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Surplus is being used,
lawmakers are told

By Ed Anderson
Capital bureau

BATON ROUGE — The Crescent
City Connection is sitting on at
least $26 million in surplus
bridge toll revenue, but bridge
officials told a legislative panel
Thursday that all but $4 million
has been committed to capital
needs.

Randall Paisant, assistant ex-
ecutive director of the bridge
authority; a division of the state
Department of Transportation
and Development, told the
House Appropriations Commit-
tee’s Infrastructure and Re-
sources Subcommittee that the
surplus has declined because
revenue from toll tags has been
cut from 35 cents an axle to 20
cents an axle while expenses
have mounted.

Paisant did not break down

how the surplus money is being
spent this year. Calls to his of-
fice were not answered. .

The surplus came up during
heated questioning from New
Orleans area lawmakers on why
projects that have been ear-
marked to be financed by sur-
plus toll collections and required
by state law have not been done,
such as widening Gen. de Gaulle
Drive and expanding Peters
Road.

Paisant said some of the pro-
jects added to the list were so
costly that the surplus could
never pay for them. Based on
2000 cost estimates, the list of
projects would have cost at least
$100 million.

Asked by Rep. Walt Leger
111, D-New Orleans, why the
project list grew when there
was no realistic hope of getting
some of them done, Paisant said:
“I believe it was expedient for
the (New Orleans area lawmak-
ers) and generated votes to pass
it. ... This would never have
covered those projects.”

- Legislators grill bridge of

The cost of ferries

The tolls from the bridge go
to finance the operations of the
span, its 32-member police force
and a fleet of ferries that serve
the New Orleans area.

The proposed budget for the
span for the July 1 fiscal year is
$23.5 million, up $721,000 from
this year.

Rep. Patrick Connick, R-Har-
vey, said 70 percent of that goes
to pay salaries, operations and
for frequent repairs of the sys-
tem’s “run-down ferries.”

Connick complained that
some of the projects that the
tolls should pay for — including
improvements to West Bank
streets*near the span, as state
law requires — is being used to
subsidize the ferry operations.

Connick said more than
$273,000 a year is spent to pay
the salaries of 12 deckhands
and toll collectors who collect
the $238,000 a year in tolls on
the ferries between Jackson
Avenue and Gretna, Canal
Street and Algiers Point, and
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Chalmette and Algiers. He said

the tolls also pay the salaries of

18 other ferry employees, cost~

ing $462,000.

“How can you justify not col-
lecting enough tolls to pay the
salaries?” Connick asked Alan
LeVasseur, the bridge authori-
ty's executive director. “It is
hard to justify ... but you are
performing public transporta-
tion and operating at a loss.”

William Ankner, Gov. Bobby
Jindal’s newly named secretary
of the Department of Transpor-
tation and Development, said he

—would look into the spending

practices of the bridge author-
ity, but he cautioned that ferry
services in any part of the coun-
try lose money.

“It might be cheaper on the
ferries to let people ride for
free,” Connick said.

Connick has filed legislation
for the general session starting
Monday that would turn the
ferry service over to the state

Transportation Department,
which operates most ferries in

the state.

Ankner said turning the ferry
service over to his department
might cost the state $9 million a
year, money that would come
from road projects around Lou-
isiana.

Meeting for nothing

Because the bridge authority
answers to the department,
Rep. M.J. “Mert” Smiley, R-St.
Amant, said eliminating the
bridge division would abolish a
layer of bureaucracy and hold
the state agency more account-
able for bridge and ferry serv-
ice.

Ankner promised the panel
that he will look into the com-
plaints from Connick and others
and make the bridge a higher-
priority item.

Rep. John Schroder, R-Cov-
ington, complained that an advi-
sory commission that is sup-
posed to work with bridge offi-
cials in recommending priorities
for surplus toll dollars has not
met since 2006 although it is re-
quired by law to meet every
three months. “Pesple are pay-

ing tolls, people are expecting
service,” Schroder said. “This is
not being accomplished.”

“Tn 2006 they set-the priori-
ties” for use of the toll surplus,
said department Assistant Sec-
retary Gordon Nelson. “The
last time they met, only one
person showed up.”

Rep. Jim Morris, R-Oil City,
the subcommittee’s chairman,
pointed out that the state law
has not changed and the advi-
sory panel must meet quarterly
“even if they meet to say they
have nothing to meet about.”

