Finance Committee Meeting Minutes
April 15, 2008
Opened Meeting at 7:55pm.  In attendance were members John Steffian (JS), Joe Casey (JC), Tom Dorward (TD), Chairperson Rebecca Walsh (RHW), and guest, Dan Meunier (DM). 

Meeting Minutes

Motion: RHW motioned to approve the 4-8-08 meeting minutes, as requests for those minutes had been made, JS 2nd.  
Discussion: TD and JC had not read the minutes, so they read them at the meeting prior to voting.

Vote: Unanimous
RHW Stepped Down as Chair

Motion: RHW motioned to step down as Chair at the end of the 4-15-08 meeting, JS 2nd 

Vote: Unanimous

Motion: RHW motioned to approve John Rice as the new chairman, JS 2nd 

Discussion: RHW stated that although she enjoyed being chairperson she didn’t feel that she had been able to accomplish the goals she’d set forth for the budget season due in large part to her difficulty keeping the group focused during meetings and felt that another person would be more effective at chairing the meetings and ensuring that FinCom met the needs of the town.  She expressed a willingness to clerk.

Vote: Unanimous.

Survey Poll

Motion: RHW motioned to cancel next week’s meeting, JS 2nd. 

Discussion: RHW opened the discussion with the question, should we cancel next week’s meeting, or meet to work on the citizen poll/survey in order to have it available by the STM/ATM.  JC asked what the survey poll was intended to do, RHW answered that it was designed to provide feedback to the FinCom from the citizenry in order for FinCom to make informed decisions that balanced the operational needs of the town with the preferences of the citizens of Ashby.  JS continued that he saw it also as an educational tool for the townspeople themselves.  He stated that the townspeople have little information regarding the fiscal condition of the town, which limits their ability to make informed decisions when voting.  He felt that the structure of the survey must  convey that there are limited funds available for the budget needs, leading to budget choices.  He used the example of only so many pegs for many holes, one needs to decide which holes to fill with which pegs, you cannot fill all the holes with a finite number of pegs.  JC and TD both expressed concern over who the poll would reach.  Would the survey be mailed?  Only available at town meeting, or ballots?  Rebecca answered that this had been discussed at length when the poll was first brought up, and Selectman Woollacott had pointed out that it was the voters whose opinion was needed and to whom we were accountable to.  It might skew the data more to mass distribute the survey, and then expect to have accommodated the desires of the voters.  No final opinion was reached as to who to include.
JC expressed concern over our analyzing the data because he’s seen the discs that allow people to manipulate the analyzed data.  It gives much greater benefit when completed by professionals.  It would be such an invaluable resource that it would be worth going to the selectman to get an appropriation.

The question was raised, do general people know what each department does?  RHW responded saying one suggestion had been to include bullets of what each department is responsible for in the survey. She went on to say that there needs to be a balance between disseminating info and limiting complexity.  JC raised the question, what about including a water/sewer line on the survey?  JC stated that he thought the information potential was fantastic, his expectation was that the selectman will be happy to do it.  Adding that it’s a great public relations initiative too.
RHW responded as the wet blanket stating that the BOS would most likely be unwilling to allocate funds in such a tight budget time and that she herself wasn’t sure she could justify asking for the funds in the face of some of the other cuts made.  JC volunteered to research state funds available for this endeavor.  RHW thanked him and took him up on his offer to research available funds for analyzing the poll/survey.  RHW went on to say that the survey would also be good for FinCom accountability, as it gives citizens the ability to measure FinCom responsiveness.

It was decided not to meet next week to work on the survey/poll.  Better to wait until we find out if there is funding available.

Vote: Unanimous

STM & ATM Warrant Articles

Last year we had discussed what our vote signified and had been told that our recommendation was simply a recommendation for having it go before the voters, rather than a recommendation of the essence of the article.  This caused a lot of confusion at the Town Meeting, people obviously understood our recommendation as for the article itself, not simply for having it brought before them to decide. Thus, we agreed to vote on whether we recommended the article, not on whether we are putting it before the voters.  
STM

Article 1. 
Motion: JS motioned to approve the article as written, RHW seconded.

Discussion:  This article represents a liability we incurred, when we incur a liability we are legally bound to pay said liability. This same reasoning applies to Article 2 up to and including Article 7.
Vote: Unanimous

Article 2.  
Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written, TD seconded.

Vote: Unanimous.
Article 3. 
Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written, JS 2nd.
Vote: Unanimous

Article 4.  
Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written, JS 2nd.
Discussion: We checked the Town Office Fuel Electricity line to ensure that sufficient funds were available for the year end account transfers.
Vote: Unanimous

Article 5.  
Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written, TD 2nd.
Vote: Unanimous

Article 6. 
Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written, JS 2nd. 

