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Free Museum Admission, 10
a.m. to 4 p.m. Thursday through
Saturday, Luxembourg American
Cultural Society, 100 Peter Thein
Ave., Belgium. Learn about Lux-
embourg. Enjoy free children’s
activities and complimentary hot
chocolate. Free admission to res-
idents of Ozaukee, Washington
and Sheboygan counties. Proof
of residency is required.

Adults Only Old Skool Sk8,

9:30 p.m. to midnight Friday,
Ozaukee Skateland, 7084
Sycamore Drive, Cedarburg. Must
be at least 18 years old. Admis-
sion is $10. Skate rental is $3.

Port Washington Winter Mar-
ket, 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. Saturday,
Inventors Brewpub, 435 N.
Lake St., Port Washington.
Organic produce, honey,
cheese, eggs, breads, maple
syrup, soaps, cupcakes, dog
treats and more.

Winter Frolic, 10 a.m. to 12 p.m.
or 1 p.m. to 3 p.m. Saturday,
Mequon Nature Preserve, 8200
W. County Line Road, Mequon.
Enjoy tractor rides, horse sleigh
rides, ice fishing, Snowman
building, take-home crafts, yard
games, s'mores and hot choco-
late. Tickets are $10. Please reg-
ister in advance at
www.mequonnaturepreserve.org,

Snowball Pub Crawl, 8 p.m. to
11 p.m. Saturday. Free shuttle to

the following participating bars:
Remington’s River Inn, Spanky’s
Hideaway, Libby Montana’s,
Skippys Burger and Homeplate
Asylum. Entertainment provided
at each stop.

Winterfest, 1 p.m. to 5 p.m. Sun-
day, Veterans Park, 432 N. Lake
St., Port Washington. Enjoy
games, activities, vendors and
more. All activities are weather
dependent.

Fun Things To Do This Weekend Have a news tip?
Contact Lisa Curtis.

Email:
lcurtis@conleynet.com
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Sunday fun on the Grafton ice rink The cost of
independence 

By Lisa Curtis
lcurtis@conleynet.com

262-305-8934

THIENSVILLE — It might not be quite accurate to say
that Thiensville village leaders were stunned by the fig-
ures they were recently given on what it might cost to oper-
ate their own full-time fire department. But the figures
were still eye-opening, nonetheless. 

The village is in the early stages of an intense fact-find-
ing mission for the safest, most affordable plan to provide
consistent staffing for its fire department. 

Like departments across the county and the state, the
Thiensville paid-on-call model has become increasingly
difficult to sustain. Changing demographics and lifestyles
mean there are simply fewer men and women able to com-
mit to dropping everything and reporting to a medical
emergency or fire. 

Study shows estimated
costs of full-time

Thiensville 
Fire Department

By Lisa Curtis
lcurtis@conleynet.com

262-305-8934

MEQUON — Five people
running for a seat on the
Mequon-Thiensville School
Board will be whittled down
to four in the Feb. 15 prima-
ry election. 

There will be two open
spots on the board come
April. Current board mem-
bers Akram Khan and Chris
Schultz have chosen not to
seek another term. 

The nonpartisan spring
election will be held on
April 5.

The News Graphic asked
three questions of the five
candidates ahead of the pri-
mary: 

1. What qualifications
and strengths would you
bring to the School
Board?

Paul Buzzell: I am able to
“hit the ground running.”
Besides direct school board
experience (MTSD board
treasurer, 2014-2017), I have
strong business and finan-

cial acumen (CFO, started
two businesses, MBA
finance). I am trusted by
board members, district
administration, teachers
and the community because
I tell the truth, have no agen-
da and do what I say. Trust is
critical to success and effi-
ciency. Serving as CFO/Co-

president for a $50 million
company, I have proven to be
a good listener, ask relevant
questions and have strong
critical thinking and deci-
sion-making skills. I have
one high-school student and
two recent graduates of
Homestead.

Jill Chromy: I hold a

Master’s of Social Work.
Professionally I’ve worked
with underserved families
in Milwaukee, in hospice
care and pharmaceutical
sales.  These experiences
gave me the skills of listen-
ing, information gathering,

negotiating, and finding
understanding and resolu-
tions in even the most chal-
lenging situations.  

I’ve rolled up my sleeves
and gotten involved with my
children’s education
through volunteerism as
room parent, fundraising
and coaching Destination
Imagination. I’m the PTO
president at Lake Shore

Middle School and serve on
Area Council. I even
obtained my substitute
teaching license to help with
the teacher shortage.

