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          1  COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION

          2                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: I call the

          3  Committee to order. First, let me begin by

          4  apologizing for the delay. We've had members in

          5  various meetings and there were a few technical

          6  things that had to be worked out so we're a little

          7  behind schedule.

          8                 We are here today to vote on the

          9  School Construction Accountability Act, and this is

         10  a bill, Intro. 215-A, which is reporting bill, and

         11  the genesis for this bill has been years of cost

         12  overruns and project delays by the School

         13  Construction Authority and the Division of School

         14  Facilities.

         15                 I'm sure my colleagues know from

         16  their personal experience in their district, that a

         17  project can go from one year costing $100,000 to the

         18  next year being told that it's $200,000, to the next

         19  year being told that it's $300,000, not a kind of

         20  minor or modest price increase.

         21                 In addition to Council members' own

         22  perhaps personal experience, we've had a series of

         23  in-depth reports, including the Moreland Commission,

         24  the Rinaldi and the Lehr Commission that have

         25  documented in detail that construction costs are
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          2  often as much as 33 percent above market, and that

          3  the capital planning process really does not reflect

          4  what indeed is being built, and the Lehr Commission

          5  more particularly laid out ways in which the delays

          6  of projects are really unprecedented, and as we all

          7  know, school facilities impact instruction in a

          8  very, very traumatic way, starting with a child who

          9  does not have a seat, to children who do not have

         10  the art rooms and the science labs, and the gyms

         11  that they desperately need.

         12                 So, this bill is an attempt to lay

         13  out very basic reporting requirements for the

         14  Council to do its oversight.

         15                 Section 29 of the New York City

         16  charter gives us that authority and responsibility.

         17  But it's also information that this Committee has

         18  maintained any manager would want to have.

         19                 In other words, it's not possible for

         20  Klein and his new Deputy Chancellor of Facilities to

         21  do their management without this information.

         22                 In other words, if cost of projects

         23  are going to grow by more than ten percent, it would

         24  seem to me they would want to know this information

         25  as much as we would want to know this information.
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          2                 So, this is a very simple bill, it's

          3  about a page and a half, and it lays out three or

          4  four pieces of information that we as the Committee

          5  need to know to make sure that school construction

          6  is building things by market prices, according to

          7  market prices and that there are not unnecessary

          8  delays.

          9                 And, again, the impetus was that this

         10  Committee is very committed to playing a role in

         11  ensuring accountability. So, that is the genesis of

         12  the bill and that is our motivation for doing this.

         13                 This is quarterly reporting, so

         14  February 1st and May 1st will be the most updated,

         15  the dates by which we will receive your first pieces

         16  of information. And it is the intention of this

         17  Committee to, when we get that, review and hold

         18  hearings so that we can really track whether these

         19  projects are being built and whether they're being

         20  built on time and according to budget.

         21                 I want to open the floor. I want to

         22  introduce my colleagues, and then there are two

         23  witnesses who don't appear to be here who wanted to

         24  testify, Candice Anderson, is she here? Or Noreen

         25  Connell? I don't see either of them.
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          2                 Let me introduce my colleagues.

          3  Council Member Oliver Koppell from the Bronx,

          4  Council Member Bob Jackson from Manhattan, Council

          5  Member Leroy Comrie from Queens, Council Member John

          6  Liu from Queens, Council Member David Yassky from

          7  Brooklyn.

          8                 Before we actually take the vote, let

          9  me jus ask if there are any comments or question?

         10                 Yes, Council Member Koppell.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOPPELL: Thank you,

         12  Madam Chair.

         13                 I would like to say, first of all,

         14  that I firmly support the legislation and will vote

         15  in favor of it and think it's absolutely an

         16  important tool.

         17                 I think I would be unfair to the

         18  School Construction Authority and the Division of

         19  School Facilities if I did not say that my

         20  experience which has been considerable over the past

         21  four years, because I was the President of School

         22  Board 10 and we had five School Construction

         23  projects that actually were completed shortly after

         24  I took office, and two major school construction

         25  projects, one of which was completed only a few
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          2  months ago, and the other which is right now in

          3  process for the building of a school that's going to

          4  cost in excess of $70 million and the construction

          5  process is going on in my office is actually

          6  monitoring it quite closely, and to go back to my

          7  initial clause, it would be unfair, given my

          8  experience, which has been very positive, not to say

          9  that, while at the same time recognizing that on an

         10  overall basis in the City, experience has not been

         11  so positive.

