At their meeting on January 5th, members of the Finance Committee voted their recommendations for all money warrant articles and operating budgets that will appear on both the Town and School Ballots at the upcoming March 14th voting day.  In all cases, the Selectman representative did not cast a vote on the Town articles; and the School Board representative did not cast a vote on School articles.

A number of articles on the Town ballot are for Capital Reserve Funds (CRF).  The Capital Improvements Plan Committee (CIP), Finance Committee and Selectmen strongly encourage the use of CRFs whenever possible.  These funds act as a type of savings account, accruing interest.  By using CRFs, taxpayers set aside smaller amounts of money yearly toward specific projects or equipment/vehicle purchases.  By using this method, a large spike in the tax rate is prevented in the year when these costly items are needed.

Some may wonder why the votes from the Finance Committee are nearly unanimous.  This is because members have been meeting with department heads since October and working with the Selectmen to hammer out a final proposal that they feel works best for the town.  In fact, two projects that were originally on this year’s CIP schedule were felt to be premature and were dropped from the March ballot.

The following covers the articles that will appear on the Town and School ballots.

TOWN WARRANT

Article 9, By Petition:  Increase Veteran’s Exemption from $200 to $500.

Finance voted 3 in favor, 3 against, 1 abstained

The N.H. legislature gives towns the option to enact a veteran’s exemption, at a level up to a maximum of $500.  The petitioners want voters to increase this exemption from the current $200 to the $500 maximum.  (The Selectmen recommended an increase from $100 to $200 in 2004, and voters approved.)

The Selectmen have voted not to recommend the increase requested.  They explained that unlike other exemptions allowed by law (disabled, elderly, etc.), the veteran exemption does not have a means test (an income consideration) to determine qualification.

The town itself would not be affected by the change, it would simply allow an additional $300 credit to New Boston’s approximately 158 veterans (who have applied for the credit), with other taxpayers absorbing the difference in an increase to their taxes, believed to be a maximum of approximately $35 per year.

Article 10: Town Operating Budget, $3,129,263

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR

The Finance Committee meets individually with major town department heads as well as the school, reviewing all budgets line by line.  As in the past, members felt that departments worked hard to be fiscally responsible while moving forward to meet the demands of an ever-growing town. 

The budget increased $250,000 over 2005, an 8.6% increase.  Primarily, the increase is seen in salaries that increase through both a cost of living percentage (set at 4% for this year) and merit rating.  Increases in energy and fuel costs, health insurance and workmen’s comp ($5,000) also affected the budget.

Finance recommended a new 20-hour per week part-time hire for a Library Assistant, at $7,280 for half a year.  Election expenses increased as there will be both a September primary and November election in 2006.  The Selectmen have added a new line for $6,000 to begin replacing the office furniture in the Town Hall.  Additionally, $1,000 has been authorized for an on-call forestry consultant to be used on problematic timber cuts.

Several items in the Police Department budget were brought up-to-date, but the main increase is the addition of the $19,625 vehicle lease, approved by voters last year, as well as the need to return to the use of an outside prosecutor at approximately $20,000.  This budget also contains $8,500,that is totally reimbursed by revenues, for special police details. 

Likewise, the Highway budget must contain $161,000 that is sent to the town as revenue for State Block Grant funds.  Finance and the Selectmen also recommended a $20,000 increase for asphalt, which reflects not only the increased cost, but the ability to keep up with the 12-year repaving plan.  The cost of salt and calcium shows a significant increase as the cost of the product spiked.

The costs for the Transfer Station actually went down slightly as the facility has begun operating more efficiently and effectively monitoring the costly solid waste.  Construction debris nearly pays for itself through appropriate fees and the use of scales.  A significant amount of revenue is also realized by this department in recycled materials.

Both the Building Department and Town Clerk’s office pay for themselves through revenues. 

Article 11: Town Hall Renovations, begin CRF of $60,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
The Selectmen hope to begin a renovation of the lower floor of the Town Hall, where many town offices are located, in 2010.  While the floor plan has not been finalized, the renovation has been estimated by a local architect to be approximately $300,000.  It is, therefore, recommended to begin a $60,000 yearly CRF in 2006.  

