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PROPOSED RESOLUTION NO. 497-A:

By Council Members Sears, Avella, Baez, Davis, DeBlasio, Diaz, Felder, Gennaro, Gerson, Koppell, Lopez, Nelson, Reyna, Sanders, Seabrook, Stewart and Quinn.

TITLE:

Resolution calling upon the United States Congress to enact S.905 and H.R.1076, known collectively as the America’s Better Classroom Act of 2001. 

BACKGROUND:


Research has indicated that environmental conditions and class size, particularly in the early grades, impact upon a student’s ability to learn. Unfortunately, a significant number of New York City public schools are overcrowded and in need of repair.


 According to the Fiscal Year 2002 Mayor’s Management Report (MMR), 45.9% of all elementary and middle school students and 73.3% of all high school students attend schools that are operating above capacity. Adding to the burden of already over-crowded schools is the need to reduce class sizes in the early grades and expand pre-kindergarten program access. Unfortunately, there is an ever-widening gap between school capacity needs and available seats.


In addition to issues regarding over-crowding, New York City public schools struggle with an aging infrastructure. A significant number of schools need repairs and/or upgrading. According to the MMR, the majority of schools (78.2%) received only “fair condition” ratings, while 6.53% were rated in “fair to poor condition.” Only 14.5% and .89% of schools were rated in “fair to good condition,” and “good condition,” respectively. Additionally, 2,194 hazardous building violations were issued for the City’s public schools for crumbling facades, damaged parapets and cracked masonry, among other things. 


The America’s Better Classroom Act of 2001 (S.905 and H.R.1076) would address school construction and renovation needs throughout the United States.  In the Senate, the bill is sponsored by Senator Tom Harkin, and supported by Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton and Senator Charles E. Schumer. In the House of Representatives, the bi-partisan legislation was introduced by Representative Charles B. Rangel and Representative Nancy L. Johnson, and is co-sponsored by 225 members. This legislation would provide tax credit for public school modernization bonds.


The America’s Better Classroom Act of 2001 would amend the Internal Revenue Code, providing approximately $25 billion in tax-credit bonds to build new classrooms and address school renovation needs. Under this legislation, local authorities would be exempt from paying interest on qualified public school modernization bonds. Taxpayers who hold such bonds would receive interest in the form of income tax credits from the federal government. The amount of the tax credit would depend on the prevailing interest rate at the time of bond issuance.


S.905 and H.R.1076 would allocate a total of $22 billion in bonding authority, 60% of which would be distributed to states based on school-age population and 40% of which would be distributed to 125 school districts with the largest number of low-income students based on the current Elementary and Secondary Education Act Title I funding formula. An additional $2.4 billion would be used to expand the Qualified Zone Academy Bond (QZAB) program, which provides tax credits for bonds used to finance school renovation and repair projects. States are able to access QZAB based on the number of persons whose income falls below the poverty level, and individual schools qualify for this program if there is a reasonable expectation that at least 35% of students will be eligible for a free or reduced price lunch, or if the school is located in an Empowerment Zone or Enterprise Community. While the federal government would finance bonds under the America’s Better Classroom Act, localities would retain all decision-making authority with respect to school construction projects.


Because school construction is generally financed by bonds on which interest is paid (currently, tax-exempt school bond rates are issued at 5% interest), the America’s Better Classroom Act of 2001 would allow localities to save a significant amount of money. According to the New York Building Congress, an estimated $1.5 billion in bonding authority would be allocated to New York City through this legislation. Such authority could save the City a substantial amount that would otherwise have to be paid to bondholders in interest payments. 

PROPOSED RESOLUTION NO. 497-A

 
Proposed Resolution No. 497-A would call upon the United States Congress to enact the America’s Better Classroom Act of 2001 (S.905 and H.R.1076) to address school construction and repair issues in New York City. The Proposed Resolution No. 497-A would state that a significant number of City public schools are overcrowded and in need of repair and modernization. The Proposed Resolution No. 497-A would also indicate that the America’s Better Classroom Act would provide the City with approximately $1.5 billion in bonding authority to build new classrooms and address school renovation needs. Because the City would be exempt from paying interest on such bonds, the City would save a significant amount of money. 
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