TOWN COUNCIL WORK SESSION
November 29, 2011
A pre-budget work session of the Jamestown Town Council and the Jamestown School Committee was called to order in the Jamestown Town Hall Rosamond A. Tefft Council Chambers at 93 Narragansett Avenue at 5:00 p.m. by Council President Michael Schnack.  

The following members were present:

Michael Schnack, President

Robert Bowen, Vice President

Michael White

William Murphy

Ellen Winsor

School Committee members present:

Catherine Kaiser, Chairperson
Sarah Baines

Julia Held

Sav Rebecchi

Bruce Whitehouse

Also present:

Marcia Lukon, School Department Superintendent

Jane Littlefield, School Department Finance Director 

Christina Collins, Town Finance Director 

Bruce R. Keiser, Town Administrator
Cheryl Fernstrom, Town Clerk

Budget Issues for FY 2013 (July 1, 2012 to June 30, 2013) Town Administrator Keiser reviewed background information on taxation, tax burdens and flexibility going forward. The property tax levy mandated by the State since FY 07/08, starting at 5.25% and reduced annually by .25%, was reviewed. Jamestown has remained below the mandated tax levy cap as follows:

Fiscal Year
Mandated Levy Increase
  Increase        Jamestown Tax Levy Increase
FY 07/08

5.25%


$735,486

      4.80%

FY 08/09

5.00%


$798,329

      5.00%

FY 09/10

4.75%


$251,437

      1.50%
FY 10/11

4.50%


$554,943

      3.20%

FY 11/12

4.25%


$516,427

      2.90%

Recent year’s increases relate to reduced revenue from state aid to education, revenue sharing and motor vehicle reimbursement (not increased services/expenses), which amounted to $772,917 less in state aid than received five years ago. The revenue picture is more stable going forward, with no further state aid reductions on the town side for FY 2013. Discussion continued regarding tax rate increases, property tax stability, revaluation and average property tax bill. Last year’s tax increase was 1.1%, with an average tax bill of $3,758, $37 higher than the FY 07/08 average tax bill.  

Pension Reform. State reports were referenced and distributed. Based on actuarial analysis and recent reforms enacted by the Legislature, total combined contribution for Jamestown (town and school) this fiscal year amounts to $1,030,000. Without re-amortization, the contribution would be $1,700,000, consuming the entire tax levy allowed by law to stay within the 4% cap. The result is a $23,000 aggregate increase instead of a $700,000 increase in FY 2013 as a result of pension reform. Potential revisions due to challenges or legal actions were referenced and discussed. Teacher’s retirement plan is in the black by $32,000. The FY 2013 contribution rate is 24.5% of salary for the Teacher’s retirement plan, shared 60% Jamestown and 40% State.  Discussion continued. 

The Police retirement plan is 100% funded. It appears health care increases for Teachers and Municipal workers will have a single-digit increase for FY 2013. Salary increases are 2.5% and 3%, with a $72,000 payroll increase for FY 2013. The Town just signed a contract for stable electric power at 7.04 cents per KWH for the next three years. At this time we do not see significant demands on taxpayer resources, probably 1% on the municipal side (unless there are pension revisions). 

School Committee Chair Cathy Kaiser reviewed new demands as part of the transition to the mandated National Core Standards (math and reading) and teacher evaluation system (as mandated through “Race to the Top”), which require more time on the part of administration. The entire curriculum will have to be rewritten for 2014, and initially we will need someone with experience full time to develop it. Per Bruce Whitehouse, the pressure on administration and teachers is extraordinary. This is a lot of change, and RI is behind where it should be. We do not plan to increase staff permanently and are shifting responsibilities to adapt to the new requirements. The new evaluation system is mind boggling, and the amount of time required to implement it is extreme.     
Dr. Lukon reported the number of military children is down, with fewer high school tuitions. Mr. Whitehouse reported Jamestown has high science scores and the highest 8th grade writing scores in RI. The administration, teachers and staff are doing a great job. The curriculum change will not have an impact on senior teachers (though pension reform may).  Discussion ensued of the liability for post-retirement benefits. The cost for retiree health coverage should decline as retirees switch to Plan 65 and the number of employees eligible for such benefits (teachers by previous contracts) declines. New State mandates require retirees to enroll in Medicare. Retiree healthcare may come under attack in the future. The mandated five-year forecast and reporting form for schools and municipalities (pursuant to RIGL §44-35-10) was referenced and discussed. Lengthy discussion ensued. Councilor Winsor commented on the new standards and the goal to have our people educated and ready to work.   

Councilor White commented on tax increases and property valuations. These meetings prove we are performing budget due diligence. School Committee Member Sarah Baines commented on the budget and school success. Superintendent Lukon commented we are successful because we can reference where the money is going. Councilor Murphy commented it is still a struggle to buy a house and live on the Island. Budget increases have been fair, and personnel have been eliminated on the Town side. It appears the recession will last another two or three years. Prudent budgeting needs to continue.  

Mr. Whitehouse stated the taxpayers want reasonable budgets. Dr. Lukon employs zero-based budgeting. Mr. Rebecchi commented on energy efficiency and other measures to conserve and save where we can. The goal is to educate our students the best we can for the best price. Energy efficiency is a priority. Councilor Murphy referenced wind turbines as an energy source for our schools. Councilor Winsor referenced the Kauffman Foundation and charter schools. 

Mr. Keiser referenced the new five year forecast reporting requirement mandated by the State, motivated primarily by the problems facing urban areas. It forces communities to look at red ink and how to close deficits. It will be instructive to anticipate expenses, including health care, retirement. The revenue impacted is the property tax. Real estate sales, tax stamps and building permits are holding steady, and we don’t foresee a further drop off. The population is holding steady, leveling the need for personnel, public works, police, recreation, and other services. Discussion of capital projects, special one-time projects, deterioration of assets and debt service continued. The annual Town audit for FY 2012 will be released the first week in January. Preliminary figures reflect that the Town and School are in the black and have decent fund balances (second only to Little Compton). 
Superintendent Lukon stated the budget will look very different, as the categories are reported in a format in compliance with the new mandates. As a result, it will be simple to compare all school district’s budgets on a line-by-line basis. Finance Director Jane Littlefield has been working very hard and doing an excellent job in revising the financial reporting to comply with the new mandates. Budget requests will be ready for submission to the School Committee in January, and the Town Council and School Committee will meet again in February. Discussion continued.  
Adjournment. There being no further business to discuss, the work session was adjourned at 6:05 p.m.        
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