Discussion: Rebecca expected to see wording about increasing the Fire Chief salary as well as paying for the police union contract.  It was through good management that the Fire Chief was able to decrease the EMS ALS charges and the BOS and Town admin felt that it was unfair to have his good management fund another department’s needs, so it was decided to increase his salary at the same time.  JS noted that we can only vote on what we see.  

Vote: Unanimous
Article 7.

Motion: JS motioned to approve the article as written, TD 2nd.
Vote: Unanimous

Article 8. 
Motion: RHW motioned to take no action on Article 8 pending further information from BoS, Town Admin and the Dept Head, ST 2nd.

Discussion: Last RHW knew the BOS had taken more from highway wages to pay for winter ops, but Bill Davis, Hwy Super had sent around a letter breaking down up coming hwy costs, showing a need for the those surplus highway wage funds within his own operating budget.  FinCom would like further information as to how those numbers were generated. 

Vote: Unanimous
Article 9.  
Motion: JS motioned to approve the article as written, TD 2nd.
Discussion:  There are ongoing shortfalls in many departments and the reserve line is nearly depleted.

Vote: Unanimous
ATM

Article 1. 

Motion: JC motioned to approve the article as written, TD 2nd.

Vote: Unanimous

Article 2. 

Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written, TD 2nd. 

Vote: Unanimous

Article 3.

Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written, JC 2nd.

Vote: Unanimous

Article 4.

Motion: JC motioned to approve the article as written, RHW 2nd.

Vote: Unanimous

Article 5. 

Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written, TD 2nd. 

Vote: Unanimous

Article 6. 

Motion: JC motioned to approve the article as written, RHW 2nd. 

Discussion: JS stated that any amount over 2.5% is unsustainable for the town in any budget line, the school’s budget has increased multiples of that over the last five years, each year over the last five years.  RHW played devil’s advocate asking how it’s unsustainable if it’s an override?  JS answered that even though an override may make it sustainable for this year, next year if the request is over the 2.5% of this year’s override, which history tells us it will ve, then it will still be unsustainable, and we are compounding the problem.

Vote: JC, TD, RHW – in favor, JS – opposed.  Motion carried. 

At this time RHW Spoke with Selectman Geoff Woollacott on a cell phone to clarify whether difference between the school’s budget and our operating line item for the school was accounted for somewhere in the FY09 budget, other than as an override article.  Geoff remembered that we placed an equal amount of funds as in this override article in stabilization in case the article failed and the other two towns passed the school budget amount.  This allows us to pay the school liability without infringing on the town’s operating budget.  Geoff went on to explain that it will still require a town meeting 2/3 vote to remove those funds from stabilization to pay the school.  Geoff may be motioning to appropriate those funds not in stabilization but instead directly into the school line in the operating budget at tomorrow night’s BOS meeting.  He is unsure at this point.

Article 7.

Motion: JC motioned to approve the article as written, TD 2nd. 

Discussion: Concerts and Memorial Day exercise provide significant benefit for the profile of the town and the value of the good will generated by these events, having it as an override makes it sustainable, barring inflation exceeding 2.5%, for future years.  These services are in keeping with the Community Growth Plan for maintaining town character and future sustainability.

Vote: Unanimous
Dan Meunier noticed that the article did not separate out the July 3rd and the Band Concert amounts.  It is actually, $7000k for Band concerts and $1,200 for July 3rd.  So they combined the two, but did not separate out in the article.  Will we be able to use the July 3rd if this motion stands as written?  
With this observation we amended our vote pending further information. 
Motion: JC motioned to reconsider our action on article 7, RHW 2nd.

Vote: Unanimous
Motion: JS motioned to rescind our previous vote on article 7 in favor of casting a new one.  RHW 2nd.

Vote:  Unanimous
Motion: RHW motioned to take no action on Article 7 pending further information JS 2nd.

Vote: Unanimous
Article 8.

Motion: JC motioned to approve the article as written, JC 2nd. 

Discussion:  Joe Casey stated it is an appropriate designation of the town’s fiscal needs to ensure the town can operate and provide needed services for FY 2009.  JS questioned the Fire Chief’s salary wage and whether it was accurately accounted for in the budget.  TD stated that each appropriation was separate so it could be covered at the appropriate time.  It was then stated that even if each line were separate, it couldn’t be amended up on town floor.  JC then asked what we had on paper.  RHW stated that all we had on paper was that the line item was in red. RHW further stated that she’d prefer to double check the information and find out it was correct, rather than approve a budget that possibly had errors. JC withdrew his motion as a result of the possible need for minor adjustments/clarification/double checking to the budget.  RHW spoke about the previous BoS meeting where the discussion revolving around the Fire Chief had included additional funds (raise & other), yet the amount in the budget tonight is level funded from FY08.  It was then noted that the Land Use Coordinator was funded at $15,500 and our expectation was a funding level of 10K. 

