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Edgemont Finance 101
n 2005, after the school budget
was defeated on the first try (it
passed on the second), the Board
of Ed set up four Citizen Advisory
Committees—Revenue Enhancement, Business Practices, Government and Demographics, and
Communications and Community
Outreach—to advise and assist on
matters that fall outside of the educational program but that affect the
school budget and the taxes required to fund it. After three years
of double-digit tax increases, it was
clear that the District needed to explore ways to slow the rate of tax
increases without compromising the
quality of an Edgemont education.
The Government and Demographics Committee, under the
leadership of Sue Newman, reported back to the Board for the
second time this past February. The
committee had set as its goals to
identify factors outside of the traditional purview and control of the
District that have affected the Edgemont school district tax rate over
the past 15 years, to determine
trends, and to develop recommendations. That committee’s two reports have provided a primer on
Edgemont finances: what forces are
driving tax rates up, and what
might be done to control them.

I

Traditional budget factors
A school district typically looks to
control its budget by adjusting curriculum, staffing, extra-curricular

programs, class size, and management practices. But there are lessobvious but critical factors affecting
the budget that are not under the
District’s control: the size of the
nonresidential tax base (which is
declining in Edgemont), the level of
state aid (also declining: currently
contributing about 6% of Edgemont’s education costs, compared
with 40-60% in many less wealthy
New York school districts), other
revenue sources, and community
demographics (most importantly,
what percentage of households
have students in enrolled in the
District). In fact, if you compare educational spending per student with
other school districts, Edgemont’s
has grown at half the rate of the average New York State public
school. In our neighborhood, Scarsdale spends over $4,500 more per
student than we do, yet Scarsdale’s
tax increases have consistently
been far lower than Edgemont’s in
recent years.

Tax base woes
From 1993-2006, Edgemont’s tax
base was basically flat, and has actually declined over the past several
years. Although residential property
assessments due to new construction and renovations have risen significantly during this period, these
gains have been wiped out by declines in nonresidential (commercial
properties and utilities) and multifamily residential property assess-

ments (which are taxed like commercial properties, not like singlefamily homes)—due largely to tax
certiorari proceedings.
A tax certiorari (cert) proceeding is a legal claim by a property owner that a property has been
over-assessed for tax purposes relative to its market value. Edgemont
property, like property throughout
the Town of Greenburgh, is valued
for tax purposes in 1958 dollars.
The longer the time period since a
comprehensive reassessment—49
years in this case—the greater the
likelihood that inequities have built
up in the tax base. Today, the gap
between market value and assessed
value is pronounced. In addition,
the market value of residential
property has tended to rise more
rapidly than the market value of
commercial property. That differential gives non-residential property
owners an opening to challenge
their tax assessments, based on a
statistic called the equalization
rate. Reducing a very complicated
process carried out by the state
New York State Office of Real Property Services (ORPS) to simplest
terms, the equalization rate is the
total assessed value of property in a
municipality divided by its total
market value. ORPS calculates residential market values on prior-year
sales, and commercial market values based on net operating income,
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and folds all of this into one
weighted average. Property
owners can use the equalization rate to impute the market
value of their property, and
then challenge their assessment based on that calculation. The wider the discrepancy
between market and assessment value, and between the
appreciation of commercial
market values and residential
market values, the likelier it is
that a commercial property
owner’s tax-assessment challenge will be successful.
Non-residential tax cert proceedings can result in both refunds of prior-year property
taxes and reductions in assessed value going forward.
Because there is so much
non-residential property
within Edgemont’s borders—
mainly along Central Avenue—the impact of these
assessment reductions on
Edgemont’s tax base—particularly the relatively large tax
cert claims filed by commercial properties in recent
years—is huge, and are a big
part of the reason for Edgemont’s high tax increases in
recent years. Edgemont is not
alone: many school districts
with commercial corridors
face similar situations, as tax
cert proceedings reduce commercial property assessments
within their districts. (By con-
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trast, Scarsdale is an example
of a district with a small commercial sector and a growing
tax base—both significant factors in its ability to keep its
tax-rate increases small.) Beyond costing money in settlements and legal expenses,
certiorari proceedings take administrative time and effort
and create budget uncertainties, as new proceedings
brought against the District
force it to find funds for refunds and legal fees. The continuing cert challenge has
made it difficult for many districts to get school budgets
passed, since all of this tends
to drive up the school tax
rate—even though none of it
has anything to do with educational spending.

