Greetings,

As positive as | try to live my life, there are times that I'm stricken with feelings of sadness when
| learn about some of the hardships and losses that our community members are dealing with.
It's impossible for me not to empathize and working for a community as large as ours, there
seems to always be unfortunate and even devastating events occurring to students, staff, and
community members. | just wanted to really express how I, and we, should always keep our
colleagues, friends and family, and students in mind and keep them in our thoughts and prayers.
We never know what someone may be going through. And whenever possible, offer support or
a hand in helping them navigate these hardships.

More than events that are at times out of our control, there are also challenges we encounter
that call for really difficult decisions to be made. Life does not happen around our schedules or
when it's convenient. This year’s budget process has really been a struggle for us. We’ve been
faced with unanticipated financial challenges impacting our school district in adverse ways.
While we were well prepared for the decreases in Foundation and Building Aid in this fiscal year
and over the next two, operating costs related to transportation, health insurance, Special
Education (tuition and related costs), unallocated insurance, and other line items have
increased at an extremely disproportionate and unanticipated rate. While we always plan for
incremental increases and contingencies, it was impossible to predict the extent to which our
operating costs would rise in the upcoming fiscal year. This is not unique to South Country as
many school districts are grappling with challenges and in some cases considering cutting
programs, closing schools, and sadly, reducing staff. All difficult decisions for everyone involved.

It should be noted that staff reductions are always a last resort and are not just about reducing
costs. Over the last ten years, South Country’s enroliment has dropped by almost 600 students.
In 2014, our enrollment was 4,414 students. In 2024 our enroliment was 3845 and it continues
to decline. In fact, just last year, our enroliment dropped 111 students district wide. Our long
term plan to respond to the drop in enroliment was to reduce staff by attrition, meaning as staff
members retired, we would simply not replace them. While our projections were almost entirely
accurate with regards to the decreases in both Foundation and Building Aid during the course of
this and the next two years, the unanticipated operating cost increases for the next fiscal year
amount to more than five million dollars. This is really unprecedented and as | mentioned, has
had adverse effects on multiple school districts on Long Island.

In response, we've continued to make budgetary corrections to line items not impacting staff,
but it's simply not enough. Not even close. We even looked at ways that we can increase our
revenue and that too is close to impossible. Consequently, we’ve had to look at the largest
portion of our operating budget, our staff. Making staff reductions due to financial stresses is
one of the most difficult decisions made by school districts. We don’t feel good about it as we
can appreciate how it can disrupt lives, impact morale, and potentially create challenges to our
commitment to student success. Teachers, administrators, and support staff are the heart of our
schools, and reducing staff affects not only them but also the students and community they
serve. While fiscal responsibility is necessary, as is the response to our declining enroliment, we



don’t take the human cost lightly as it is profound, requiring empathy, transparency, and a focus
on minimizing disruption to student learning.

We are still working out the extent to which we will be reducing staff, making sure that we
exhaust all options — but staffing reductions are inevitable. As we finalize the process which will
be ongoing until the final budget is presented on April 23, we will be sure to be proactive in our
communication with affected staff to the greatest extent possible. | can assure you that this is
not an easy task as we appreciate the impact this may have. In my career | have experienced
massive staff reductions a few times. The most impactful was back when the tax cap was first
proposed. | can say with confidence that people do land on their feet and anything that we can
do to assist, we pledge to do. Still, as a superintendent it’s really a difficult and emotionally
draining process. That said, | never aspired to be a superintendent because | thought it would
be easy, | did it because of the potential impact | can have, along with a community of dedicated
people, on the lives of our learners. More than that, this is not just my struggle, it's our struggle
and one that we will get through together.

Thanks to everyone, in every building and office, for doing their part to make South Country
such an amazing place. You are all appreciated. Despite our current state of affairs, it is my
hope and expectation that we will continue striving forward with the best interests of our
community in mind. As difficult as these times may be, it's always a real privilege serving this
community as your superintendent of schools.

Tony Santana
#clipperPRIDE



