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VAIL, Colorado — The school district will start Thursday telling people who'll have a job next year, and a citizens 
budget committee is trying to help minimize the number.

District officials say they plan to cut 50 jobs as they try to bridge the gap between falling revenues and rising 
healthcare and retirement costs. Fifty is about half the number of job cuts the district was projecting earlier 
this year.

A group of volunteers with careers in finance and banking has been working through the school district's budget.

“Our bias was toward retaining teachers,” said budget committee member Chris Hynes, during a work session 
with the school board.

The budget committee was given a list of more than $9 million in potential cuts, and asked to come up with 
ways to get to the $5.5 million the school district says it has to cut.

The budget committee broke into three groups and each group came up with its own ideas. Job cuts ranged 
between $1.3 million, $650,000 and none, depending on what gets cut elsewhere in the budget.

The budget committee's cuts were kinder to people, but tougher on inanimate objects, Hynes said, such as 
computers.

The committee's cuts did not include a potential sliding-scale pay cut for all school district employees, but it 
could be part of the discussion as the school board continues toward its June budget deadline, said school board 
president Jeanne McQueeney.

“Is the reduction in pay worse than a loss in headcount?” asked budget committee member Derrick Weimer. 
“There are tradeoffs everywhere.”

The Budget Committee came up with several scenarios to cut the $5.5 million, all of which reflected some 
staffing cuts either in people, pay or benefits, said Brooke Macke, the school district's communications director. 
Because 80 percent of the district's total operating budget is spent on salaries and benefits, some cuts had to be 
made in the form of positions, Macke said.

“We have tried to cut dollars out of others area of our district — programs, transportation, maintenance, 
computers, etc. — but not so much so that it negatively impacts every single operation to the point of making 
the entire district ineffective and unsustainable,” Macke said.

“This round of budget cuts forced us to make long-term cuts (i.e. people) vs. short-term cuts in order to adjust 
to our new fiscal reality,” Macke said.

About that budget deadline
The good news is that the school board doesn't have to approve next year's budget until June, under state law. 
As the school board continues toward that June deadline, if it finds some additional money it might be able to 
rehire some people, McQueeney said.

The bad news is that people will start getting pink slipped this week. They'll be paid through August.
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The cuts are coming early so people can start looking for new jobs early in the education industry's hiring cycle, 
said Dr. Brian Childress, the school district's human resources director.

Hellish healthcare costs
The school district is facing the same squeeze in rising health insurance costs as everyone else, Hynes said.

“Healthcare costs are rising much faster than inflation, while salaries are rising at inflation or less,” Hynes said.

Half of the benefit package is healthcare. The other half is retirement. Together they consume 10 percent of 
the district's operating costs, Hynes said.

Superintendent Dr. Sandra Smyser said local healthcare providers have been unwilling to negotiate prices.

They're considering incentivizing employees to go to Denver for healthcare.

“It's that expensive up here,” Smyser said.

The school district just signed up for a service that provides cost comparisons across geographic regions and 
health providers, said Phil Onofrio, the school district's CFO.

So they tried comparing knee surgery.

It costs $18,000 more to have knee surgery in Vail than on the Front Range, Onofrio said.

Following the money
The school district says it's looking at another $5.5 million in budget cuts next year.

Some of it stems from cuts in state funding. Right now that's expected to be between $160 and $200 per pupil, 
up to $1.3 million, Onofrio said.

The school district spent $1.6 million this year from its reserves. That money is not available next year, Onofrio 
said.

They're looking at $2.6 million for increases in healthcare benefits and retirement funding — costs the school 
district cannot control, Onofrio said.

That's $5.5 million.

That $5.5 million has to come from the school district's general fund, projected to be $48 million next year.

“Every line item in this budget walks a tightrope. Everything will affect something else,” Hynes said.

Staff Writer Randy Wyrick can be reached at 970-748-2935 or rwyrick@vaildaily.com.
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