Report of the St. Albans City Budget Committee
Delivered to the St. Albans City Council, December 13, 2010

Introduction
The Budget Committee met four times in the fall to complete the charge assigned by the City Council.  This report summarizes the committee’s work, conclusions, and recommendations.  

At the first meeting, the committee decided to divide their work into two categories: revenues and expenditures.  This report, therefore, is organized into these two categories as well.  Proposals that were accepted are italicized.  
Revenues
1. Parking Meters

At the first meeting, the City Manager summarized the work of the Master Plan parking committee and identified parking meters as a possible revenue source.  The committee concurs with this recommendation and encourages the City Council to install parking meters in the Spring of 2011 and to include estimated revenues in the FY 12 budget.

2. PILOT Payments

Staff presented research on successful Payment in Lieu of Taxes (PILOT) programs in Burlington, Middlebury, and Montpelier.  In Middlebury, it was noted that the college made a 50% capital contribution to an $18 million bridge project in Town.  In Burlington, it was noted that Fletcher Allen makes an annual payment for services; many of the large, institutional non-profits such as the Howard Center make PILOT payments; and Burlington’s enterprise funds pay 100% PILOT on facilities in the City.  The City Manager noted that while the water and wastewater funds pay taxes in St. Albans Town, Fairfield, and Fairfax, they pay nothing in the City.
This committee encourages the City to explore annual or one time payments with many of the large institutions in the City that consume services but do not pay taxes.  
In addition, this committee encourages the City Council to require the City’s enterprise funds to pay pro-rata PILOT and/or rent for the facilities they utilize in the City.

3. Zoning Fees

The committee analyzed the City’s zoning fees in comparison to other communities and noted that the City has relatively few fees and those that we do have, have not been adjusted since 2000.

This committee encourages the City Council to direct the City Manager to prepare a recommendation for adjustments to fees in the zoning office simultaneous or shortly after the development of the FY 12 budget.

4. Taylor Park Fees

The committee considered, but rejected, a recommendation to charge for the use of Taylor Park.  The committee felt this would fall disproportionately on the Farmer’s Market, and they would have enough difficulty with the installation of parking meters without adding park fees in 2012.

5. Liquor Tax / Fee
The committee remains intrigued by a proposal to charge an alcohol tax on bars in return for the increased burden this places on our public safety departments.  Staff and Council are members are currently researching this idea.  

The committee encourages the Council to take a strong look at this potential revenue source.
6. Impact Fees

At the committee’s request, staff researched the ability to levy impact fees on new developments.  While we now have one of the pre-requisites (a capital plan and budget), the central premise of impact fees – recouping the cost of new development – appears to be a better fit with high growth communities.

The committee recommends no action on Impact Fees at this time.

7. Public Works Fees

The committee discussed a switch in philosophy in the public works department.  This department is currently a high service, low fees department.  The committee discussed increasing the use of fees in public works when the problem ultimately isn’t a City problem, but the City was forced to expend staff time to determine so.

The committee recommends this concept be given more attention by either the Government Affairs Committee or a future iteration of the Budget Committee.  

8. Recreation
The pool is a perennial area of focus in budget discussions.  After an initial pro forma revealed a budget that required general funds to support the pool, the recreation department was asked and submitted a revised operating budget where the pool runs at break even on fees alone.  However, this does not include any money for capital improvements.

The Committee recommends that over the next two years, the Recreation Commission, staff, and City Council develop a plan to make the capital investments that the pool needs, expand programs, and adjust rates so that the pool operates on at least break even.  

9. Alarm Fees

The committee briefly explored the various types of alarms that flow into Central Dispatch.  Additional study is necessary to determine if these alarms are a net financial gain or loss when all of the costs are considered.  
The committee recommends the Council direct the City Manager and Chief of Police and Interim Fire Chief to prepare and deliver a comprehensive analysis as part of the budget process or shortly thereafter.   

10. Garbage Collection

The committee discussed the concept of consolidating garbage collection in the City, offering one contract to a provider, and recouping an aggregation fee.  
The committee endorsed this recommendation. 

11. Franchise / Aggregation Fees
There are other services where the City has aggregated the demand (phone, cable, etc.) and we used to receive a franchise fee from Adelphia for use of the public right of way.  
The committee recommends the City explore the ability to levy fees in instances where the City has aggregated the demand for a service, allows a provider to deliver that service using the public right of way, yet collects no taxes or fees for doing do.  
Expenses
1. Community Justice Center

It was suggested to consider eliminating City funding for the Community Justice Center.  At the meeting, staff informed the committee that the current CJC budget is $240,000.  The City contributes $5,000 and receives an additional $20,000 to support City Hall staff time in support of the program.  This proposal did not receive the committee’s recommendation.  

2. Finance Office Staffing.

The committee recommends that the vacant business manager position be converted into a bookkeeper.  Staff agree with this recommendation and have moved to implement immediately.

3. Health Insurance

The committee discussed various ways to reduce City health care costs, from increasing employee contributions to switching to alternative types of plans.  Staff informed the committee that we’ve saved $100,000 for FY 12 by convincing 70 percent of employees to switch to a High Deductible / HSA plan.  That’s the highest first year conversion for any municipality in the VLCT Health Trust.  
The committee therefore makes the following recommendation to reduce health care costs:

a. Continue to utilize High Deductible / HSA health plans;

b. Actively shop health plan providers; and

c. Increase employee contribution for employees that remain on Cadillac plans.  

4. Debt Reduction

It was suggested to use surplus funds from the 3 Lemnah sale to pay down debt, which would create capacity in the operating budget.

Staff advised that the Council has recently reserved those funds for economic development purposes and that they would likely be needed for Federal Street or other projects.  This proposal did not receive the committee’s recommendation.  
5. General Liability Insurance
Staff informed the committee that the City’s insurance is currently out to bid.  

The committee recommends the City consider switching general liability and worker’s compensation insurance if a better price and comparable or adequate product is available.

6. Create an incentive program for line staff to identify savings.

The committee recognized that the employees are well positioned to identify future savings and recommends the creation of a Savings Incentive Program.  The program should have the following parameters:

a. Non management staff should receive 50% of any savings that are realized from an idea that they propose up to $500.

b. Proposals should be submitted in writing.

Conclusion

This committee has just scratched the surface of what is possible.  There continues to be disappointment by some members that the committee was convened late in the fall with a charge that was focused exclusively on FY 12.  This limited scope prevented a more robust exploration of the City’s long-term fiscal capacity and more out of the box thinking.  One of the committee’s over arching recommendations, therefore, is to consider a more long-term engagement of these issues by this committee or another committee.  
The City Manager has identified the interaction between the work of this committee, the work of the government affairs committee in setting water and wastewater rates, and the role of the Council in using the budget to set local policy.  This committee recommends the Council reconcile these overlapping sources of authority one way or the other and appoint a permanent, standing committee to explore financial issues.  
