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AMESBURY    
                                                                                        CITY HALL  

                                                                                        62 Friend Street

                                                                                       Amesbury, MA 01913    
Finance Committee
Minutes
Tuesday, February 24, 2015, 7 p.m.
Councilor McClure opened the meeting.
Bonnijo Kitchin, City Clerk, called the meeting to order at 7 p.m.
The City Clerk asked for nominations for the Chair of the Finance Committee. Councilor Sickorez nominated Donna McClure. Councilor Bartley seconded the nomination. There were no other nominations. It was voted unanimously.

Councilor McClure asked for nominations for the Vice Chair of the Finance Committee. Councilor Ferguson nominated Councilor Sherwood. Councilor McMilleon seconded. There were no other nominations. It was voted unanimous.

Roll call was taken. Members present were: Councilor Bartley, Councilor Ferguson, Councilor Bezanson, Councilor McMilleon, Councilor Sherwood, Councilor Lavoie, Councilor Moavenzadeh, Councilor Sickorez, and Councilor McClure

Councilor McClure entertained a motion to accept the minutes from November 25, 2014, as submitted. Councilor Ferguson moved the motion. Councilor McMilleon seconded. It was voted unanimous.
2015-015



 
An Order to request that the City Council vote to appropriate $6,000 from Free Cash for the FIRST robotics program at Amesbury High School.
Mayor Gray presented. He explained the program and encouraged the public to attend the robotics demonstration on March 7 and 8, at Reading High School.

Councilor Ferguson would gladly support this ordinance.

Councilor Bezanson is in support of this ordinance.
James Thivierge, 8 School St., wished the students the best. He spoke about free cash transfers.

Councilor Ferguson made a motion to send 2015-015 back to the Municipal Council a recommendation for approval. Councilor McMilleon seconded. It was voted unanimous.
2015-016 
An Order to request that the City Council vote to appropriate $35,000 from Free Cash to supplement the Fiscal Year 2015 Operating Budget for the Amesbury Public Schools.
Mayor Gray presented. He explained the reason for the transfer to save the early college programs offered from the schools.
Councilor Lavoie reminded the Council and the audience that this was a commitment that the Mayor and the Council made back at budget time. He supports this.
Councilor Sherwood ask for confirmation of what positions were saved.

Michelle Robinson, Superintendent, said that they were the High School Spanish program, and a Middle School Technology program.

James Thivierge, 8 School St., said it was not clear whether this is a supplemental appropriation or a transfer. He commended the Community Forum that was recently held. He said it was well executed.

Stanley Schwartz, 105 Highland St., longtime School Committee Member and Chair of the Finance/Budget Subcommittee, thanked the Finance Committee for considering this, as well as the School Committee members and the Mayor for working really hard on this.

Claude Gonthier, 112 Kimball Rd., would like the next item on the agenda to be approved at 31, 000 from free cash. 

Councilor Sickorez made a motion to send 2015-016 back to the Municipal Council a recommendation for approval. Councilor Bezanson seconded. It was voted unanimous.
2015-017 
An Order to request that the City Council vote to appropriate $50,000 from Free Cash in order to pay a past-due bill owed to National Grid by the Amesbury Public Schools.
Michele Robinson, Superintendent of Amesbury Public Schools, and Deirdre Farrell, Assistant Superintendent, introduced themselves.
Councilor Bezanson asked for clarification on the process of bill paying.
Deirdre Farrell responded, gave out a handout, and went through the history of the bill going back to April 2, 2007. She explained how the late payment charge was being paid.
Councilor Bezanson asked for clarification as to who was responsible for the bill. Farrell explained.

Councilor Sherwood asked about the close up agreement. Farrell explained what information they were able to find on the document but there was no mention of National Grid.
Councilor McMilleon asked about the original balance owed, and what was paid in late fees. Councilor Lavoie said it is approximately $37,000.
Councilor Ferguson said the lesson has been learned and the bill should be paid.
Councilor Sickorez said that the bill should be paid. He said it is important to find out how/why it happened and fix what needs to be fixed.

Councilor Bartley asked how long we were paying the late fees. Farrell said it was years.
Councilor Sickorez asked what back up data is provided when paying bills. Farrell responded that it is given on request.

Councilor McMilleon asked when it was discovered that the late fees should not been paid. Farrell responded that it was probably fall of 2014 and she would check on that.

