the
State would allow the Board to undertake the entire Project ($985,000) while only
spending a similar amount of local monies ($591,00) as if the Board was only replacing
the old playground equipment. Again, the debt service aid from the State ($394,000) is
only available if the voters approve the referendum. The numbers above are subject to
slight fluctuations.

We are hopeful that the Project will serve the students and community for the next 20
years. Also, we are hopeful that all students will have access to the entire outdoor
space of CPS. While we understand the complexities of the referendum and requisite
voting, the benefits of being able to undertake the entire Project, as a result of being
eligible for State debt service aid, while keeping the debt service levy stable, is the best
funding option for the Project.

If you have any questions please reach out to me via email scohen@cpsnj.org. Our next
Board of Education Meeting is scheduled for December 22, 2021 at 7:00 pm in the CPS
APR.
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