Leger told Ankner that he is
distressed that “a board that is
supposed to meet on a quarterly
basis has thumbed its nose at us
and is not meeting.”

Ankner said he will look into
the status of the board and why
it has not met to discuss the
tolls, their use and surplus col-
lections.
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Ed Anderson can be reached at

eanderson@timespicayune.com or
(225) 342-5810.

BACK HOME

Family and friends gather to touch the hearse carrying Al Copland‘s body.Copelan died Sndy in Germany, where he was
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undergoing cancer treatment. His family brought his body home Thursday for his funeral next week. The Original Royal Play-
ers brass band preceded the hearse carrying the body of the Popeyes founder at Atlantic Aviation in Kenner; Copeland’s
loved ones followed on foot. A police motorcycle escort later led the hearse and eight limousines from the scene.

Protest comes after
change in calendar

By Darran Simon
Staff writer

About half of MeDonogh No.
35 High School’s 60 teachers
staged a sickout Thursday, fore-
ing the school to combine
classes, move students to the
auditorium and use support
staff such as reading coaches to
get through the day.

The calls started rolling into
the office around 7:20 a.m., ac-
cording to Principal Philip
White.

The sickout occurred about.a
week after the Orleans Parish
School Board voted Tuesday to
remove four unbudgeted days
from the school calendar, which
teachers had not been con-
tracted to work.

McDonogh No. 35 employees
declined to comment but people
with knowledge of their griev-
ances said they believed the
change in the school calendar
amounted to a loss of pay and
instructional time for students.

School Board officials say the
sickout stemmed from a misun-
derstanding by the teachers
over the calendar change.

“The reduction in the cal-
endar is not resulting in any re-

duction in pay for teachers and
staff,” said Stan Smith, the
School Board’s chief financial of-
ficer. The board voted to alter
the calendar to reflect the num-
ber of days teachers are paid
after discovering that the dis-
triet had mistakenly scheduled
four extra days, officials said. As
a result, the teachers’ last day
will be May 19 and the students’
last day will be May 16 — well
above the state’s mandated min-
utes for instruction, officials
said.

Smith said the district e-
mailed letters to teachers and
principals Wednesday — the
first day back following spring
break — alerting them of the
schedule change and that pay

N.O. high school’s teachers stage sickout

wouldn’t be affected. Principals
and administrative staff were
also asked to distribute the in-
formation, Smith said.

‘A small group of employees
at McDonogh 35 failed to re-
ceive the explanation,” accord-
ing to a board statement to re-
porters.

The School Board operates
five schools, including MeDon-
ogh 35, and oversees a dozen
charter schools. Teachers at
other board-operated schools
were in class Thursday, officials
said.
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Darran Simon can be reached at.
dsimon@timespicayune.com or at (504)
826-3386.

Jeff schools’ plan
to rehire revived

Board member cites
candidate shorlage

By Jenny Hurwitz
West Bank bureay

After a three-year reprieve,
two Jefferson Parish Scheol
Board members have resur-
rected a long-standing debate
by proposing to allow retired
administrators to reapply for
and assume top managerial
posts in the school system.

Board member Ray St.
Pierre, who proposed the meas-
ure and is sponsoring it with
board member Libby Moran,
cited a shortage of qualified can-
didates as the main reason be-
hind his decision, Retired ad-
ministrators are permitted to
return to the district as teachers
only under current rules.

St. Pierre, who voted against
a similar measure in 2005, at-
tributed his change of heart to
the fact that effective principals
and teachers have proven scarce
in recent years, and the district
is suffering from an estimated
35-employee shortfall for posi-
tions including teachers, princi-
pals and administrators.

Administrators are typically
plucked from the teaching pool,
leaving gaps that can take
months to fill. By allowing for-
mer administrators to return to
their top spots, the district could
potentially eliminate those gaps,
he said.

“We continue to lose teachers,
and we need teachers,” he said.
“If we keep administrators, it al-
lows us to build from the bottom
up.”

Unlike administrators, retired
teachers are allowed to return
to work and eventually earn
their former salaries and retire-
ment benefits.

Moran, who proposed the ini-
tiative back in 2005, reiterated
her support again.

“It’s extremely difficult to
keep good administrators,” she
said at this month’s board meet-
ing. “People thought we needed
fresh and new. I wish there were
fresh and new. There's not.”

