City Council Finance Committee Minutes
Tuesday, November 27, 2012
Town Hall Auditorium

7:00 p.m.

Meeting opened at 7:04 p.m.

Members present: Councilor Neale, Councilor Ferguson, Councilor McClure, Councilor Gilday, Councilor Scorzoni, Councilor Lavoie, Councilor Kelcourse, Councilor McMilleon and Councilor Kimball

Councilor Ferguson stated that she wished to take this opportunity to congratulate the Amesbury High School Football Team for their win at Thanksgiving and to wish them luck in Lowell at the semi-finals tonight.

She also asked for a moment of silence for a member of the Town Republican Committee, Richard Newton who passed away suddenly last week. 
2012-091 Adopt the Stretch Energy Code in the City of Amesbury – Councilor Scorzoni, Council President Ferguson and Councilor Lavoie sponsor

Summary:  The “stretch code” is an appendix to the Massachusetts building energy code that allows cities and towns to choose a stream lined, and more cost effective route to achieving approximately 20% better energy efficiency in new residential homes and for commercial buildings greater than 5,000 square feet.  As of October 18th, 122 municipalities have adopted this code. This performance-based system encourages the use of “Energy Star” rated appliances and products to meet this requirement. Adoption of the “stretch code” by the City of Amesbury is also a prerequisite in order to receive the designation of a Green Community by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, enabling the city to compete for approximately $10 million in annual grant funds from the state for energy efficiency and renewable activities. 
Councilor Scorzoni stated that the Energy Task Force will be holding an information session on this on Wednesday evening, November 28, 2012 at 7pm here in the City Hall Auditorium to educate both the Council and the public about what this entails. The Dept. of Energy Resources will also be here to present on the Green Communities program for which the Stretch Energy is a component of that program. There will also be some home builders to walk through the code and talk about the utility incentives that are also behind some of this activity. There will also be some folks from Newburyport to talk about there experience with the code. He encouraged the public to come and ask questions.

Councilor Neale stated that since this will be explained in detail tomorrow night he would ask for a motion to table this until the next Finance Committee meeting.

Councilor McClure moved to table to the next Finance Committee meeting. Councilor Lavoie seconded and it was voted Unanimous.

______________________________________________________________________________

2012-092 Annual Classification Hearing – Mayor Kezer sponsor

Summary:  On an annual basis, the City Council must vote on the issue of selecting a residential factor which will determine the percentage of the burden to be borne by each class of property.
Mayor Kezer deferred to City Assessor, Mary Marino to go through the numbers.

Mrs. Marino reviewed a handout and stated that we are here this evening to discuss the four votes that the community takes on a yearly basis. The first is the selection of a resident factor. A factor of one would allow a single tax rate. The second is an open space discount. The Board of Assessors does not do any open space in the community. The third one is regarding a residential exemption. The average residential value for this year is $254,465.00. If the council were to vote this exemption it would be a reduction of up to $50,893.00 on values less than $254,000. The problem with this issue is that any property owners with value over that $254,000.00 absorb the cost of that. The Board does not every recommend that. The fourth issue is basically the same thing for commercial. The Board does not recommend that. She reviewed the figures of the handout

Councilor Scorzoni asked if they could find out what the new growth entails.

Mrs. Marino stated it is new single family homes, a new condo complex or duplex into condos, adding new decks, updating kitchens, that kind of stuff. Any permits pulled create new growth.

We are seeing new businesses on Route 110 where the car wash is, the Heavenly Donuts and the convenience store they opened there. The Eastern Lumber Building has done some work. Amesbury Chevrolet has renovated.

Mayor Kezer stated that they have seen lots more permits for much smaller projects and the trend is changing to larger projects and also some non taxable properties that were bought by private entities and are now taxable properties.
Councilor Neale stated that if you recall at budget time we tried to estimate what the new growth was going to be and we were hoping for around $350 or $400 thousand. By the worksheets Mary gave us we hit $319 thousand.

Councilor Kelcourse stated in order to reduce the dollar per thousand amount the budget would have to be reduced by $1.774 million to change the rate by $1.00. He asked what the effect of using Free Cash to offset some of the increase would be.

Mr. Basque stated his opinion is that you would be underfunding your budget by taking that one time revenue source and inserting it into the budget thereby lowering your taxes by that amount but it is a one time revenue source. Once you do that then next year you are already that much behind out of balancing your budget by that amount.

