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" Board
wa-nts to
stop bus

leasing

80 drivers would
have to buy vebhicles

By Jenny Hurwitz
West Barik burezu
For Dollinder Valeius, a bus
-operstar with the Jefferson Par-
ish public schools, the thought of
losing her job has gone from
d:stnm:pmsp toharsh reality.
Valcius; who has driven a bus
leased by the distriet for nearly
‘two years, was originally lured
to the gystem by the promise of
a ﬁve-yemgrace period:-before
wot@hwe to tuke steps to
-purchase her own vehicle.
. But. sometime this fall, she
" was told by district. oﬁdals that
she;must. bisy her own bus for
the lgiqu;;%hool,yw an invest-
. ment ut. she said.
" Valcios .

lgse . Or she
conld buy a bus and plunge mto
debt, an option she has ahmost
ruledout.

“When T look at. the. economy
and the money I'm makmg
it just doesn't add up,” she safd."
“I know I'm pot gaing to be able
maﬁardmbuy&bus.l’mh'y-
ing to pay my bills just tolive.”

Valcius isn’t the only one
grappling with this financial
quandary. About 80ibus opera-
tors, who drive leased buses
provided through the system or
on loan from other drivers, will
be affected by the district’s ulti-
matum. And despite repeated
attempts to reach a compro-
mise, nnion sdvocates eay the
district hasiresolutely refused to
deviate from the current policy.

“There have been no acecom-
modations by the schoal district
to-come up with a solution a

cal Service Emp  Interna-
tional Union, which includes bus
drivers. “Most of these drivers
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Originally lured to the system by the promise of a five
buy her own bus, Doliinder Valcius has driven a bus fol

-year graoe pariod before she would have to
r.the Jefferson Parish-public schools system
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{or two years. She was later told by district ofm:lals that she must now buy her own $30,000 bus for

next schoot year.

Buses are offered for $30,000
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are womm, and they eame w
the district because they were
tald they had five years.”

Jefferson Parish S qol
Board member Ray Sf
acknowledged that,
was foreed to renege'on ia five-
year pledge. But he argued that
the decision was justified. -
gr?(ll‘:d change, whx‘:;x ogo;,m

the grace p m

five years to threeficame about
o prevent bus drivers from
achlgimg tepurs, whitilfx is
granted aRersthree years. 1€ op-
erators were tenured!‘the dis-
triet waiild be obligated to pro-
vide buses for them and,con-
tinueleasing buses inde
St. Pierre said. :

In addition, leasing: expemes
have proved more costly than

_insurance costs wonld'

originally thonght, prompting
64" drivers next year, due to the

the board to get out of the
28 soon as possibl
St. Pierre said. It costs about
$14,000 per year to lease a new
bus, school system officials said.
Cm:w the district is leasing

To help operators start down
the ownarship track, the district
has devised an incentive pro-
gram that officials have called
maore than fair

The school system is oﬁdng

to sell leased huses to drivers

for about $80,000 — less than
haif of what it would cost to pur-
chase a new vehicle. The district
is also offering various bprnses

for new bus owners, although

detractors argue that additional

‘those incentives.
In the meantime,

projecting a shartage of about

joss of operators and the fact
that some are planning leaves of
absence, St. Pierre said.

Officials have acknowledged
that First Student, the Ohio
transportation company that
has filled driver vacancies since
the storm, could address the
shortage. St. Pierre said he

. would prefer not to use First
_‘Student but the drivers have

given him little choice thus far.
“We're not running them out

- of busingss. They're running

‘themselves out of business,” he
said. “They have -an option.
There is a job for them.”
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Jenny Hurwiz can be reached at 504.

8265784 or Jurwitz@timesploayune.com. l’



