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District  61 tax -hike  campaign  revving  up

By Lane Kelley
Darien Suburban Life
Mon Feb 19, 2007, 10:43 AM CST

Bob Rzeszutko thought he might be running two campaigns this year, one for a seat on the Darien District 61
School Board and the other for a school tax hike Tuesday, Feb. 27.

But only four people filed for four open board seats and Rzeszutko was one of them, the only non-incumbent, so
his seat is now assured. Rzeszutko said he wishes the referendum campaign were that easy.

ÒItÕs ruling my life,Ó he said.

Rzeszutko and his wife, Mary, are co-chairs of the referendum committee, and they have an uphill  battle.

The district lost its first bid for an increase in November by a significant margin. And the loss stemmed largely
from another lopsided figure in the district: 83 percent of the voters do not have children in schools.

According to the ballot example, the owner of a $300,000 house in Darien would pay about $100 in additional
school taxes the first year, but the new tax hike would be implemented over four years. By the last year, the
additional tax would jump to $685. 
The ballot example is based on a fair market value of $100,000, though the average home value in town is at
least triple that amount, according to the district.

Parents such as Rzeszutko, who has three children in District 61 schools, are outnumbered almost 5-1 by adults
with no children.

To win a tax increase, the parents must persuade voters who may be grandparents of students or empty-nesters
with grown children.

ÒThe most common complaint that I hear is that they just donÕt want to raise their taxes,Ó Rzeszutko said. ÒBut I
tell them, you did raise your kids in this town. This is a community thing, where Darien has to support Darien.Ó

Some residents say they have supported the schools enough, though.

Bob Sejnost has lived for 37 years in Darien and put all of his children through District 61 schools. Sejnost said
heÕs disappointed the School Board is coming back so soon after last yearÕs loss to ask again for a rate increase.

ÒIÕm disappointed that they can try it as many times as they want until  they get lucky,Ó Sejnost said.

Like many retired people Sejnost lives on a fixed income and does not want to raise his tax bill.

ÒI realize everything goes up in price, but my pension doesnÕt go up,Ó Sejnost said. ÒIÕd like to be able to live within
my means.Ó

Living within its means could be a tough chore for the School Board, though, if the tax increase is rejected again.

District 61 Superintendent Warren ÒChipÓ Johnson said he will make budget cuts, and one potential item on the
chopping block is eliminating ÒmanyÓ bus stops.

Rzeszutko said voters should consider the impact of such cuts on families who move to Darien partly because of
its schools.

He said his wife already volunteers three days a week as a school librarian because of budget cuts made last
year.

ÒWe donÕt want to have just a 9-to-5, bare-bones school system,Ó Rzeszutko said. ÒThereÕs the big picture to look
at.Ó
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