Councilor McClure asked what improvements have been put in place to make sure this doesn’t happen again. She said that this is mismanagement of the budget. She wants to make sure this doesn’t happen again. Robinson said they are investigating it, and she believes this is an isolated situation.

Farrell spoke about the improvements that are being made within their system.

Councilor Sherwood asked what the identified problems might be and what some of the improvements are. Farrell responded that they are not utilizing PDF functionality, some parts of the payroll functionality, there are manual cards in place that are being converted, and they have some good work to do.
Councilor Lavoie passed out documents to the Committee members. He said spent many hours researching this. The document passed out gives a quick chronology; and he went over the history of it.

Councilor McMilleon said the bottom line was we paid 8 years interest on a bill and no one noticed at all. He would like a report as to what will be implemented so his doesn’t happen again.
Councilor McClure said that it is disconcerting that it went on this long. She looks forward to the report of what processes will be put in place, and she would like to know that the School is confident that there is nothing else out there like that.

Councilor McMilleon asked the Mayor if he had any concerns in the process on the City side. The Mayor said that if it needs to be beefed up it is on the School side.
Councilor Sickorez asked if School Committee members should be given back up data for bills that are being paid.

Schwartz said he is not sure that it would have changed anything. He asked Councilor McMilleon to ask for the School Committee through the Mayor to present reports on changes and findings to improve the system out of protocol and out of respect. He thinks that’s the proper chain.

Councilor Sickorez said that the School Committee is voting on expenditures that they are not fully informed of.
Councilor McMilleon is not trying to circumvent the School Committee with his request. He stands by what he asked for.
James Thivierge, 8 School St., said this is appalling and said it is not acceptable. He was amazed we have had this problem since 2007. He has not seen a final report from the Building Committee. He said that is a check and balance issue.

Councilor Ferguson said that if the public can’t be respectful they should be not allowed to speak.

James M. Greaney, 50 Orchard St., said he is concerned, disturbed, and believes we deserve better performance.
Peter Hoyt, 33 A Pleasant Valley Rd., said it is unfortunate that the current administration is caught in the cross fire for what has taken place in years past. He knows the School system is learning from it and are responding from it immediately and putting efficiencies in place. He said he hopes we never lose sight of respectful behavior.

Debra LaValley, 14 Greenwood St., said she is frustrated with the audit process at the end of the project. She feels like the overdue bill should be in the name of Amesbury High Building Committee and would like that reflected in the minutes and at the Public Hearing going forward at the next Municipal Council Meeting.
Jane Snow, 44 Fern Ave., said we took a hit, but she still can’t accept that this was allowed to go on for 8 years. The system on how we pay bills is not working. There needs to be a better process set up in the future. She said the Mayor and Council should take a really hard look at it, carefully, to look at the accounting of how we spend the money on the school side.

Claude Gonthier, 112 Kimball Rd., said he hears both sides, we owe the money. It shouldn’t have gone on that long.
Councilor McMilleon said the purpose of tonight was to understand the process and try to understand how it happened. He stands by what he said and he isn’t circumventing.

Councilor Lavoie made a motion to send 2015-017 back to the Municipal Council a recommendation for approval. Councilor McMilleon seconded. It was voted unanimous.
2015-018
 An Order to authorize the Mayor to accept and expend a grant in the amount of $50,000 from the Massachusetts Marketing Partnership.

Mayor Gray presented. He said he is getting ready to show the public the plan. It’s for wayfaring and lighting.
Rosemary Cashman, wanted to make sure there is a lot of public input for the signs. She left a 30 (Plus) page report for the members of the Committee.
Councilor Sherwood made a motion to send 2015-018 back to the Municipal Council a recommendation for approval. Councilor Sickorez seconded. It was voted unanimous.
Councilor McClure asked the members of the Committee to consider putting their thoughts in writing about the upcoming budget process/meetings. Councilor Ferguson asked that the workshop be held at the next Municipal Council Meeting or the next Finance Committee. Councilor McMilleon agreed.

Councilor Sherwood motioned to adjourn at 9:25 p.m. Councilor Sickorez seconded. It was voted unanimous.

The meeting adjourned at 9:25 p.m.

Respectfully submitted, 

Dawne Warren

Office of the City Clerk

Administrative Assistant

