Shutesbury Finance Committee

Minutes from 9/3/2002 meeting at Town Hall

APPROVED MINUTES

Present:  Members Eric Stocker, Narda Wakoluk, Al Beswick, Nancy Beswick, Rita Farrell, and Steve Hasbrouck (recording minutes).

Also in attendance: David Ames, Walter Tibbets, Tim Hunting, Becky Torres, Gary Davies, Leslie Bracebridge, and Barbara Goodhind.

We started the meeting at 7:10 PM.


We started by covering a quick piece of old business.  Rita had given David Ames the Finance Committee report for fiscal year ended 6/30/2002.


The minutes of the 7/23 meeting were accepted with one correction.


Al passed out notes concerning Shutesbury leaving Union 28.  A copy of those notes is attached.  There will be a meeting on 9/17 of the Union 28 committee.  They will organize what will be presented to the School Committee.  We cannot get out of the union unless two other towns vote us out.  That is not appearing likely.  The other schools don’t like the middle and high schools their students go to so they probably won’t vote to break the union up.  The Department of Education probably wouldn’t allow a three-town union with such small schools if Shutesbury and Leverett end up leaving.  The committee’s sentiment is that if we cannot get out of the union, let’s make it work better for us.  Dr. Crisafulli has submitted his resignation.  The union is now looking for an interim superintendent and will start the search for a new superintendent as well.


Narda reported on the August 14th Roads Committee meeting.   The group talked mostly about the Leverett-Prescott-Cooleyville (LPC) Road project.  The ad hoc committee to study the project has folded into the Roads Committee.  There was much talk about securing the bicycle and road width waivers necessary to the project.  There will be a special public meeting on September 18th to discuss the LPC project.  Al mentioned once again that he wants to get a guarantee from the state that if we spend the estimated $80,000 on design they will come through with the $2,000,000 to do the project.  Once the two waivers mentioned above are granted, the design would be the next step.  Narda said a bond issue was proposed as a way to fund the $80,000.  Eric hoped we, the Finance Committee, would have someone at the September 18th, meeting.  Steve said he was planning to go.


Two appointments were made for performance reviews.  Steve said he would participate in David Ames’ performance review.  Nancy volunteered to be involved with Police Chief Charlie Bray’s performance review.  It was pointed out that David’s review board would consist of a member of the Select Board, the Finance Committee, and the Personnel Committee.  Charlie’s review board would consist of a member of the Select Board, the Finance Committee, and David Ames.


We did not have financial results to study for the current fiscal year started 7/1/2002.  We moved onto the results for the year just ended.  Although final numbers for the fiscal year ended 6/30/2002 are not available it was estimated we will end up with $130,000 more for free cash.  Of this $130,000, $60,000 is coming from a Self-Help grant.    We cannot use the additional money until the books get recertified by the state.


We are expecting back from the commonwealth “Cherry Sheet” $73,188.  Of this money we need to spend some on insurance.  Last year’s health insurance budget needs to be increased by $19,496 and the casualty and liability insurance needs to be increase by $5,873.  That leaves $47,819 to be dealt with.  We, as the Finance Committee, needed to hear petitions for the money and decide on our recommendations.


The first petition concerned a work related injury that happened to Walter Tibbets, the Fire Chief.  Although Walter was hurt on the job, fighting a fire, neither the fire department nor the police are covered by worker’s compensation.  The professions are deemed too dangerous.  Instead we are covered by a policy that covers $10,000 for an injury.  Walter’s medical bills have come to $14,856.39.  He is asking for the town to reimburse him the $4,856.39 not covered by insurance.  A town warrant proposing to pay Walter has been drawn up.  It was pointed out that we, the Finance Committee, cannot cover this expense out of our reserve fund because there is no line item in the budget covering this expense.  Due to the lack of a line item, the issue must go to the town as a warrant.  Concern was expressed about the level of coverage, $10,000, being so low.  The Select Board is looking into upping the insurance.  If we stayed with this company, to double the coverage, to $20,000, would cost double the premium, ~ $3,400/year.  $20,000 is the limit on what they will offer.  Walter and David Ames are checking into other insurance companies.  The limit being so low and the premium so high prompted Eric to share a thought his father, an insurance agent, shared often.  “Don’t insure yourself for a loss you can afford yourself.”  Article 5 on the warrant proposes the town reimbursing Walter.  The Finance Committee voted unanimously to endorse Article 5.