My professional skills
along with district insight
gained from teaching and
volunteerism, make me
uniquely qualified to be a

Paul Buzzell
Age: 51
Education: MBA-Finance,
BBA-Marketing & Real
Estate
Occupation: Business
Owner / CFO
Years in the district: 33
Elected experience: 2014-
2017 MTSD Board of Educa-
tion

Jill Chromy
Age: 52
Education: BS, Masters of
Social Work 
Occupation: Social worker,
pharma sales, hospice care
coordinator, substitute teach-
er
Years in the district: 12 1/2
Elected experience: None

Jason Levash
Age: 41
Education: BS in technolo-
gy education; M.Ed. in edu-
cational policy and leader-
ship
Occupation: COO- CESA6
Years in the district: 2 1/2
Elected experience: None

Maria Douglas
Age: 44
Education: BA in clinical
psychology, BA in biblical
and theological studies, MS
in clinical psychology
Occupation: Full-time
homemaker, previous school
psychologist, researcher in
child psychology and devel-
opment
Years in the district: 2 1/2
Elected experience: None

Scarlett Johnson
Age: 47
Education: BA in political
science
Occupation: Stay-at-Home
mom
Years in the district: 13
Elected experience: None

Photos by Mark Justesen/News Graphic
staff

Conditions were perfect for skat-
ing Sunday afternoon as a bright
sun, no wind and seasonal tem-
peratures drew skaters to the mill
pond at Grafton’s Veterans Park.
Above, skaters and hockey play-
ers hit the ice for some afternoon
fun. Right, youngsters were
pulled and spun around the ice
on a saucer.

See PRIMARY, PAGE 6A

Candidates discuss their strengths, key issues
MEQUON-THIENSVILLE SCHOOL BOARD PRIMARY ELECTION

See STUDY, PAGE 6A
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strong school board member. 
Maria Douglas: I am a

public school psychologist
by profession, and working
directly in the classroom, I
have the expertise of collab-
orating with educators,
administrators, and families
alike, bringing about cre-
ative solutions to complicat-
ed and challenging issues. I
am the mother of three chil-
dren currently attending
MTSD schools. This would
allow me to bring both edu-
cator and current parent
perspective to the board. 

Scarlett Johnson: As a
mother of five with 20 years
of volunteer work in
schools, I have a wealth of
knowledge in dealing with
the educational needs of
children. I know from first-
hand experience that a one
size fits all approach to edu-
cation harms students at
every level. Children have
unique needs and thus
require a diverse set of sup-
ports. A “boots on the
ground” perspective is miss-
ing on our current board;
without it, the last two years
have become contentious as
many parents and students
feel they are unrepresented.

Jason Levash: I am
uniquely qualified for the
position as I have profes-
sional experience in both
education and business. As a
former teacher and adminis-
trator in public school dis-
tricts, a small business
owner and now as a chief
operations officer of an edu-
cational service agency, I
understand the teaching and
learning process, the pro-
grams needed to support
children in and out of the
classroom and the necessary
business and operational
systems that need to be in
place to run an effective and
efficient district. Through
prior experiences of work-
ing with and for boards and
serving on boards, I under-
stand the roles of each and
how to balance the roles and
responsibilities while serv-
ing stakeholders. 

2. What do you believe
are the one or two most
important issues before
the board in the next
term?

Buzzell: Over the next
three years, we have three
critical areas to address
within the strategic plan-
ning framework. (1) Pan-
demic management, primar-
ily responses to disruptions
in both learning and staff
(here now). (2) Staff avail-
ability and recruitment
(increasing national prob-
lem). Fewer people are
becoming teachers. Besides
total compensation, we need
to stay focused on staff
retention through employee
experiences. (3) Significant-
ly increased costs in the
2023-24 school year, without
ability to increase revenue
(a financial pickle not seen
since before Act 10). The
entire board will need to be
financially engaged to keep
MTSD poised toward aca-
demic excellence beyond our
peers.

Chromy: Our children go

to school to learn. Excellence
in academics is priority one
and happens when we have
high standards and expecta-
tions of students, quality cur-
riculum and a strong teach-
ing staff. District Milestones
for Post-Secondary Success
show decline in five mile-
stones starting in 2015.  We
must reverse this trend and
responsibly use resources to
support teaching staff and
get all students  back on the
path to excellence, so they can
achieve  their full potential. 

We must improve commu-
nication and trust between
the board and stakeholders.
Providing transparency of
curriculum, consulting, out-
comes and finding new ways
to engage and respond will
help us find common ground
and move forward in our
shared goals 

Douglas: MTSD Board of
Education must continue to
address student academic
performance issues due to
the pandemic and continue
to implement  creative and
dynamic ways to attract and
retain the best teachers. 

The school board needs to
closely monitor the current
Academic Recovery Plan,
put in place since the pan-
demic, and make sure the
administration has suffi-
cient resources to boost our
students’ recovery — both
academically and emotional-
ly. We need to constantly
review and improve these
tools to help our students
reach their learning mile-
stones and ensure that our
academic excellence guaran-
tees student success and
teacher retention. 

