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Orange needs
options for facing

school cuts
O range budget writers are seeing red ink this year, and it’s

not at all clear how to deal with it.
At the moment, the town Finance Committee is looking at

about a $460,000 gap between what the town can raise in revenue
and what department heads think they need for the year that be-
gins July 1.

Finance Committee Chairman Robert Stack says this looming
shortfall comes from the “most challenging” budget since he
started on the committee in 2012, and he warns that “unless
there’s a miracle” before the annual Town Meeting on June 18,
town officials will have to cut the current $20 million spending plan
by up to $460,000.

Traditionally, in our small towns, education accounts for a huge
chunk of spending. Around 57 percent of the Orange’s budget goes
toward funding the Mahar regional schools, Orange elementary
schools, Franklin County Technical School and Smith Vocational
and Agricultural High School. And that seems to be where most of
the projected spending increase is coming from. Schools often
have large spending hikes that aren’t easily controlled: previously
negotiated pay raises for teachers and staff, increased busing and
heating oil costs and often unpredictable and mandatory special
education costs, for example.

Original proposals from Orange elementary schools and Mahar
indicated they would need an additional $1.5 million more than
their combined roughly $10 million appropriation this year. There
have already been discussions of school cuts — by cutting late
buses and one scheduled bus at Mahar, and by increasing class
sizes by eliminating sections at the elementary schools. So that
original $1.5 million has already been halved to about $750,000,
Stack said. School leaders should be commended for trimming
their requests already, even if it may be just the first pass at cut-
ting.

Eliminating a counselor at Mahar, and getting rid of private
groundskeepers have also been discussed. To lock down their
spending requests, the Mahar Regional School Committee is set to
meet May 24, while the Orange School Committee will likely meet
in the first week of June just ahead of Town Meeting.

Sometimes it’s possible to increase revenue in tandem with
spending hikes, to avoid tax hikes, but that doesn’t seem likely this
year. But this year state aid has decreased somewhat, according to
Stack. And growth of the local tax base — the total value of taxable
property — has slowed, from a $67,000 increase to $63,000 this year.
This slow revenue growth is especially troublesome because Or-
ange is not a rich community. It has the 18th-lowest per-capita in-
come in the state — $18,100 compared to the state average of
$42,000.

When state aid and natural growth of taxable property stall, the
only other way to raise revenue is to boost local property taxes.
Stack is doubtful the town’s voters will want to do that.

“The average tax bill in Orange is $3,217, and that’s an increase
of almost $500 over the past four years,” Stack said at a meeting
with the Selectboard recently. “The average in the state is $5,400,
but it’s much more difficult for people in Orange to pay with the in-
come they have.”

Stack is certainly right about that. Even in wealthier towns, vot-
ers in recent times have been reluctant to raises taxes through a
Proposition 2½ tax cap override.

That’s why we were surprised when acting Selectboard Chair-
man Ryan Mailloux and Selectboard member Jane Peirce sug-
gested an override might be necessary and possible — considering
the community’s historically strong support for education.

At the same time, Mailloux suggested, rightly, that the ultimate
answer will be a “combination of solutions,” including cuts in
spending across the board and maybe differently sized override
options.

“I think if the people of Orange know that the schools are on the
line, it’s going to pass,” Mailloux said, his sentiment backed by
Pe i r c e .

While the road ahead is going to difficult, we have always been
impressed with the townspeople and their elected leaders to find
their way. Stack has expressed confidence in the various bodies in
Orange to come up with solutions, and so do we.

“It’s not all doom and gloom,” Stack said. “This Finance Com-
mittee has presented a balanced budget every year.”

Unfortunately, as Stack has said, the numbers cannot balance
themselves and the Finance Committee will need to figure out how
to do that.

We think that part of that planning could be very specific over-
ride proposals coupled with budget cuts, so voters could see ex-
actly what they are keeping or losing if they choose to tax them-
selves more through an override, or not.

But in the meantime, the Finance Committee should be sup-
ported and thanked for preparing for the worst by proposing how
to reach a balanced budget with the full $460,000 in cuts. Because,
if an override doesn’t pass in June, it will be the Finance Commit-
tee’s responsibility to immediately propose necessary cuts.

By PAM ROBERTS

I w a s n’t sure how it would
feel to coach Buddy Base-
ball last season. Buddy

Baseball is the program my
son, Thomas Roberts-
Wierzbowski, founded in 1994
for young people with disabili-
ties to play ball with
the help of a peer
buddy. Thomas was
11 years old then and
had seen a newslet-
ter photo of a boy in a
wheelchair holding a
Challenger Baseball
t r o p h y.

“I want to do that,”
he said. My son had
just started using a
wheelchair because of AT, a
congenital, progressive neu-
rological condition.

And so our family, along
with his physical therapist,
Leslie Anderson, Greenfield’s
Recreation Director (Mike
Kociela at the time), and other
supporters came together to
create Buddy Baseball. Kids
using wheelchairs or walkers
or with other challenges came
to the field behind the middle
school in Greenfield, and we
figured out how to participate
in the great American pas-
time of playing ball.