         12                 But it shows it can be done. We

         13  opened five schools three years ago that were built

         14  by the School Construction Authority, they opened on

         15  time. While there was some relatively minor problems

         16  in general, the schools are operating well, they're

         17  attractive, they were built quickly, in some cases

         18  in under two years.

         19                 The two projects that I just

         20  mentioned, one of which was completed a few months

         21  ago, the one that was completed a few months ago in

         22  Riverdale, I think I can say it's a magnificent

         23  project, which was completed on time. I don't know

         24  so much about the budget, but it was completed on

         25  time. Everybody is extremely happy with it, and the
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          2  building of School 368, which is a very major, major

          3  project, seems to be proceeding pretty well, a

          4  little bit behind but pretty well. It's a huge

          5  project and it's going on. So, it can be done.

          6                 And the fact that both the Chancellor

          7  and we, and everybody else has this information, is

          8  certainly a good thing, but I didn't want to vote

          9  yes on this and not indicate that my experience,

         10  which may be different than others, has been good.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: Thank you.

         12                 Any other comments?

         13                 Yes, Council Member Comrie.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER COMRIE: Good morning.

         15  Thank you, Madam Chairwoman, for putting this bill

         16  out. I also have to echo Oliver's sentiments,

         17  because I also, working on a school board and prior

         18  to this working with my previous Council Member, I

         19  have had an excellent working relationship with

         20  School Construction Authority. Not so much the

         21  Division of School Facilities, but that also became

         22  better over time.

         23                 But the idea of this bill is to, in a

         24  new environment making sure that they are reporting

         25  and doing their adequate reporting to the Council on
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          2  behalf of the entire City. While, you know, I think

          3  that we all need to be mindful of the fact that

          4  School Construction Authority has had problems, they

          5  were much better than their predecessors, and they

          6  are building schools at a faster rate, and this bill

          7  is to help them with their reporting, and I think

          8  that when you're trying to make sure that things are

          9  done in a proper manner, and doing things with a

         10  legislature system now, they need to understand

         11  their new levels of responsibility.

         12                 So, I want to congratulate you for

         13  putting this bill out, and hopefully the Board of

         14  Education will take this in the spirit that it's

         15  intended, to help them, not to micromanage or any of

         16  the snide things that they've been saying in

         17  off-handed comments to the media.

         18                 I would hope that that would stop

         19  because in order for government to work, government

         20  has to work together.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: Thank you.

         22                 Council Member John Liu.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER LIU: Thank you, Madam

         24  Chair. I fully support this bill. I'm going to vote

         25  yes. I think it makes sense.
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          2                 This Committee and the City Council

          3  has a right to the information that we are codified

          4  the requirements for, and we certainly hope that the

          5  Department of Education, and any successor agencies

          6  to the School Construction Authority will provide

          7  the information as we see fit so that we can do our

          8  jobs here in the City Council.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: Thank you.

         10                 Council Member Yassky and then

         11  Council Member DeBlasio.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER YASSKY: Thank you,

         13  Madam Chair.

         14                 I want to express my strong support

         15  for this bill, and I want to commend you for your

         16  work on it and for your extremely diligent work on

         17  the oversight of the Board and now the Department of

         18  Education in general. And I want to say why I think

         19  this bill, it is short, sweet, but it's

         20  extraordinarily important, I believe, to get a

         21  handle on the outrageous overspending that we've

         22  seen in the past from the School Construction

         23  Authority, and this is not just a question of

         24  carping (sic). People need to understand what's at

         25  stake here. What's at stake is, we are about to cut,
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          2  I mean the Mayor, as we know, has requested every

          3  City agency to cut its capital budget by 30 percent,

          4  which is going to mean that a lot of very important

          5  projects are not going to be completed.

          6                 In my own district I know projects

          7  that are on the chopping block, and I'm sure --

          8  well, I hope some of them will be saved, I'm sure

          9  not all of them will be, and there will be parks

         10  that desperately need work that won't get done,

         11  there are schools that need work.

         12                 The school that we visited that the

         13  Council met at, we saw the roof leaking and the

         14  computer room could not be used because all the

         15  wiring was corroded. That school is not going to be

         16  repaired because there's not enough money in the

         17  capital budget. And why is that? It's because the

         18  money that is appropriated is sometimes, not all the

         19  time, sometimes being wasted.

         20                 And there's just one example of this

         21  that I must bring to the attention of my colleagues.

         22  You may have seen this because it was covered by the

         23  very excellent reporting of Channel 2 News, but I

         24  want to make sure that everybody did see this.

         25                 In my district, I'm sure all of you

                                                            11

          1  COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION

          2  have some of these in yours, the portable

          3  construction units. The trailers that are used by

          4  schools to expand classrooms.