Teachers have been in
high demand and low supply
for years, now more aggra-
vated by the pandemic. But
MTSD is an award-winning
district that employs great
teachers, and we must

implement creative ways to
continue to attract and
retain our educators, not
only through compensation
packages, but by initiatives
that positively present our
community as a great place
to live, work, and play. 

Johnson: Improving
MTSD students’ academic
performance requires more
direct instruction, smaller
classes, differentiated learn-
ing, specialized classrooms
and a rigorous curriculum.
After two challenging years,
it is time to focus resources
on priorities that provide
long-term benefits for stu-
dents and support for teach-
ers. I detail several educa-
tional recovery initiatives
on my campaign website
resulting from conversa-
tions with educators and
parents who want class-
rooms to get “back to
basics.” As a Board of Edu-
cation member, I will work
tirelessly to improve aca-
demic performance by advo-
cating a student-centered
approach to education. We
all need to focus on what
unites us, not what divides
us; knowing this MTSD
schools must teach kids
HOW to think critically, not
WHAT to think ideological-
ly. It is also time to phase out
mandated mitigation in
order to prevent further
emotional, psychological
and cognitive damage
inflicted on children. 

Levash: Student learning
— The pandemic has result-
ed in learning loss for stu-
dents; the academic recov-
ery plan in place needs to be
deployed with fidelity, sup-
ported with adequate
resources and monitored. A
focus also needs to be on
improving the district’s stu-
dent growth and target
group outcomes. 

Community engagement

— Strong communities build
strong schools so the board
needs to engage with the
community in new ways so
every stakeholder has a
voice, is responded to, and is
able to engage in civil dis-
course. 

Fiscal Management — The
district is going to be facing
significant fiscal restraints
while developing the 2022-23
budget, a focus will need to
be on allocating resources in
a fiscally conservative man-
ner that will support ALL
students. 

3. What is a school
board member’s role and
responsibility? How does
that role differ from the
role of the superinten-
dent or administration?

Buzzell: Simply, the
board’s role is strategic
(“above the line”) and
administration’s role is tac-
tical (“below the line”). It’s
appropriate for the board to
ask about tactics and pre-
sent challenges, but inappro-
priate to do this work. What
I’ve described is a “gover-
nance” model, which MTSD
has been working under
since the K-8 and high
school districts merged in
1972. Specifically, the roles of
the board are to establish
strategy, create policy,
approve the budget and

appoint/evaluate the super-
intendent. In contrast, the
superintendent and admin-
istration execute the will of
the board. Together, the BOE
and superintendent operate
as a “Team of 8.”

Chromy: The board devel-
ops and revises board policy,
hiring a superintendent to
oversee and implement the
vision of the board, and
approving a district budget.
This is strategic in nature,
while the role of the super-
intendent and administra-
tion is operational and
involves the implementation
of the board’s vision for the
district. It’s essential for the
board, superintendent and
administration to work col-
laboratively to meet the
diverse needs of the stu-
dents and community they
serve.

Douglas: As one body,
school board members make
policies in order to guide
our superintendent and
administration. Board mem-
bers are entrusted by our
community of voters to act
as the liaison between the
schools and families. The
school board leaves the daily
operations to the hired
experts: superintendent,
administration, educators
and staff. The elected board
members do not presume to
be the educational experts

in these specific fields, but
they know the needs of our
community and make poli-
cies accordingly. 

Johnson: The pursuit of
academic excellence for all
students is the primary
focus of any school board.
It is the board's responsibil-
ity to set policies that
ensure students will suc-
ceed in future endeavors
and direct the superinten-
dent in policy implementa-
tion. The superintendent
provides an advisory role,
but the board ultimately
has the responsibility to
make informed decisions
about allocating resources,
the professional develop-
ment of teachers and staff,
hiring and strategic plan-
ning. 

Levash: At the highest
level the role of a school
board is governance and
the role of the superinten-
dent and administration is
to run the district. In the
governance model, the
board “stays above the line”
while the administrative
team is “below the line”
deploying strategies and
procedures in alignment
with the board approved
policies, strategic plan and
budget. The superintendent
is accountable to the board
for results and ensuring
alignment.
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Additionally, an increasing num-
ber of the members don’t live
locally. Thiensville Fire Chief
Brian Reiels said there was a time
when 99% of members lived in
Thiensville or Mequon. Currently,
about 56% live outside of those
communities. Meanwhile, the
number of calls continues to
increase, with more than 900
reported last year. 