Councilor Neale stated you would already be creating a tax increase for the next fiscal year.

Councilor McMilleon stated unless you lower the expenses for the next following year.

Councilor Kelcourse stated we had items that came up after the fact for Police and Fire that we could not address at the hearings because of ongoing negotiations. That is something that we should consider using some of that free cash to offset.
Mr. Basque stated his opinion is that is not the correct thing to do. The tax levy that we are presenting to you is less than what we presented to you at the budget. Using free cash to lower the levy is not a recommendation I would give.

Councilor Kelcourse asked what would the impact be if we used half of the certified free cash to offset the proposed increase by half and next year we address some of the increases that we allowed after the fact for instance to the Police and Fire and ask for pencils to be sharpened and come with adjusted budgets.
Mr. Basque stated that it wasn’t easy for you to make reductions this year and next year he doesn’t see it any easier. He stated that he would hate to see us have to reduce $500,000 before you even get started to make up for perhaps that free cash.

Councilor McClure stated that last year at budget time she had a discussion with the Council to freeze spending at last years rate. We cut approximately $30,000.00 and we couldn’t find anymore to cut yet year after year at the end of the year have money turned in. This is money that we put into the budget and obviously we are over budgeting because we always have money left at the end of the year. The DOR recommends we do that to the tune of 5% but they don’t understand the position that Amesbury is in. We are number 6 in tax rate; the people here tonight are here because they saw $1.11 increase in their tax bill.
Mike Buetow of 10 Cabot Court stated that after coming to meetings and watching meetings for years it is distressing that the time to have a detailed discussion of what needs to be reduced in terms of our spending is never now. It is always somewhere down the road. The council needs to make it clear to the residents when a good time to have that detailed discussion of what needs to be cut, because things do need to be cut, so that when we do show up we show up at the right meetings
Councilor Neale stated that during the month of May and June is when we have the budget hearings and that is the appropriate time to come and talk about the costs and to listen to Department Heads and look at line items to vote on the budget.
Martin Ruzek voiced his concerns as a homeowner and the taxes that keep increasing every year. He is trying to sell his house it the rate makes it a hard sell.

Jim Thivierge gave the Council President a packet for viewing before the December Council meeting. He stated that he doesn’t have the recap sheet yet. He stated that free cash should be used; we should consider using a residential factor of 110 or 120 to bring the rate down. He stated it boils down to lack of leadership.
Melissa LaChance stated that she is in strong support of a single tax rate.

Claude Gonthier stated that he feels the best use of the free cash is to lower the tax rate and give the taxpayers a break. He is in favor of a factor of one.
Karen Conti came here from Longmeadow and bought a condo in 2006 in the bubble. She stated that she has not been able to refinance, works two jobs to make ends meet. She stated she has been unable to attend Council meetings. She is distressed to hear that the Council approved the budget without access to all of the collective bargaining pieces. This council allowed a $10,000 stipend for Police and Fire for education that the State could not afford. How can this community afford it? She hoped that the Council would step up to the plate and think about everybody in the community who works to pay their bills and meet expenses. 

Mayor Kezer stated he is a strong advocate for the single tax rate and asked the Council to continue to maintain the single rate.

Mike Buetow stated that he respected the Mayor but he feels clarification is needed regarding the amount of money that is available to the town in terms of property tax revenues. What we are really talking about is legal access to revenue. He compared it to having a credit card with a large amount of credit and that it would not be fiscally sound for anyone to borrow up to the maximum.  Just because we have access to tax people at a higher rate than we are, it is not sound policy and is not good for the taxpayers. We do understand that it is the tax bill and not the rate that matters however at some point the rate becomes a drag on our property values and our ability to alienate. Twenty dollars per thousand is a big number. He feels business owners need to pay a higher percentage. He commented on the school district hiring more administrators to an already bloated school district and paying steep fees for retired administrators to sit in on routine meetings which is coming at a time when federal taxes will be rising in the coming year. There is an extraordinary amount of waste in the school district. We believe that Amesbury needs to cut across the board 10% to hold the line on spending and to force the department heads to shed their well disguised slush funds.
Jim Thivierge stated that one problem in the process is that the denominator is prior year values. He stated that the new value is available the first working day in January and you should have it then. 
Mary Marino stated to clarify, she has to pick up new growth until July 1, 2012 and it takes a couple of weeks; they are out there in June and July. Then they go through all the sales to be sure all information is correct. The state of Massachusetts allows us to July 1 so that information will never be available in January. It can’t be. Then we have the re-valuation company come in, they review our work and we do our statistical analysis and we submit to the State of Massachusetts. She stated that she was not certified on her values until late October. As soon as she receives notification she lets Mr. Basque know.
Karen Conti stated again that she hopes that all residents are taken into consideration.