Motion: RHW motioned to take no action on article 8 pending clarification of budget accuracy, JC 2nd.

Vote:  Unanimous
Article 9.

Motion: TD motioned to approve article 9 as written, RHW 2nd.

Discussion: JS questioned the spreadsheet, asking why is the town raising 41K, when they’re showing revenues of 41K?  DM explained, they are presenting a balanced budget, just like the town budget, we are not raising the money, we are appropriating the money so that that entity can then expend the money.  RHW asked where the 41K originates.  DM further explained, it originates in their revenues, not from the town operating budget or from our general fund.  The loan balance they have is what is left from the seed money the town provided at their inception. 
Vote: Unanimous 
Article 10. 

Motion: JC Motioned to approve the article as written, TD 2nd.

Discussion: This article supports our obligation to match the grant in order to obtain the benefit from such grant.

Vote: Unanimous

Article 11. 

Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written TD 2nd
Discussion: Although this article does not begin to address the need for wage increases, it at least shows an effort to demonstrate appreciation for our town employees.
Vote: Unanimous

Article 12. 

Motion: JC motioned to approve the article as written, JS 2nd
Discussion: This is a necessary account for cemetery commission to perform its duties.
Vote: Unanimous 

Article 13. 

Motion: JC motioned to approve the article as written, JS 2nd
Discussion: None

Vote: Unanimous
Article 14.

Motion: RHW motioned to take no action, JS 2nd
Discussion: The article is unclear where the funds will be coming from.  FinCom supports the purchase of the cruiser as a one-year debt exclusion, but not from stabilization. 

Vote: Unanimous
Article 15. 

Motion: JS motioned to approve the article as written, TD 2nd
Discussion: TD asked if this was the old Firehouse, DM answered that it was.  TD noticed that there was no limit or purchase amount.  It was then noticed that it had been recorded and was already purchased or gifted, therefore this article simply allows the town to accept it. 

Vote: Unanimous
Article 16. 

Motion: JC motioned to approve the article as written, ST 2nd
Discussion: None

Vote: Unanimous
Article 17.

Motion: JS motioned to take no action on the article as written, TD 2nd
Discussion: JS would consider taking no action because it’s not for us to decide whether the town wants to fund stipends, over other departments.  TD thinks he’s right, JC agrees as well.  JS went on to say that clearly there are repercussions because if this is voted, then other stipends should be reinstated as well, so there’s that domino in effect, possibly.  TD agrees. 

Vote: Unanimous

Article 18.

Motion: TD motioned to take no action on the article as written, RHW 2nd
Discussion: TD said we should take no action for the same reason as article 17.

Vote: 3 in favor, JS represented the dissenting vote. Motion carried. 
Discussion: JS says it is not similar to the above article at all.  RHW asked how it’s dissimilar.  JS answered,  because it’s a position that has never been funded, whereas the stipends for other volunteer positions have been previously funded and this represents an addition of a new position. TD felt he had a good point.  
Motion: ST motioned to rescind our vote of no action on article 18 for the purposes of reconsidering the vote, RHW 2nd
Vote:  Unanimous
Motion: ST motioned to disapprove article 18 as written, RHW 2nd
Vote: JS and TD in favor, RHW & JC opposed.  Motion does not carry.

Article 19.

Motion: JS motioned to approve the article as written, RHW 2nd
Discussion: TD mentioned that we only have one EMT, the Fire Chief.  This position could generate income as a result of needing less support from other towns for ambulance calls. 

Vote: Unanimous

Article 20.

Motion: JC motioned to take no action, RHW 2nd
Discussion: RHW questioned why article 19 was a single loaded (all benefits included) number, and article 20 was broken out in separate parts.  It was suggested that it might be because it was by petition.  RHW thought that the article was copied verbatim from the original article that the BOS removed from the warrant so that it was able to pass legal review in time to make it onto the warrant.

Vote: 3 in favor, RHW represent the sole dissenting vote. 
Further Discussion: It was stated that since it’s brought by petition, it should be brought before the town, not as a result of the FinCom taking a position.  TD is all for beefing up the hwy department, but not sure this is the way.  RHW stated that it’s obvious that funds are needed desperately, but at this point, 15K, 30K won’t help.  A large influx of funds is required coupled with a master plan for using those funds.

TD then stated that funding another position at below par wages isn’t a good solution either, it would be better to pay people what they need to keep them, so rather than fund a new position better to give a current position a raise.

Article 21.

Motion: TD motion to approve the article as written,  RHW 2nd
Discussion: None

Vote: Unanimous

Article 22.

Motion: RHW motioned to approve the article as written JC 2nd
      Discussion: None

      Vote: Unanimous

     Motion: TD motioned to adjourn at 11:06pm, JS 2nd
     Discussion: None

     Vote: Unanimous 
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