The Mequon Fire Department is
suffering a similar fate, so in
December, leaders from the city
and village agreed to create a joint
committee to study what a consoli-
dated fire department would look
like. At the same time, the
Thiensville Village Board asked
Village Administrator Colleen
Landisch-Hansen to research and
summarize what it might cost to
operate a full-time independent
Thiensville department. The
board also asked for figures on the
cost if the village fire department
merged with Mequon’s. 

Landisch-Hansen presented her
findings to the village board at the
Jan. 17 meeting. Using data that
included salary and benefits at
departments comparable in size
and location, Landisch-Hansen

drew up three scenarios for a full-
time Thiensville department, from
the low estimates to the high. 

It should be stressed that the
data presented are only assump-
tions and a peek into “what if” sce-
narios. Her presentation showed
the following figures for annual
operating costs: 

� Low: $1,584,681
� Mid: $1,686,501
� High: $1,748,380
The current village levy is

$2,388,167 and the current fire
department budget is $411,867. The
current tax rate of $7.31 per $1,000
of property value could increase to
as much as $11.42,  Landisch-
Hansen’s study shows. 

Each scenario assumes a full-
time chief, three lieutenants, three
firefighters/heavy equipment
operators and three
firefighter/paramedics, full-time
paid-on-premise members, as well
as some paid-on-call members. 

Spending at that level would
require the village to hold a refer-
endum. 

Landisch-Hansen said the fig-
ures showing the cost of a consoli-

dated Mequon-Thiensville depart-
ment are very, very preliminary
and require much more research,
but her study did provide a very
rough annual cost of $383,767 for
Thiensville in such a model. 

Village President Van Mobley
said he really sees only three
options for the village: continue
the status quo, create an indepen-
dent full-time Thiensville depart-
ment or merge with Mequon. Stay-
ing with the current model, he
said, does not seem sustainable. 

Looking at the other two options,
he said the village could hire 10 or
11 full-time members on its own or
help Mequon pay for, say, 30. He
said the latter would clearly be
more cost-effective.

He said the study showed that
operating Thienville’s own full-
time department would be very
expensive

“We don’t invent reality, we just
kind of illuminate it and then we
just make our decisions, always
bearing in mind that it would be
great to stay the way we are now, if
we had a stable, long-term cadre of
volunteers,” Mobley said. “What

we have to avoid is a situation
where you just have a collapse, and
you just can’t do your job and one
of our jobs is fire protection.” 

Village Trustee Rob Holyoke
called the study “eye opening.”
Going it alone would be expensive
and a huge tax burden for village
property owners, he said. 

“There is no community in Wis-
consin smaller than 8,000 people
that has a full time department,”
Holyoke said. “A referendum
would be needed, as state law
wouldn’t let us raise taxes without
it. Would Thiensville residents say
‘yes’ to an extra $800-1,000 a year?
Not sure. My heart says stay inde-
pendent but my head says we
should consider alternate
options.”

Trustee David Lange said he has
not yet formed an opinion on the
best way to move forward, but said
he considers this to be the most
important issue he has faced in his
10 years on the board. 

Lange believes municipal gov-
ernment has six main responsibil-
ities: police, fire, sewer, water,
roads and development. His focus

now is on getting as much taxpay-
er input as possible. 

“I have been talking about the
situation regarding our Fire
Department with neighbors for
months and will soon be going
door-to-door to get more input
from them,” Lange said. “I think
it's incredibly important that we
get this right and do the best for
the village of Thiensville and its
residents and to provide the best
emergency services possible.”

Trustee Kristina Eckert said
that her top priority is to see the
fire and emergency medical ser-
vices remain at the highest level.
She noted a Wisconsin Policy
Forum study commissioned by all
fire departments in the county
earlier this year. This study
showed that while it is remark-
able the volunteer and paid-on-
call models have worked so far,
they are not sustainable given the
increase in population and the
number of aging residents in
Ozaukee County.

“I want our community to know
we have heard their comments and
concerns. It may take a collabora-
tive effort,” Eckert said. “Any solu-
tion requires an immediate invest-
ment, but at the end of the day, we
all want the same thing: to feel
safe.”  

The joint Mequon-Thiensville
committee studying a merger met
for the first time this month and is
still in the preliminary stages.

“There continues to be a lot of
work to do over the coming weeks.
It will require some give and take,
but combining departments is the
right thing for both communities,”
Mayor John Wirth said recently. “I
am confident that we will come up
with a proposal that is fair for both
Thiensville and Mequon, that is
cost-effective and that will for the
foreseeable future make both com-
munities safer with better
response times and staffing.”

Submitted image

A table shows the potential property tax impacts of a full-time Thiensville Fire Department, though the estimates
are still very rough.

“We don’t invent reality, we
just kind of illuminate it and
then we just make our deci-
sions, always bearing in mind
that it would be great to stay
the way we are now, if we had

a stable, long-term cadre of
volunteers.”

– Van Mobley,
Thiensville Village President


