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In giving our opinion, over the last severalweeks, that the Tuscola School Board should nothave used the energy performance contractingmethod for building renovations, we havestrived to not disparage the Board memberswho donate their time to serve. The Board hasnot applied the same constraints toward us.Just before Christmas, the Board sent a letterout to parents that, among other things, dis-misses the newspaper’s opinion as just wantingto sell newspapers. That implies that we wantto stir things up to increase our circulation.Frankly, it’s more of a risk to us to take on con-troversy.It’s not a great business model. As an exam-ple, when the Board signed a contract withOmni Energy Partners, we ran the entire scopeof work listed in the contract. It took up two fullpages in the paper entirely at our expense. Wewould have to sell a heckuva lot of papers at abuck a piece to pay for two pages. The SchoolBoard doesn’t seem to understand that it reallyis about journalistic integrity for us. In the 8years that I’ve owned newspapers, I’ve nevertaken a salary out of any of them. For the SchoolBoard to dismiss our motives as just wanting tosell newspapers indicates to us a disrespect forthe independent watchdog role of the press asdesigned by the U.S. Constitution as well as adesperate cry to kill the messenger.Setting aside the personal digs, let’s look atwhat else the School Board had to say. Therewere several things in the letter that were mis-leading at best.The Board stated that if the petitions beingcollected forced a referendum, it would cost thedistrict $100,000 out of its education fund.That’s their estimate of fees and interest on debtcertificates they issued.First, the statement assumes the voterswould turn down the referendum. Secondly,they have that expense regardless. If they issuethe $15 million in bonds, they still have to paythe interest and fees on the debt certificates; itjust would come out of the bond money insteadof the education fund. It’s all taxpayer money.The debt certificates are of their own doingto try to avoid having a referendum. They could-n’t just issue bonds for $15 million for capitalimprovements, so they borrowed the $15 mil-lion using debt certificates with the goal of pay-ing them off with the bond proceeds. It’s atechnical move; they can issue bonds to pay offdebt without a direct referendum.That’s on them. They had no big debts. Theyborrowed the money to create a debt. Are we toassume that they had no confidence they couldconvince voters to approve a $15 million refer-endum?In the same paragraph, they comment that Iam the only one who regularly attends SchoolBoard meetings implying that nobody reallycares about school business enough to come tothe meetings and ask questions. It’s misleadingbecause the district was live streaming its meet-ings and people watched remotely. I livestreamed the last one and Facebook data showsthat the video reached over 660 people. Just’cause you can’t see ’em doesn’t mean theyaren’t there.Still in the same paragraph, they complainthat they have no outlet to get the word out ex-cept through social media and letters to parents.They state that Board Member Darold Spillmanwishes he had a column in the paper to sharethe school’s voice but that they would have topay for such a column out of education funds.There is so much wrong with that statement.First, they’ve never asked me to run a columnfor them. In Arcola, the school superintendentsubmits articles with some frequency. I ownthat newspaper, too. If I do it for Arcola, whywouldn’t I do it here?Second, they could always submit a letter tothe editor.Third, they sent this letter, and a previousone, to parents and teachers but they didn’tsend it to me. If you want me to hear your mes-sage, maybe you ought to send it to me. Theyhave my email address.Fourth, they’re willing to spend $100,000 toavoid a referendum but they’re not willing to in-vest even 50 bucks on a publicity campaign?That’s just nuts.It’s always “education funds” when they balkat an expense. Do they not understand that it’sall taxpayer funds? If they weren’t staring at $21million in bond funds to levy for, imagine all the