This renovation would allow space to be better utilized and modernize the interior.  The building is structurally sound and voters have previously invested in a sprinkler system and new slate roof.  It was determined that upgrading the existing Town Hall was more cost effective than constructing a new building. 

Article 12: Additional monies for Expendable Trust Fund, $2,000

Finance voted 6-0 IN FAVOR (vote taken after Deliberative Session)
This Trust Fund was established in 2001 as a way to pay for accrued benefits (typically sick days or some vacation time) owed when a person leaves his/her employment with the town.  Paying for this expense from a Trust Fund, prevents the need to use monies in the operating budget that was not designed to include this expense. This added money would bring the balance in the Fund to $4,000, allowing it to cover all contingencies.

Article 13: Library Roof Replacement and Repairs, $37,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR

All sections of the roof at the Whipple Free Library are in need of replacement; one is already leaking.  Two well-qualified roofing companies have looked at the job and prepared estimates that the cost has been based on.  If approved, the job will go out for final bids.

Article 14: Zoning Amendments, $15,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
The update to the town’s Master Plan will be finished this summer.  In order to put the recommendations of the Master Plan into practice, the town’s Zoning Ordinance needs to be updated.  These funds will enable us to use Southern NH Planning Commission for a full review of our current Zoning Ordinance and other regulations and develop appropriate amendments for future approval.

Note:  The following two articles covering Fire Department vehicles are presented in 2006 in lieu of the department’s yearly $90,000 CRF request.  The lack of $40,000 collected in 2006 will not adversely affect the monies required for other vehicle expenses in future years.

Article 15: Forestry Fire Truck Grant, town portion $20,000

Finance voted 6-1 IN FAVOR 

The Fire Department’s 1976 forestry truck was scheduled for a $90,000 refurbishment in 2006 (with funds collected in the Fire Department Vehicles CRF).  However, the Department was awarded a $171,000 federal grant for the purchase of a new $191,000 forestry vehicle, with taxpayers responsible for the balance of $20,000.  Both Selectmen and Finance agreed this was a more cost effective approach.

The Finance member voting against this purchase was not against the need to upgrade or replace the truck, but considered the grant a misuse of federal funds.

Article 16: Refurbish M-1 Pumper, $30,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
This half-life refurbishment was scheduled for 2006 on the department’s 1991 pumper.

Article 17: New Practice Field and Parking Area, $20,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
The Recreation Department’s baseball/softball and soccer programs expand each year and more practice fields are needed.  The site for this addition of both a practice field and additional parking area is across from the current Old Coach Road ballfield.  

Approximately half of the total cost will be paid for through the Recreation Revolving Fund with taxpayers being asked to contribute $20,000.

Article 18: Multi-Use Community Center, begin CRF of $75,000

Finance voted 6-1 IN FAVOR
All programming for the Recreation Department continues to expand and other community events often lack appropriate space as the gym at the Central School is constantly booked with current activities.  The 2004 Community Profile event identified the need for improved facilities for both Recreation and community activities as a high priority.

The hope is to be able to begin construction in 2010, with taxpayers contributing approximately $400,000 to this million-dollar project.  The balance of funding will come from a variety of other sources, including the Recreation Revolving Fund and specific fundraising.  A basic design and cost estimate has been developed, and will be finalized as the construction date approaches.

Article 19: Dump Truck CRF, $42,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
This is a continuing CRF that is used to purchase the Highway Department’s three dump trucks on a rotating basis.

Article 20: Highway 1-Ton Truck CRF, $35,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR

This 2001 truck and its equipment is due to be replaced in 2007 and is not included in the dump truck CRF.  It is recommended that the cost be split over two years to help minimize the tax impact of the $65,000 vehicle.  The balance will be requested next year.

Article 21: Backhoe, $43,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
In 2004, voters approved $46,000 toward the purchase of a backhoe for the Highway Department.  This article represents the balance required for the $89,000 piece of equipment.  This is a very necessary piece of equipment for the department.  Its purchase will eventually save money in the operating budget for rentals as well as allowing the highway crew to perform even more jobs on the town’s roads.

