City Council Finance Committee Budget Hearing
Tuesday, May 29, 2012

Town Hall Auditorium

7:00 p.m.

Meeting Called at 7:00 p.m.
Members present: Councilor Gilday, Councilor Neale, Councilor McMilleon, Councilor Kimball, Councilor Ferguson, Councilor McClure and Councilor Kelcourse.

Members absent: Councilor Scorzoni

VETERANS – Mike Basque

Mr. Basque stated that the main increase is in other expenses. The majority of funds are returned by the state. We expect to receive $286,000 to come back next year from the state. He stated that she has picked up a few more clients.

Councilor McClure asked if she can get how many people she is helping and the difference between 2009 through 2012.

POLICE – Chief Gagnon and Lt. Ouellette

Chief Gagnon stated that their FY13 request is $99,229 higher than the FY12 budget however because of significant budget cuts in FY10 when you compare it amounts to a 2 ½ % increase over 4 years or slightly more than ½% increase each year since 2010.


He stated that the majority of the request is filling one vacant position which will bring them back to 31 officers which is a safe staffing level for this community. It complies with the contractual officer safety standards in the union contract which have not been met for the last few years. It allows for sufficient strategic deployment of police officers per assignment, per shift and per line. It allows us to return to an appropriate investigating staffing level in detectives for criminal investigations, domestic violence investigations and victim services which is crucial to the success of our agency.


Extenuating factors are always present; injured officers, out on medical and deployed military officers. There are also a couple of potential retirees who have reached their 80% level but could at any time give notice to retire in FY13.


Chief explained that they work a four day on four day off 10 hour shifts and each officer is required to do one day of training every month for which they do not get paid for on a day off. There is a minimum manning clause which is a safety clause for the officers which we strive to maintain and have not been able to do so with staffing as is. Thirty-one is the magic number.

Councilor Kelcourse asked for the Chief to explain why his salary is so high compared to a Chief in Peabody who has a much larger community.
Chief Gagnon stated that Chief Champagne told him he has not had a good relationship with this administration and because he is a Civil Service Chief he felt that is the reason why he is still employed there and they have not been working with him over the years. It is all relative to the community. My contract says I work 40 hours and I violate that contract every week by working an average of 60 hours and working on my days off. He stated that he didn’t think it was fair to pick one Chief that happens to make a certain amount. Newburyport would be a good gage, they are more consistent with our size community and I think his salary is consistent with mine.
Councilor Kelcourse stated he had to ask because it was a question that was raised by a citizen on a Facebook page and I felt it was a valid question that we should ask.
Chief Gagnon stated that it is a valid question and he feels he does get paid well and is obligated to the community to perform at his highest level and to make sure his officers perform at their highest level. 

Councilor Kimball questioned grants that have been applied for.

Chief Gagnon stated that they had applied for COPS grants which would allow them to hire more officers but there are so many other communities in the commonwealth that have lost so many officers that it is more difficult to get them. We did get an equipment grant a few years ago which we purchased tasers with. There are some small grants out there but not a lot of big grants.
Councilor Neale stated that in regards to retirement personnel; if they have not come forward as of today he feels they should take the retirement dollars out of this budget and have the Chief come back before the Council should they need the money later in the year.

PUBLIC SAFETY COMMUNICATIONS – Chief Gagnon

Chief Gagnon stated that this budget is all premised on the concept that they are going to regional dispatch possibly as soon as January. Things are moving along very well. It is anticipated at some point that the state is going to pick up the salaries for our dispatchers. Potentially we may only have to run this budget until January and then we will have to figure out how to work it into the Police Station because we have to stay open. We will need some civilian staff there just to cover the desk and to watch prisoners and to greet people in the lobby and still answer some phones; there will be some calls placed back to us. 
Councilor Ferguson asked if there will be layoffs.

Chief Gagnon stated that technically their positions will be eliminated and we will no longer have 911 dispatchers.

Councilor Lavoie asked for the statistics of walk-ins they have had.

Chief Gagnon stated that he would send the study that they did on that.
EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY– Chief Brickett

Chief Brickett stated that all operations will now be integrated through the Fire Department budget. There are two paid salary positions; a Director and a Deputy Director. He stated that he would be the Official Director of Emergency Management on July 1, 2012 due to Don Swenson’s retirement. They will need to maintain the same continuity with respect to volunteers.

Councilor Lavoie asked if the line items would now appear in the Fire Department budget.
Chief Brickett stated that they would appear as Fire/EMA. The fixed costs are no different than they are now. Maintenance has been melded into the Fire Department budget as well as Fuel.

Some things are broken out individually such as lease/contracts, equipment and food requirements as it relates to the volunteers at the emergency operations center.