education funds they could tap with the city’sbig tax increment finance (TIF) district expiring.The Board went on to imply that the news-paper is like a game of telephone, where oneperson tells something to another and they tellanother and so on until the story changes. It’snot an accurate description of how newspaperswork. It’s offensive. I’ve been in this business fornearly 40 years and have a truck load of news-paper awards on my wall. I’m not saying I’m in-fallible, but I can hold my own among anyone’sjournalism credentials.But, it’s not about me. In giving our opinionabout the direction the district was going, weconsulted with several attorneys, an experi-enced bond counsel, an architect, several con-tractors and school administrators from otherdistricts. It’s not just our lay opinion; we havedeveloped our opinion through research withcredible, experienced players.I wonder, how much of that did individualSchool Board members do? I know there havebeen at least a couple of offers for the SchoolBoard to sit down with some of these same peo-ple, and to date, they haven’t done that.Back to the letter, the Board seems to thinkthey have an architect on this project and thatthe work was bid out. Neither is true. Omni hasan architect. The architect works for Omni. It isnot the school’s architect.Omni was chosen by the Board through a re-quest for proposals, which really was a requestfor qualifications. The school did not bid out anywork. They selected Omni before any projectswere ever outlined. Perhaps Omni sought bidsfrom multiple subcontractors. We don’t knowand it doesn’t matter. A private bid is not thesame as a public bid.The letter also points out work that needs tobe done at North Ward Grade School citing it asan example of how the low bid does not ensurethe best work. Guess what? The high bid does-n’t, either. While we think of North Ward as anew school, it is 20 years old, and concrete isnot exactly a precise science.As for the flawed heating/cooling at theschool, it sounds like the checks and balances ofpublic bidding may have failed the school andnobody held anybody accountable for it. Underthe energy performance contracting method,those same checks and balances don’t exist. Ifdoing something right is going to exceed the bid,what’s to keep the contractor from cutting cor-ners? There is no professional overseer of thework.So, it’s an illogical argument: When we hadchecks and balances, they didn’t work, so let’sfix it by removing the checks and balances.While we’re at it, let’s talk about trans-parency. While we were initially pleased withthe information discussed in open session,when it came time to fine-tune the project, theBoard took it behind closed doors. The superin-tendent stated in a previous letter that theBoard appointed a committee of two Boardmembers and himself to meet with Omni to nar-row the scope of work.Any time I hear “two Board members,” that’sa red flag that they’re purposefully trying to cir-cumvent Illinois’ Open Meetings Act. Well, guesswhat? The statute states that any committee orsubcommittee of a public body is a public bodysubject to the Act. Where are the minutes andagendas of those meetings?I’m quite familiar with the Open MeetingsAct, and that caveat in particular. In my previouscareer, I served as a director with the IllinoisPress Association. I’m intimately acquaintedwith that particular line because I wrote it. Iconsider it to be a hallmark of my career.An effort to put the bond issue on the ballotdid not gather enough signatures over theChristmas break. Organizers of the drive say itwasn’t for a lack of interest; a late start coupledwith COVID quarantines and the holidaysdoomed the petition. But it really wasn’t thebond issue that the opposition group wanted tostop. Those we talked to favor borrowing themoney; rates are low and the expiration of a TIFdistrict will open up millions in assessed valua-tion. And, like us, they favor doing the renova-tions. But they, and I’ll add “we,” just want theSchool Board to be good stewards of our taxdollars and that means public bidding withchecks and balances.But other than that, yeah, we just want to sellnewspapers. —David Porter

The following is the text of
a letter sent by the Tuscola
School Board referenced in
our editorial at right.We have been thinkingabout all the hubbub with thepeople who are up in armsabout the school board bond-ing $15M and with a perform-ance contract. We have hadpeople question the track re-furbishment over education fa-cilities. However, what somemay not realize is that thetrack was a safety hazard andis used regularly by teachers aseducation in the form of PE,both at the high school andEast Prairie. Some residentshave linked the board's recentmove to contract with Omniwith the track replacement.This is because the track wason the list of items that was onOmni’s list. The school boardcreated a list of items theboard felt needed to be up-dated. This was done beforeOmni took over the list fromthe board. We requested Omnido a thorough review of theschool's facilities.We have also had peoplemake assumptions about ourRFP with Omni, likening it to aback door fast pitch sale byforked tongued salesmen or asa party planner. An RFP is dif-ferent than a bid per Illinoisprocurement rules. There arereasons why you choose anRFP over a bid and typicallyperformance is favored overprice which means you getwhat you need and not thecheapest thing on the market.Darold Spillman, who has beenon the board for 10 years,doesn’t recall a single year thatthe board didn’t spend lessthan $30,000 on the HVAC atNorth Ward, which was put inplace by the lowest bidder,who put in a discontinuedmodel as new and didn’t installit correctly. You may ask, whohas been left paying for thepoor work of this lowest bid-der, the citizens of TuscolaCUSD 301.All school board membersare tax-paying individuals ofthe Tuscola CUSD 301, whichmight be a surprise to many.We chose a partner to workwith that was recommendedby many local school boards asa caring person who onlywants the best for the district(this was the sentiment ofother boards and not Omni, theother boards of both small andlarge school districts had noth-