But while Moran and St.
Pierre are committed to the ini-
tiative, other board members
remain unconvinced.

Several have said they have
had no problem finding excel-
lent administrators for their dis-
trict schools using existing staff-
ing pools. Others say they be-
lieve the proposal is far too gen-
eral and leaves the board sus-
ceptible to litigation from dis-
gruntled employees.

“I'd like to see this brought
back with a lot more flesh to it,”
said board member Etta Licei-
ardi. As originally proposed, the
measure “opens us wide up for
one suit after the other”

Board attorney Jack Grant
agreed. He said the district
needs to establish “meaningful
evaluations over the course of a
principal’'s employment,” which
would allow the board to legally
Justify the rehiring of a retiree.

After some discussion, St.
Pierre agreed to temporarily
pull his proposal, so attorneys
have time to develop a more
comprehensive policy. The
board is expected to take up a
revised version at the April
meeting.

In 2005, the board shot down
a similar proposal, crafted by
Superintendent Diane Roussel,
that would have allowed admin-
istrators to return to the man-
agerial ranks only after beating
out other candidates in inter-
views and winning recommen-
dations from the superintendent
and School Board.

At the time, board members
said the measure would discour-
age younger administrators
from seeking top-level spots.
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Jenny Hurwitz can be reached at

Jhurwitz@timespicayune.com or (504)
826-3784.

High-powered committee seeks ways to coordinate school systems

Some services may
overlap in Orleans

By Sarah Carr
Staff writer

A new committee will look for
ways the Recovery School Dis-
trict, the Orleans Parish School
Board and the city’s network of
charters can consolidate their
services, work together to cut
costs and plot out the education
Jandscape of the future.

The committee, chaired by
Tulane President Scott Cowen
and Dan Packer, the retired
president of Entergy New QOr-
Jeans, is made up of several
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community power players. Its
creation comes in the wake of
some high-profile spats between
the city’s different school sys-
tems, including a $41 million fi-
nancial dispute between the re-
covery district and the School
Board that dragged on for
months,

Cowen said the decentraliza-
tion produced by the storm has
helped the schools in many
ways, but that it has also “ham-
pered communication and coop-
eration between schools,” par-
ticularly in financing and facili-
ties issues.

In the near future, state Su-
perintendent Paul Pastorek,
who put together the commit-
tee, said he expects it to look at
consolidating transportation,
food service and athletic pro-
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grams of the School Board and
the recovery district schools. He
also charged it With leading a
campaign to renew four school

property tax levies on the July -

ballot.

The four levies — for text-
books and instructional supplies,
early childhood and dropout-
prevention programs, salaries
and benefits, and building repair
— bring in about $32 million a
year to the publie schools. The
money would go to all public
schools in the eity, whether they
are charter or not.

At a press conference where
the committee was announced,
School Board President Torin
Sanders said he hopes that the
group, called the Public Educa-
tion Progress Committee, will
also look at shared special edu-
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cation services down the road.
Special education has been a
thorny issue for many schools,
particularly charters, who some-
times struggle to build full pro-
grams without the support of a

-traditional central office.

Pastorek said the timing
seemed right to look toward the
foture, since both districts have
successfully gotten schools up
and running and seem to be
fairly stable in their operations.
“First, we had to get oxygen to
the patient, and now we're re-
ady to get food to the patient,”
he said,

He also noted that the recov-
ery district and the School
Board have had “some adversa-
rial moments” in the past year,
including the dispute over the
$41 million, but now need to get
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past them.

The long-term future of both
systems remains up in the air.
The School Board, which for-
merly oversaw 120 schools, now
runs just five, all of which were
relatively high-performing be-
fore the storm. The state-run
recovery district operates about
30 schools, which were rela-
tively low-performing, Both en-
tities have several charter
schools under their auspices.

Members of the new commit-
tee are Nolan Rollins, president
of the Greater New Orleans
Urban League; Karla Sikaffy,
director of adult education for
the Archdiocese of New Or-
leans; Mary Joseph, director of
the Children’s Défense Fund of
New Orleans; the Rev. Vien
Nguyen of Mary Queen of Viet-
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nam Church; the Rev. Tyrone
Williams of Second Morning
Star Baptist Church; and a
member of the New Orleans
Business Council who has yet to
be appointed.
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scarr@timespicayune.com or at (504}
86-3497.
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