FIRE DEPARTMENT – Chief John Brickett

Chief Brickett stated that there is a variance of $148,000 over last years budget which represents some changes in our operations, obviously we have added in Emergency Management and also they have some issues with retirements that are coming up; one that is 100% for sure and one that is 95% for sure. We have just been officially notified by the Federal Government that we have been awarded a staffing grant in the amount of $583,772.00. This does not represent in this budget but it picks up the 4 vacant positions. It is a two year grant in which 100% of the salary and benefit packages of these four individuals will be paid for over a two year period of $583,772.00. There is no cost to the community other than some incidental equipment or things the government doesn’t pick up. We own them for two years and if the community decides to maintain their employment great and if they don’t we only have a two year commitment to maintain these people. They know that at the get go. This is a very competitive grant that we were very lucky on the first round. There is no match to this grant.

There is an increase in overtime which is based on our operational expenses right now. If you have tracked the ambulance receipts we have done what we set out to do. The estimates are at this point from a three year look at the ambulance receipts; $467,000.00, 674,000.00 and we are looking at $800,000.00 in ambulance receipts that we have collected. We have seen such a positive bump with the direct result of the Deputy Chief’s position in charge of EMS and Training. He commits a lot of time and resources to the training aspects as well as the billing aspects of the present system. 

The next increase in overtime is the training part. We have restructured how we do training for our EMS personnel because it is a huge responsibility. There is a lot of education that goes along with it and it is a big expense. It is not guaranteed yet but we believe the state is going to drop the certification requirement for their Paramedic Massachusetts Certification. They are going back to the National Registry. Unfortunately for the City of Amesbury with our educational performance being important, the process in how we provide that education now changes based on the national standard. We can only use 10 hours of the 48 hour refresher on-line under the National Registry requirements. We are looking at a new concept that we hope will be able to meet the needs of the national registry as well. There is an increase and there is nothing we can do to get around that. We are trying hard to hold that line.

Councilor Kimball asked about overtime costs for additional 4 firefighters and who pays for it.

Chief stated that the city would pay that but by adding the firefighters it should help lower the overtime. There are some increases in Part II and those are born from the substation being dedicated and opened this fiscal year. There are utility costs for operation and for cleaning and materials for running the station. The heating costs have dropped due to the insulation and repairs that have been done over there and there will be some cost to maintaining the building. You will see under leased copiers there are two there. It is a lease issue and once the lease is up we are not sure that we will need two copiers to be leased at that point. We will probably maintain one in the Emergency Operations Center. There will be a small increase in Command Vehicles due to the accident with the Chief’s vehicle. There is an increase in replacement turnout gear. That is an upgrade of gear that the present Emergency Management personnel are in as well as maintaining the same maintenance program that we have had in place for the last five years. The last item on the budget is the reverse 911.
Councilor Kimball asked about the grant and staffing and the budget and staffing.

Chief Brickett stated that the staff to be hired from the grant is not in the budget. 

Councilor Kimball asked if the overtime for the employees hired through the grant would be paid through the grant.

Chief Brickett stated that the overtime would be picked up by the city but the whole purpose of the four extra people is to reduce the overtime line.

Councilor Kimball questioned the Deputy EMA Director increase.

Chief Brickett stated that they have discussed it and there are some restrictions on what this person should be making. He is the Director when the actual Director isn’t around. He holds a lot a responsibility and does spend a lot of time. Just based on the pay structure in the past due to restrictions of how people got paid and the reasons why they got paid that way, there is a $2500.00 increase.
Councilor McClure questioned the money that was allocated for the Fire Department and where we stand at this point and how much money is left.
Chief Brickett stated that everything has been restructured in regards to the building. On June 5 he will be meeting with Peter Hartford and the Mayor and the Architect. Peter Hartford has been working with the architect and engineering firm, Great Associates which was hired by the community to do the project. It looks like right now the re-design of the re-designed Fire Station will reduce the amounts of money to be invested in that. Eliminating the elevator shaft and moving the Administrative offices to the first floor. Also the Compliance issues have been resolved. There is a plan in place and you may see the project go out to bid in August or September. 
Councilor Lavoie asked if the Chief could come to the PBI meeting and speak about the outcome of that meeting.
Mr. Basque stated that there is a balance of $25,000 of the $600,000 which was for the design & repair work on the Fire Department and the Police Department. The $2.4 million has not been touched.

Councilor Ferguson asked if we still have the trailers, and would you hire Firefighter/Paramedics or just Firefighter?

Chief Brickett stated they have one trailer and they would hire Firefighter/Paramedics.  

Councilor McClure moved to adjourn at 9:00 p.m. It was seconded by Councilor McMilleon and it was voted Unanimous.

Respectfully submitted,

Sharon Dunning

Administrative Assistant
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