Over the years our little
band of devoted families —
players, buddies and support-
ers — grew up. People came
and went, but our program
and my son and I remained,
23 years and going strong
since the initial season.

Then Thomas’ health took
a turn for the worse, and he
passed away at the end of De-
cember 2016. As spring ap-
proached last year I wondered
if I could go back to Buddy
Baseball without him? Buddy
Baseball is my son’s legacy, I
thought. Could I stay involved
and help keep it going?

That first Saturday I went
to the field with trepidation. I
was delighted to meet new
participants and to see all the
returning kids, many of

whom, as usual, seemed to
have grown a foot taller and
gained maturity over the win-
ter. It was a little like a family
reunion, greeting each other
again. To my surprise, a long-
time player, a hearty Red Sox
fan who had moved farther
away, had returned with a new

personal care atten-
dant pushing his
wheelchair. This
player doesn’t speak
but has a smile that
lights up the field,
and it filled my heart
to see it again.

Another of the
older players said, “I
miss Thomas. But I
think he is here in

spirit. ”
“I do too,” I replied, “I feel

him too.”
What really did it for me,

then, what made me certain
that I was right to come back,
was watching a father-son
team play. We had warmed up
together, me throwing a koosh
ball to the boy, his dad helping
his son move his arm so he
could throw it back. And then
we were playing a game, and
the dad was pushing the son
in his wheelchair to home
base, where I stood. The teen
looked electrified. His whole
body and face were aglow, his
smile huge as they ran past
the base. Safe at home!

I gave the teen a high five
as they slowed down. “You ran
like the wind!” I said, and
player and dad and I all shim-
mered with joy in the morning
sun.

I remember this moment
now and many more like it as
we prepare for our upcoming
25th season. It will be good to
be back, even though it’s been
another tough year. We lost a
treasured player, Danny, this
past winter. And two people,
who have been long time
sponsors, Charlie Cohn of
Cohn Financial Services, and
Ed Margola, CPA, also re-
cently passed away.

But if anything, Buddy

Baseball is heartwarming and
fun. Our goals are to learn
baseball skills, stay safe, and
enjoy. We foster a non-compet-
itive atmosphere. Players bat
from a pitch or a tee until they
get a hit. Runners keep on go-
ing after being tagged out.
Many players bring family
members or friends as their
buddies. We love our buddies
who help keep players safe
while providing momentum
for a wheelchair or support in
the field.

Our season started May 12
at the Greenfield Middle
School field, and runs through
June 23 when we have our fi-
nal game, awards ceremony
and pizza party at the Green
River Swimming and Recre-
ation Area. We will also have
an away game with the Chal-
lenger Baseball team at
B e l c h e r t o w n’s mini Fenway.

We are hoping to find some
more members of our Buddy
Baseball family. We are look-
ing for more players, buddies,
coaches and sponsors to join
our team. There is a charge
for players, (funding assis-
tance is available) and bud-
dies play for free.

As we do every year, at the
end of last year’s season we
voted on our logo and T-shirt
color for the following year.
Last year the vote was for the
Wild Jackals — in red print on
a bright orange tee. Want to
come be a Wild Jackal with
us?

Buddy Baseball is a pro-
gram of the Greenfield Recre-
ation Department for kids 6-
18. For more info or to register
contact maddyb@Greenfield-
ma.gov or call 413-772-1553.

Pam Roberts is a writer, artist
and yoga teacher who leads
workshops and classes for peo-
ple with cancer and others. In
addition to her son Thomas
Roberts-Wierzbowski, the
founder of Buddy Baseball, she
has a daughter, Victoria Roberts-
Wierzbowski, who was one of the
first and long-time buddies for
the program, starting at age 6.

Buddy Baseball kicks off another season
MY TURN

Nakba: Then and now
Palestinian protests at the

Gaza border and Trump’s
planned U.S. embassy move to
Jerusalem both coincide with the
upcoming 70th anniversary of Is-
rael’s founding, a day Palestini-
ans refer to as “the Nakba,” the
“Catastrophe,” when approxi-
mately 750,000 Palestinians were
violently forced out of Palestine
to ensure a Jewish majority.

Today, the Nakba persists as
Israel continues to expand, dis-

place, terrorize, imprison and
discriminate. Since the end of
March the Israeli military has at-
tacked nonviolent protesters and
journalists in Gaza, killing more
than 45 and wounding thousands.

My Jewish parents raised me
to reject the notion that my sur-
vival requires the displacement
and destruction of other human
beings Unlike my parents, I have
Jewish community that is ex-
pressing this solidarity with
Palestinians and refusing to cele-
brate any nationalism at the ex-

pense of our humanity and cul-
ture.

Please join the Western Mass.
chapter of Jewish Voice for Peace
as we remember this historical
injustice and denounce the ongo-
ing Nakba. We are meeting at
N o r t h a m p t o n’s City Hall on Tues-
day, May 15 at 5:30 p.m. All are
welcome.

EMILY MILLER
Greenf ield,

Jewish Voice for Peace
— Western Mass
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