Bill Figulski stated that he believed a split tax rate would be viable.

Councilor McMilleon stated that we need to start looking at ways to cut all the budgets, schools included.

Councilor McClure questioned how much the community can take. The Council says we have to look at the budget but at budget time we weren’t even willing to freeze at last years numbers. We need to put lines in the sand.
Councilor Kelcourse stated that he disagreed about a split rate. He commented that he ran on the platform to restore a single tax rate. He commented that he is a self employed business owner and is not happy to see his taxes increase. He stated he was not happy with the contract negotiations after the budget had been voted. He suggested that a recommendation to the Council be made to use some free cash for the amount of the negotiated contracts to offset the $120,400.00 and restore the budget to the original vote in June.
Mayor Kezer stated that there is an order from the Council passed some years ago that requires him to submit union contracts separate; as a separate act with the Council. In the past he stated he included them in the budget and was criticized for doing so and was so ordered to do them separately. He stated that if they choose he would gladly go back to adding future negotiations to the budget, he would prefer it that way. The Council was briefed during budget deliberations that they were in negotiations but they did not know where they would end up in numbers.

Councilor Scorzoni stated that the path we are on is unsustainable He fears that being over the $20 threshold will be the brand for Amesbury. He feels that as a Council they need to talk about Economic Development Activities and be proactive and find a way to get ahead of the curve. He urged the Council to look more at the big picture.
Councilor Kimball stated that he would never advocate for a split rate; he does not feel there is enough commercial and industrial parcels to truly offset that residential tax base. He stressed that the budget process is the time to come and make your concerns known at that time.

Councilor Neale stated that in order to reduce the residential tax rate by $1.00 we would have to get to a CIP tax factor of 1.25% and the residential tax rate would dip to $19.23 which is about $1.00 less and the Commercial rate goes to $25.45 which is a $6.20 spread and is a lot of money all at once to whack the commercial/industrial sector with. As has been pointed out this is not the economy to increase costs like that for commercial/industrial sector either.  He would not be in favor of this.
1.)
Councilor Gilday moved to recommend a residential factor of 1.


Councilor McClure seconded and it was voted Unanimous.

2.)
Councilor Ferguson moved to recommend not establishing an open space discount

Councilor Gilday seconded and it was voted Unanimous.

3.)
Councilor Ferguson moved to recommend not accepting a residential exemption.


Councilor McMilleon seconded and it was voted Unanimous.

4.)
Councilor Ferguson moved to recommend not accepting a commercial exemption.


Councilor Gilday seconded and it was voted Unanimous.

______________________________________________________________________________

2012-093 Vote to increase the exemption amount of qualified applicants – Mayor Kezer sponsor

Summary:  On an annual basis, the City Council must vote to decide if the City of Amesbury shall increase the exemption amount of qualified applicants under the provisions of M.G.L.
Mary Marino stated this is the exemption that we give to the elderly and the veterans. Historically this community has always doubled it based on how much their tax bill goes up. 
Councilor Ferguson moved to recommend adoption of 2012-093. Councilor Gilday seconded and it was voted Unanimous.

______________________________________________________________________________

2012-094 To appropriate $114,000 of water retained earnings.   

Summary:  Appropriate $114,000 of water retained earnings to the FY2013 Water Budget.
Mike Basque stated this is similar to the vote that was taken last year. We are asking you to appropriate $114,000 from water surplus towards the water budget. We are not recommending an increase in either water or sewer this year. He reviewed the handout that he gave the committee. 
Councilor Gilday moved to recommend approval of 2012-094 as submitted.  Councilor Ferguson seconded and it was voted Unanimous.
Councilor Gilday moved to adjourn at 9:00 pm

Respectfully submitted,

Sharon Dunning

Administrative Assistant

November 27, 2012

1