ing but positive commentsabout Mark Graves (founder ofOmni)). If Upchurch is correctin that small schools startdown that road of a perform-ance contract but quicklychange their ways, why wouldso many schools give nothingbut positive comments aboutMark Graves and the perform-ance contract method? Thepartner we decided to workwith is bonded. Why is this im-portant, because if the job isdone wrong or a subcontractorgoes out of business then thework gets done the right way.The school board has been fig-uring out the best way to fixthe cracking hallways at NorthWard. We have been told byUpchurch that to fix the issuewe have to cut out the concreteand pour it again correctly.This is not a cheap fix andsomething that shouldn’t benecessary if someone oversawthe work to ensure it was donecorrectly.There has been talk aboutthe architects Omni is using.We were given the option byOmni to use any architectwhich we choose for Omni towork with. We looked at sev-eral and let Omni know that wewere pleased with the for-ward-thinking and designsthat Gray Design Groupshowed. We looked at pastwork from Gray Design, welooked at their concepts for afuture in our schools using adifferent layout while keepingthe exterior of the school. Theyare an architectural firm thatcan move our buildings intothe future. If you are interestedin seeing their work pleaselook at https://www.grayde-signgroup.com/.Any referendum would onlybe for the $15M and not forany work or how it would bedone. If the $15M in bondinggoes to a referendum by col-lecting enough signatures, 415to be exact, it would cost thedistrict a minimum of$100,000 in the cost for thedebt certificate. Money thatcomes from the education fund(directly from the money usedon kids’ education). This is be-cause we still have a $15Mdebt we have to pay. DaroldSpillman let a fellow TuscolaCUSD 301 citizen know that hewished he had a weekly col-umn to put the school boardsvoice out, but we would haveto use school education fundsto buy space in the paper. Our

voice is in open meetings thatvery few attend. The only reg-ular in-person attendance isDavid Porter (Tuscola Review).In all the time the school boardhas been talking about whatwe wanted to do and how wewere going to do it, we onlyhad one person really ask usquestions about what we weregoing to do, how we weregoing to do it. One person intwo years. We don’t have an-other forum besides socialmedia and letters to parents toget our word out. Newspapersare in the business to sellnewspapers, they report whatthey see and hear. As anyonewho has ever played the gameof telling your neighbor some-thing and seeing how much itchanges as it goes around real-izes that everyone sees andhears things differently.In our 5-year plan, work isdone in phases. Just becausewe use a particular method forthe first phase, doesn’t meanwe are locked in for all thework. We are free to do thework ourselves, hire anothercompany, or go out for bids. Weas a school board did not gointo this blind or naive. Wesought out information fromour lawyer about the bondingand contract issue. We put theRFP out for anyone to bid on.We listened to former leadersin the school district and usedthe experience of other schoolboards.In the end, every member ofthe school board wants thebest for the students, teachers,and administrators. The up-dates at TCHS, East Prairie, andNorth Ward are a long timecoming.Our children deserve theseupdates.At this time, we would askthat you NOT sign a petition tosend the Debt Bonds to a refer-endum. We know this maysound cliché, but trust thosewho you elected to the boardto use their resources andknowledge of the process togive our children the best edu-cational facilities we can.Happy Holidays!
Sincerely,

Tuscola CUSD 301
Board membersBrad Ingram, President;Bob Devlin, Vice-President;Darold Spillman, Secretary;Jessi Young, Member; JerrodBaird, Member; Wade Wilcox,Member; Chris Rennels, Mem-ber.