Demographic trends
At the same time that Edgemont’s tax base has been flat
or declining, enrollment in
Edgemont schools has grown
by a third. Edgemont has approximately 1900 single-family
homes, 45% of which have
students in the schools; and
900 apartments (both condos
and coops), 27% of which
have students in the schools.
The Government and Demographics Committee has also
learned that in single-family
homes that are either new or
have been significantly remodeled, the percentage with
children in the schools jumps
to 62%; for new or significantly renovated apartments,
the percentage rises from 27%
to 48%. Increasing enrollment,
of course, means the school
district needs to hire more
teachers, purchase more supplies, and expand or build
new facilities. Without a compensating increase in the tax
base and/or significant additional funding from the state,
or a decrease in educational

offerings, the burden of these
additional expenditures falls
on existing taxpayers.

Underfunded mandates
School districts must comply
with a number of government
mandates, which are generally
unfunded or only partially
funded by the state and federal governments that require
them. These include required
contributions to the Teachers’
Retirement System, transporting students to out-of-district
private and parochial schools,
administering state and federal
assessment tests, and providing services to children with
disabilities. The Administration
estimates that unfunded and
under-funded mandates cost
the district approximately $6-8
million a year for this year
and next. Significant teacher
and administrative time is also
incurred complying with various standardized testing and
other mandates. This year, for
example a new mandate requiring all Districts to provide
graphing calculators to all students in grades 10-12 will add
significantly both to the
amount Edgemont will have
to spend on equipment and to
administrative time, for working out and maintaining a system for keeping track of the
new equipment.
New York State aid currently
covers about 6% of Edgemont’s
school budget—a smaller percentage of the budget than it
used to cover, and a fraction
of the 47% an average public
school in New York State gets
(a number which is closer to
70% for some of the larger,
poorer districts). Like many
districts in Westchester, Edgemont suffers from state aid
methodology, which effectively penalizes us for having
(continued on next page)
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high property values and relatively high incomes.
The upshot of all of this is
that Edgemont public schools
are increasingly being funded
by local taxpayers, rather than
by the state; and, as the nonresidential sector of the tax
base declines, this growing
local burden is shifted more
and more onto Edgemont’s
residential taxpayers. In their
report to the Board of Ed this
February, The Government
and Demographics Committee
demonstrated that if a new
housing unit were built, and
the family that moved in enrolled two children in District
schools, this new home would
place an added school-tax
burden on existing Edgemont
taxpayers unless the new
home was assessed at a minimum of $60,000. (The average
Edgemont house is assessed
at $30,000; the average Edgemont apartment is assessed at
$6000.) This shows the enormous upward pressure that
new residential development,
along with demographic
trends, has the potential to
exert on Edgemont property
taxes. Is there anything that
can be done to protect the
school district from these
trends?

Progress to date
The District has already taken
a number of significant steps.
It has retained counsel to
manage cert claims, and established a certiorari reserve
to deal with claims it knows
or suspects will be brought
against it, protecting educational programs from the need
to make cuts in order to fund
settlements. The District is
working with an aid consultant to deal with New York’s
complicated state-aid formu-

