City Council Finance Committee
Budget Hearings

Thursday, May 17, 2012

Town Hall Auditorium

7:00 p.m.

Meeting called at 7:10 p.m.

Members present: Councilor Kelcourse, Councilor McMilleon, Councilor Neale, Councilor Gilday, Councilor McClure, Councilor Kimball, Councilor Ferguson, Councilor Scorzoni and Councilor Lavoie arrived at 7:50 pm.

WHITTIER SCHOOL – Bill DeRosa and Kevin Mahoney presented.

Mr. DeRosa stated that the major increase as they mentioned last year is they are under a compliance order with the Department of Environmental Protection and as a result they are in the process of installing two wastewater storage tanks; one for Cosmetology and one for Auto Technology. The expense of pumping those tanks added an additional $200,000 to the budget. He stated that because of the advancement of technology and the age of their infrastructure they are rebuilding their infrastructure and their wireless capacity. They are in the process of making it a wireless building. Because they provide their own transportation they always have a need to replace buses in the fleet. They are trying to purchase a couple of buses each year. When the departmental budget requests came in the budget was 10% higher than the current year. After meeting with the groups administratively we brought it down to 6.27% and then we had meetings with the Executive Subcommittee of the School Committee and at that point it was reduced to a 3.85% increase over last years operational budget. With the increase of Chapter 70 that we hope to receive, that did result in a decrease of .05% in our assessments however, the Amesbury assessment did rise a little over $35,000 and that is based mainly on the increase of enrollment.
You are up to 69 students. For next year 37 students have applied, approximately 20 of those have been accepted, you are graduating 18, so you probably will be up a couple of more students for next coming year.

Councilor Kelcourse asked about Health Insurance and ways for savings.

Mr. DeRosa stated that they changed co-pays and deductibles and they saved $340,000 on the overall insurance costs last school year. For the upcoming school year they have already implemented some changes that have saved about $135,000.
Councilor Kimball asked about where Whittier stacks up to other Technical Schools.

Mr. DeRosa stated that information in available on the website and on page J20 of the budget.

Councilor Kimball asked if there is any opportunity for a student to get in to Whittier after the school year has started.

Mr. DeRosa stated that if an in-district student doesn’t make it for the end of eighth grade to come in the ninth grade they can in January of the ninth grade; they can in June of the ninth grade; they can in the beginning of the tenth grade and the beginning of the eleventh grade.
The application has five areas that they look at; attendance, scholastic achievement (grades), discipline, school profile and a student interview. Any student who earns 67 points or higher, is automatically accepted. Any student who does not earn 67 points in the admissions process receives a letting telling them which areas of the application there was a weakness is in and what they need to work on either by the end of the school year of the beginning of their ninth grade to come midway through the ninth grade.  

The process is approved by the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. We use their template. 

After they accept all eligible in-district students and allow a certain amount of seats for students they hope will make it by June, they allocate some seats for Choice-in students. That amount has decreased. They used to accept around 50 per year and this year they are only accepting 20.
Councilor Ferguson confirmed that the increased cost per student is approximately $168.00.

Councilor McMilleon asked for a total population figure.

Mr. DeRosa stated that they have a total population of 1,240 students.

Amesbury School – Michelle Robinson, Mike Bergeron and the School Committee members.
Ms. Robinson stated that due to the tough economic times they had to make some difficult choices. They have reviewed all areas; pinpointed where the priorities are; and have done some restructuring to bring back some of the services that are really needed.

Mr. Bergeron presented his slide show with the help of Ms. Robinson, (copy attached).

Brad Ford gave an overview of the Capital requests. He stated that they really don’t have a Capital Plan. Most repairs come from his budget but unfortunately the repairs that need to be addressed immediately cannot come from that budget as there is not funding for those repairs.
Councilor Kimball acknowledged Brad Ford for his accomplishments in energy management and the savings that have been seen in the school buildings.
Councilor Scorzoni commented that he is curious to see where Mr. Ford goes with the next round of energy changes and the city now has an Energy Task Force set up that will be looking at the Green Communities Designation. With that designation comes grant funding to help pay for these types of projects too. 
There was discussion about fees for transportation, athletics, preschool tuition and co-curricular fees for after school activities.
Councilor Scorzoni commented that he does not feel people should have to pay for transportation.

Councilor McClure stated that she feels the whole town should share in that cost not just burden the families.

Councilor Ferguson agreed with Councilor Scorzoni. She also commented that there should be parking fees for the High School Students as it is a privilege not a necessity.
Councilor Neale stated that he would like to see these fees rolled into the taxes so that all can get the tax break.

Councilor Kelcourse questioned fund raising.

Debra LaValley stated that as a School District they cannot fund raise but they can encourage others to.


Councilor Neale asked about South Hampton students.

Mr. Bergeron stated that in the agreement with South Hampton they pay Amesbury for each High School student’s tuition. The students have to take MCAS and all of our graduation requirements. They have choice to come here or to Winnicunnet High School. Tuition is $10,675.00 per student. This year we had 22 students and next year we anticipate 25 students.
Councilor McMilleon asked for a written comparison from 2010 to present of class size.

Councilor Kelcourse asked for the dollar amount of athletic fees that would be needed to offset the cost of the fees to the students.
Councilor Neale asked for comments about the Charter School.
Dr. Robinson stated that the reason the Charter School was created was to meet the needs of the students that are at risk and the students whose needs were not able to be met in a traditional High School setting. They needed a smaller environment to work in and intensive targeted support for the challenges they have. Many cases you are looking at behavioral and academic challenges. They do a lot of project based learning. Their GPA’s are high, they are passing MCAS, they are qualifying for scholarships which without these supports they would not have the skills to be so successful.

The committee took a 5 minute break.

MAYOR – Mike Basque

Mr. Basque stated that the Mayor was not available; therefore if there were any questions on this budget he would try to answer them or get the information for them.

Councilor Kimball asked for a review of the salary items.

Mr. Basque stated that the Mayors salary is set and his $80,000 and will be spread out over the 27 pay periods. The Chief of Staff is a 1 ½ % as well as the Secretary.

LEGAL – Mike Basque

Mr. Basque stated that this is level funded. There are no big cases at the moment except for some zoning issues.

Councilor Kelcourse asked if it has ever been considered in hiring in house council.

Mr. Basque stated that it has been brought up before but with a firm like this we have more access to various representations.
Councilor Scorzoni stated that he finds issue with not having access to the attorneys without the Mayor as the go between.

HARBORMASTER – Mike Basque

Mr. Basques stated that the harbormaster is responsible for obviously the river but also the lakes and ponds. He plays a big role with excise and moorings.

This budget is funded with ½ of the boat excise taxes and the other half goes into the Harbor Management account. 

Councilor McMilleon motioned to adjourn at 10:17 p.m. Councilor Ferguson seconded and it was Unanimous.

Councilor Neale mentioned that the Finance Committee that was scheduled for May 22 has been postponed to May 30.

Respectfully submitted,

Sharon Dunning

Administrative Assistant
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