MINUTES
TOWN OF BELMONT

DEPARTMENT BUDGET HEARINGS

FEBRUARY 2, 2008 

8:00 AM
Homer Annex Building, Art Gallery
I.
CALL TO ORDER

A special meeting of the Board was called to order in open session at 8:04 AM in the Art Gallery of the Homer Building. All members were present. Town Administrator Tom Younger and Assistant Town Administrator Jeff Conti were also present. The Board met in joint session with members of the Warrant Committee to hear from Town Departments regarding their FY09 budget requests.
II.
QUESTIONS FROM TOWN RESIDENTS

There were no questions.

Public Service

Town Clerk/Elections

Town Clerk Delores Keefe: The Town Clerk’s budget has not changed except for salaries. The elections budget includes an additional $12,000 for a possible special election for the Wellington School project if necessary. There is also a request for $8,200 for replacement of shelving in the Town Clerk’s vault – this has become a safety issue and the physical dimensions of the vault limit what work can be done there.

There was discussion about fees collected for certificates, passports, and animal licenses.
Ms. Keefe said the Town’s fees are in line with what other towns are charging.



Board of Selectmen/Administration/Legal

Town Administrator Tom Younger said the department’s budget is similar to last year’s budget. There is a request for $20,000 for document imaging and historical preservation. The Town has priceless historical records going back to the 1800s which are not being stored properly and are difficult to access.


Emergency Management

Emergency Management Director Leo Saidnawey: The Emergency Management budget in total costs the same as what the Town spends just for chlorine for the pool. He is requesting $7,000 for upgraded radio equipment to bring Belmont into compliance with state requirements. Mr. Saidnawey showed the Board samples of the current radios and the new ones he wants to purchase.

The Board expressed concern that the radio needs of the Town’s departments be addressed in a coordinated way to ensure interoperability.



Information Technology (IT)





IT manager Dave Petto: There is no request for additional personnel this year. The major increase is in software licensing costs for MUNIS and GIS. The Town also has some servers that are old and out of warranty. Instead of replacing all three, Mr. Petto proposes to create three virtual servers on one piece of hardware.

There was discussion of the work being done on a website upgrade which will allow residents and others to access more information more easily online, which will create efficiencies for Town staff.

The Board requested that IT and the Selectmen’s office work together to address document storage issues in a coordinated way.

Pat Brusch presented the report of the IT Consolidation subgroup. The group recommends bringing Town and school IT functions under one single management and placing technology equipment in a separate budget category. She discussed a proposed management structure for the consolidated department. A Chief Technology Officer would need to be hired to run the department for a cost of roughly $100,000.
Mr. Younger said he supports the recommendations but cannot recommend the additional expenditure in FY09 given the current budget situation.

Public Safety
 
Police/Public Safety Communications

Chief Richard McLaughlin: The Police Department will be hiring three new officers to backfill vacancies created by retirements. This will bring the department back to its full complement of 48 officers. The budget is increasing about 7% which mostly reflects salary and benefit increases. Roughly half of this increase is offset by state funding for educational incentives.
There was a brief discussion of efforts to improve traffic enforcement.

There was discussion of the school resource officer that was added in FY08 and the positive feedback that has been received from residents about this position.

Public Safety Communications Director Dan MacAuley presented the public safety communications budget.  There are salary increases and some small equipment upgrades in the budget.

There was discussion of the NEMLEC regional assistance program which Belmont participates in.

There was discussion of implementing a reverse 911 system and whether donations could be obtained from local non-profits to fund this.



Fire/EMS






Chief David Frizzell discussed the high cost of specialized labor and parts for fire vehicle maintenance as well as fire-specific IT maintenance needs.
There was discussion of a recent power outage and its impact on the Fire Department.

Chief Frizzell said there were roughly 180 fire incidents in 2007. The Department is hiring three firefighters to maintain its staffing level.
There was discussion of the pros and cons of bringing advanced life support (ALS) services in-house by hiring firefighters who are also paramedics. Belmont only receives a portion of the charges for an ALS call currently; the rest goes to the ambulance company. An in-house ALS service would mean the Town would keep that revenue. The Board expressed disappointment that it has yet to be presented with a financial analysis demonstrating the cost-benefit matrix of moving in this direction. Liz Allison explained that the subcommittee looking at this has obtained a grant to hire a research assistant and suggested that a scope of work could be presented to the Board in May and finalized, the bulk of the work done over the summer, with a final report back to the Board in the fall.
There was discussion of regionalization initiatives and the difficulty of organizing communities toward such an effort.

Library


Library







Library Director Maureen Conners: Library circulation has remained steady but Internet and online database use has increased. Reference librarians answered over 38,000 reference questions last year. The library has saved $400,000 through delivery services provided by Metro West.
There was discussion of the increase in electricity costs for the library. The Board questioned whether costs have gone up more than electric rates have increased. Mr. Younger and Ms. Conners will double check this.

There was discussion of the Benton branch. Hal Shubin, Chair of the Library Trustees, said currently the branch is open one day a week and the Trustees are monitoring the level of usage. The neighborhood continues to strongly support keeping the branch open.
Planning


Planning






Planning Director Jay Szklut: The development at McLean is going more slowly than anticipated, so the department expended less in FY08 than anticipated to review their contracts. The funding will still be needed for this in FY09. The department has requested $50,000 for work on a comprehensive master plan. There was discussion of the merits of this proposal and whether it can be funded in the FY09 budget.
The Board adjourned at 12:34 PM.


__________________________________


Thomas G. Younger, Town Administrator
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