          5                 The School Construction Authority

          6  moved a trailer from one school within District 15

          7  to another school within District 15, and spent

          8  $539,000 to move a trailer. I've got here's the

          9  contract here signed by Ronald A. Gottlieb,

         10  President and CEA of the School Construction

         11  Authority, $539,000 to move a trailer.

         12                 Now, maybe if the Board of Ed, if the

         13  Department of Education is reporting to us each

         14  quarter how much is spent on each project, somebody

         15  will say before they sign a contract like this, I

         16  cannot sign this contract knowing that that's going

         17  to be sent to the City Council, and somebody is

         18  going to say what the heck did all this money go

         19  for?

         20                 So, Madam Chair, I commend you once

         21  again for your terrific work on this bill.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: Council Member

         23  DeBlasio.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER DeBLASIO: Thank you.

         25  You're going to get a lot of praise, one after
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          2  another. It's a nice moment. Enjoy it.

          3                 I'm very appreciative of your effort

          4  here because this is the kind of idea that slips

          5  past a lot of people in public life to make sure

          6  that there's genuine accountability, and sometimes

          7  figuring out the kind of information we need and the

          8  way to really crack the code of what's going on,

          9  that's something that takes a lot of work and a lot

         10  of thought and a lot of persistence, and I want to

         11  thank you for bringing all that to this.

         12                 My concern is where we're going.

         13                 It's obvious in a time of budget cuts

         14  we have to get more out of our money, not less. But

         15  beyond that, we have changed a lot in the last year,

         16  and as much as I have a lot of respect for the new

         17  leadership at the Department of Education, there's

         18  really an accountability gap that has not been

         19  spoken to enough.

         20                 A number of us had concerns about

         21  what the central policy board would look like for

         22  the Department of Education. We hoped it would be a

         23  body where there would be real debate and real

         24  accountability. I have to say, with all due respect

         25  to the impressive members of that board, I don't
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          2  feel it's much of a presence in the City debate on

          3  education.

          4                 We don't know what's going to happen

          5  at the local level with the community school boards,

          6  which are another type of accountability mechanism.

          7  We could have something good come out that will

          8  provide genuine local accountability. We could have

          9  a rubber stamp, we just don't know yet.

         10                 And although I think we're back on

         11  track, it's clear to me that up to now the

         12  Administration has not, and the Department of

         13  Education has not entirely embraced the legitimate

         14  oversight role that this Committee needs to provide.

         15                 So, rather than a situation where we

         16  have bold and streamlined new structure for

         17  providing education to our children, matched with a

         18  really good public accountability system, what we

         19  have is, I fear a lot of streamlining and a lot of

         20  administrative clarity developing but a lessening of

         21  accountability.

         22                 And what I think it calls upon us to

         23  do is to turn up the heat and to be tougher in our

         24  requirements and to make clear to the Mayor and to

         25  the Chancellor, that actually they will benefit from
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          2  accountability. That when David Yassky doesn't have

          3  to hold up this and say how could you spend this

          4  much money, actually it will help the Mayor, it will

          5  help the Chancellor to gain public faith that things

          6  are moving in the right direction, and it will

          7  actually build support for further investment in

          8  education.

          9                 So, to me, sometimes you have to help

         10  people help themselves, and as the people who do

         11  have our fingers on the pulse. Because, again, with

         12  all due respect to the good efforts of the Mayor and

         13  the Chancellor to understand the needs of our

         14  children, they simply don't meet the parents every

         15  single day the way we do everywhere we go in our

         16  districts. They simply don't hear what the crying

         17  needs are.

         18                 I know from the parents in Carroll

         19  Gardens how much it was important to fix the school

         20  yard at PS 58. There's no way the Mayor would know

         21  that. If he was the best Mayor in the world, there's

         22  no way he'd know it. And that's why it's so

         23  important that we have the ability to focus on what

         24  projects need to be done. We have the ability to get

         25  the information on what's really happening, and
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          2  actually, to hopefully show that things are working

          3  and to get real public buy into a process because

          4  there is real accountability.

          5                 Thank you, Madam Chair.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: Thank you.

          7                 Council Member Jackson, and I just

          8  want to introduce Council member Andrew Lanza from

          9  Staten Island.

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON: Thank you,

         11  Madam Chair.

         12                 Gale Brewer, a Council member from

         13  Manhattan, as we all know, she's the head of the

         14  Information and Technology Subcommittee, and when we

         15  had the Division of Design and Construction in front

         16  of us talking about capital projects, one of their

         17  deputies testified that they're able to track every

         18  project and to tell you exactly where it is and

         19  whether or not the payment of outstanding bills,

         20  where that is at. And I asked him whether or not

         21  that project, the type of computer system that they

         22  use, could it be used for human services and other

         23  projects, and he said, absolutely, it could be

         24  adjusted.