receives every penny it is eligible for. Thanks to work
done by the Citizen Advisory
Committee on Business Practices, the District has updated
its transportation policies, an
effort that saved $85,000 in
transportation costs this year.
Extensive work done by the
Government and Demographics Committee* has helped the
District update its database
and tax information, not only
yielding valuable information
on demographic trends but
adding $50,000 in border
property tax revenue to Edgemont’s coffers this year—an
increase of 50%, which the
District expects will continue
annually. (Homeowners
whose properties straddle the
border between Edgemont
and another district—Ardsley,
Greenburgh Central 7 or
Yonkers—have the option to
decide where their children
will attend school; when they
choose Edgemont, Edgemont
can then bill the neighboring
district for reimbursement of
the school portion of those
property taxes. The Committee generated a comprehensive and updated list of
border properties: in 2006
Edgemont invoiced Ardsley
for the first time, and increased its invoices to Greenburgh Central 7 and Yonkers.)
The Committee is also continuing to work with the Greenburgh town assessor on a
variety of issues, checking
outdated tax maps and matching tax roll addresses with the
school district’s database to
make sure Edgemont is bringing in all the tax revenue it is
entitled to.

Next steps: tax base
Beyond all of this, the Government and Demographics
Committee has recommended

that the community explore
other possibilities for expanding the tax base and making
assessments more equitable,
and that it join forces with
other school districts to lobby
for relief from unfunded or
underfunded state and federal
mandates, and perhaps for a
change in the methodology
used to calculate state aid for
public schools.
One avenue the Committee
has studied is the possibility
of reassessment, which would
bring greater equity to the tax
base by bringing assessed
value into line with market
value. Reassessment would
not generate additional revenue, but would probably reduce the cost, time, effort and
uncertainties involved with
certs by redistributing the tax
burden more equitably. However, since Edgemont is not a
municipality, any decision to
reassess would have to be
(continued on p. 4)
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groups of similar school districts would be more effective
than combining into large associations, READ has recommended that Edgemont and
other districts establish a small
group of lower Westchester
school districts rather than
joining the READ consortium.

Next steps: planning & zoning
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*The committee
undertook the
enormous task of
matching individual tax accounts
from the 2006
roster with the
1993 roster; it also
tracked homes
that had assessment increases or
decreases over the
same period and
cross-referenced
those addresses
with the District
enrollment
database.
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made by the Town of Greenburgh. The process could easily cost the Town several
million dollars, and would be
politically hard to accomplish
because of people’s fears that
reassessment would raise their
taxes. (As a rule, reassessments tend to raise taxes for
about one-third of the properties involved, decrease taxes
for one-third, and leave onethird at the same level).

Next steps: legislative
The Committee has also identified a number of possible
legislative remedies. The District participates actively in a
number of state and federal
governmental agencies. These
organizations have had limited
success changing legislation,
in part because their constituencies vary so wildly in
terms of demographics and
priorities that it is hard for
these organizations to find
common ground.
One model for a new approach comes from northern
Westchester, where four districts have formed a new consortium called READ
(Regional Educational Advocacy District), to lobby more
aggressively for change in Albany. Believing that a larger
number of relatively small

The Edgemont Community
Council (ECC) and local civic
associations have monitored
the work of the Greenburgh
Planning and Zoning Boards
on behalf of the Edgemont
community for many years.
Planning and zoning issues affect not only quality-of-life issues like housing density,
traffic congestion, noise and
light pollution, and green
space; they also have a major
impact on the school district
and on property taxes. As we
have seen, new residential development has the potential to
bring with it a significantly
higher proportion of enrollments per housing unit than
existing housing—without
bringing with it proportional
increases in the tax base.
There is a current effort
under way to get the Town of
Greenburgh to agree to a
moratorium
on the building of new housing along Central Avenue, giving the Town and the
Edgemont community time to
consider carefully what zoning changes are needed to
protect the school district
from the consequences of further residential development.
The Government
and Demographics Committee
is not only urging controls on
additional residential development, but careful attention to
nurturing and expanding
Edgemont’s commercial base,
in order to lessen the upward
tax pressure on Edgemont

homeowners.
To read more about the
Committee’s work, go to
www.edgemont.org. On the
left-hand side, look under
“District Resources” and click
on “Citizen Advisory Committees.”
The Government and
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