Florence School Board votes to close the district

Doug Erickson Wisconsin State Journal

July 11, 2005

The Florence County School Board in northern Wisconsin followed through with its plan to shut down the district, voting 6-1 for a second and final time Monday to dissolve next July.

Control over the district's future now passes to a seven- member state boundary appeals panel, which could affirm the decision or tell the district it must find a way to keep operating beyond the 2005-06 school year.

The School Board's decision is being closely watched by parents and public school advocates in other cash-strapped districts. Florence County would be the first district in the state to dissolve in 15 years.

School Board President Dan Brereton said late Monday he's optimistic that county residents still will find a way to save the district of about 600 students. Under one option, citizens could petition the board for yet another spending referendum.

"If that would pass, it would show the boundary appeals board that we're willing to support quality education in Florence. Then they wouldn't have to dissolve us," Brereton said.

The School Board has been unsuccessful in convincing voters that the district needs more money to operate. Voters last month narrowly rejected the third spending referendum in the past two years.

The board first voted in favor of dissolution on June 29, the day after the third failed referendum. A state statute requires a district to first vote to consider to dissolve and then vote a second time to order the dissolution.

Board member Ron Smith, who voted both times against dissolving the district, said about 150 people attended Monday's meeting and that about 90 percent of them were against dissolution. He said he's "almost sure" that residents will ask for another referendum.

"There will be enough pressure to go for a fourth referendum, and it probably will pass," he said. "The people are getting a pretty good scare out of this one."

The last referendum failed by just 21 votes.

Smith said that even people who voted against the last referendums never wanted the district to dissolve. "They just wanted to force more cuts."

Smith has argued that the board could save tens of thousands of dollars by finding less expensive health and dental plans for employees and by cutting retirement benefits.

But other board members say the district has exhausted its cost-cutting measures and can no longer ensure a quality education. They blame a state funding formula that limits district spending unless residents approve higher property taxes. The state-allowed spending increases haven't kept up with fixed costs, board members say.

The heavily forested district has a small tax base, little industry, declining student enrollment and falling state aid.

"My cause is to change the state funding formula," Brereton said. "The Legislature needs to know that there is a state school district prepared to fight for quality education. We drew a line in the sand."
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