         25                 So, if they can do it, knowing that
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          2  if they do not pay on time that you have to pay a

          3  penalty, in today's technology there's no way in the

          4  world we should not be able to get an update by them

          5  inserting information into a computer and spitting

          6  it out and report it to us as to where a project is.

          7                 It's not that we're talking about

          8  thousands of projects.

          9                 So, if they can do it, I'm sure that

         10  the Department of Education can do it.

         11                 Thanks, Madam Chair.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: Thank you. And

         13  I guess the other thing to keep in mind here is that

         14  with, and it was sort of alluded to by Council

         15  Member DeBlasio, but with the school governance

         16  legislation, the Council has gotten a brand new role

         17  with regard to the capital planning process, which I

         18  think makes the information that we're requesting

         19  even more central because for the first time the

         20  Council will be approving the five-year capital

         21  plan, which has not happened before, it's a brand

         22  new thing, and all amendments to that plan, and I

         23  don't think we want to do that blindfolded. We need

         24  to know what things are costing and whether projects

         25  are being built on time. So, I think that the need
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          2  for this legislation has existed for awhile but we

          3  have an added impetus with the, you know, fairly

          4  significant change in the school governance

          5  legislation, which I don't think got a lot of media

          6  attention or a lot of attention because the Mayor

          7  getting control was the big news item, but the

          8  Council does have an unprecedented role, and we take

          9  that role very, very seriously, and now we are going

         10  to have to do the work of saying yay or nay to a

         11  particular capital budget.

         12                 So, I appreciate all of your

         13  comments.

         14                 Council Member Lanza, did you want to

         15  say anything?

         16                 Okay, we can now call the roll then,

         17  and we're going to leave the record open because

         18  Council Member Domenic Recchia is delayed and

         19  Council Member Helen Foster is delayed. They would

         20  like to be here.

         21                 COUNCIL CLERK: Moskowitz.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: Aye.

         23                 COUNCIL CLERK: Comrie.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER COMRIE: Aye.

         25                 COUNCIL CLERK: DeBlasio.

                                                            18

          1  COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION

          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER DeBLASIO: Aye.

          3                 COUNCIL CLERK: Jackson.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON: Aye.

          5                 COUNCIL CLERK: Koppell.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOPPELL: Aye.

          7                 COUNCIL CLERK: Liu.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER LIU: Yes.

          9                 COUNCIL CLERK: Yassky.

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER YASSKY: Aye.

         11                 COUNCIL CLERK: Lanza.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER LANZA: Aye.

         13                 COUNCIL CLERK: The vote stands at

         14  eight in the affirmative, no negative and no

         15  abstention and the vote remains open. Please sign

         16  the report.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: Before we

         18  adjourn, I think Council Member Comrie has one

         19  comment.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER COMRIE: Right. I just

         21  wanted to remind my fellow colleagues and also the

         22  public in general, that the statewide school

         23  governance committee, or whatever they're called,

         24  task force, whatever their acronym, and it's

         25  supposed to start meeting this month, and I would
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          2  hope that all of the members and all of the

          3  interested public goes to those local meetings.

          4                 I know the Queens meeting is December

          5  12th, and I would hope that you really give them

          6  your ideas and suggestions on what you think school

          7  governance should be.

          8                 I personally think that this is an

          9  opportunity for a systemwide reform, if we can

         10  articulate it, and also maybe have -- I know we have

         11  an upcoming meeting on it, but if you could also

         12  take it to the local level, reminder, school board

         13  PTAs, everyone within your school district that you

         14  represent, those meetings are coming up and they

         15  really should express their opinions, articulate

         16  their opinions. And also send copies of their

         17  opinions to this Committee.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON MOSKOWITZ: Thank you,

         19  Council Member Comrie, for mentioning that.

         20                 Yes, that is terribly important, and

         21  this Committee, as well, on the 11th at 1:00 p.m. is

         22  having its own hearing on what the community school

         23  boards and what local school governance structure we

         24  are going to have, and I would urge all the

         25  Committee members, if you have people you want to
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          2  testify, or if you can get the word out in your

          3  communities, that would be enormously helpful.

          4                 Any more comments? If not, this

          5  Committee is adjourned.

          6                 Thank you very much.

          7                 (Hearing concluded at 11:00 a.m.)
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