Next up petitioning for some of the “Cherry Sheet” money was Walter, acting in his capacity as fire chief.  He shared that it is becoming problematic to recruit and retain volunteer firefighters considering how much time they put in (upwards to 1,800 hours in training) for so little reward.  A sheet was handed out showing the stipends firefighters receive.  It ranges from a low of $625/year for a firefighter to a high of $1,250 for a deputy chief.  Becky expressed the Select Board’s opinion that we can’t afford to wait until the next fiscal year to address this situation.  The financial hardship on the department needs to be addressed.  When firefighters respond to a call they are leaving their paying jobs and getting nothing in return.  Often the same guys respond to most of the calls causing the burden to fall on them.  Walter presented a two-step proposition.  The first is to keep the stipend currently paid as a training stipend.  He proposed increasing it by $1,500, to $10,000, as this would cover a full force.  He also proposed adding a salaries line to the budget.  This would pay an hourly rate of $12.75 for responding to calls.  He says the department has been averaging 800 respondent hours per year.  That would make the cost of this line item $10,200.  Walter is therefore petitioning for $11,700 for the fire department.



There was much discussion that followed.  It was wondered if this money could come out of the Fin. Comm. reserve.  Since this would set a new level of remuneration for the department it was felt it best this go to a public meeting.  It was felt the Personnel Committee might have to weigh in as this was establishing a pay scale for workers.  People asked Walter what would happen if Shutesbury just didn’t have a fire department?  He said there would be no building permits issued, no houses could be sold, no certificates of occupancy issued as the fire inspection part in each of these processes could not be done.  We would have to hire out our fire fighting and inspection functions.  House insurance would skyrocket as coverage would suffer.  Some people expressed that $12.75/hour seemed low for what these people do for the town.  The Finance Committee told Walter we would consider all the petitions before deciding our recommendations.


Before the next petitioner spoke, it was asked why everyone who had budgets wasn’t invited to the meeting.  In particular the School Committee only found out that evening about the meeting.  Becky said it was the responsibility of the Finance Committee to inform people of this meeting.  Eric, as the chair of the committee, said he chose not to ask others.


The next petitioner was Tim Hunting from the Highway Department.  Both Materials and Gravel Road Upgrade got cut in the budget from the previous year, $10,000 and $14,128 respectively.  Tim went over what constituted materials since someone asked him that at his last fiscal year budget presentation.  Items covered by Materials include street signs and related materials, police details, safety equipment and signage, street sweeping, catch bin basin cleaning, blacktop patching, brush chipper rental, and guardrails.  Since we belong to the Franklin County Board of Governments, we pay $1,800 in fees and that, too, comes out of road materials.  It was pointed out that we took the $14,128 out of the Gravel Road Upgrade because Tim had money from other sources for gravel roads.  When asked how much he wanted, Tim finally settled on $7,000 to go back into Materials.  As with Walter, we told Tim we wanted to hear out all petitioners before making a decision.  Before he left Tim asked what the procedure to follow was to buy a truck.  He felt if they bought one of the used phone company trucks with a bucket they could save money doing brush cutting.  If the truck is over $5,000 it is a capital purchase and goes to the capital planning committee.


After Tim’s presentation it was decided we should meet with the School Committee before making final recommendations.  The latest the Select Board could sign off on the warrants was Monday, September 23rd.  Their last, scheduled meeting before that date is on September 10th.  We called Bruce Ecker to set up a time.  Bruce could meet with us on Tuesday, September 10th, at 8:00 PM.  We could meet with Bruce, make our recommendations, and bring them down to the Select Board to sign.  We decided to set that as our next Finance Committee meeting.


It was suggested we contact all the departments and explain to them why they weren’t called.


People had noted a new four-wheel drive police vehicle.  David Ames thought this cost less than $3,000 and they had used money left over from a Community Policing Grant to buy the vehicle.


It was suggested that somehow we double check to make sure Walter is not already getting reimbursed from his own health insurance company for the medical bills he has paid.


We then voted on each Article on the Warrant.  We unanimously supported Articles 1, 2, 3, and a new, proposed Article 6 paying a surveyor’s bill for $600 from FY 01 for the Conserva-tion Commission.  We had already unanimously voted in support of Article 5 earlier in the evening and Article 4 did not require a Finance Committee opinion.


As for future meetings, Eric mentioned he had a conflict with the meeting scheduled for October 1st.  We would take this up at the next Finance Committee meeting.  We voted unanimously to adjourn at 9:30 PM.

Respectfully submitted,

Steve Hasbrouck