Article 22: Lyndeborough Road Bridge, $20,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
This article will continue the town portion of the funding needed when the bridge is replaced in 2009.  The state pays 80% of the total cost.

Article 23: Gregg Mill Road Bridge, $10,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR

This article begins the funding for the town’s portion of this bridge, scheduled for replacement in 2012.  The state’s 80% bridge aid program requires application to be made this year in order to be placed on their 2012 schedule.  Applications are only accepted after the town has begun funding for its 20% share. 

Article 24: Bedford Road Upgrade, $75,000

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
Each year, the Selectmen and Road Committee discuss and identify, with the Road Agent, a town road in need of major improvement.  Taxpayers are asked to pay for a portion of that cost, with remaining monies coming from the Block Grant funds received from the state. 

The upgrade selected for 2006 is the narrow section of Bedford Road, from the Christie Road intersection toward the intersection with Chestnut Hill Road.

Article 25: Establish a Police Detail Revolving Fund

Finance voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
Currently, the town operating budget carries $8,500 in the Police Detail line.  These funds are completely covered by revenues obtained when police officers, on their own time, sign on for special detail assignments (road work, construction sites, etc.).  If more opportunities for this work than was covered in the budget arose, the officers had to turn it down as it would create a deficit in the budget, even though the revenues would cover the work.

The N.H. legislature has recently approved the use of a Revolving Fund to eliminate the need to carry these monies in the operating budget.  The monies in this self-funding account can ONLY be used to cover the cost of these special police details.  If approved, the police operating budget will decrease in 2007 by the $8,500 normally set aside to allow for this work.

 Article 26: Proposed Mill Pond Footbridge, $30,000

Finance voted 6-0 IN FAVOR (vote taken after Deliberative Session)
The Foot Traffic and Safety Committee, established from the New Boston Profile Event, has applied for a grant to construct a footbridge from the town-owned Mill Pond Conservation Area to property owned by the New Boston Tavern.  This will allow public access via a footpath easement to the post office and those businesses in the “south village.”  Local engineer Brian Dorwart estimated the cost at $150,000 and the committee has applied for a federal grant established for traffic enhancement projects.

Should this project be chosen for the monies set aside for New Hampshire, the town would receive $120,000, with taxpayers being responsible for the required matching funds of $30,000.

At the Deliberative Session, it was learned that this specific federal grant may be in doubt, but a final determination will not be known until sometime in March.  The article was amended to state that the balance of $120,000 could come from “federal, state or private funding” and the requested taxpayer portion of $30,000 can be retained for “five years or until constructed.”

If the remaining funds are not eventually gained, the $30,000 would be returned to the general fund to reduce future taxes.

SCHOOL DISTRICT WARRANT

Increases in student enrollment, special education services and energy costs have created budget challenges for New Boston Central School (NBCS), in both 2005-2006 and with the proposed budget for 2006-2007.

Principal Rick Matthews prepared a detailed PowerPoint presentation for the Finance meeting, specifically reviewing the areas of non-discretionary costs that make up the majority of this budget. A summary of this information is provided below. 

Article 2:  New Boston Support Staff Association Agreement

Finance Committee voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
A new three-year contract for the Central School support staff was negotiated during the summer of 2005. The New Boston Support Staff Association is the bargaining unit for more than 25 school employees, including para-educators (teachers’ aides), janitorial staff, office assistants, cafeteria staff and media/technology resources.  

Negotiations were positive and professional with the changes largely in the area of certified para-educator compensation. A review of area compensation data indicated that wages for NBCS teacher aides were below those of comparable surrounding towns. A one-time pay adjustment was negotiated to close that gap, which is reflected in the larger increase in the first year of the agreement noted below. 

The need for a lead custodian position was also recognized and negotiated. 

Annual percentages for pay increases and the school district contribution for benefits were unchanged from the previous contract. 

Voters will be asked to approve this new agreement, which will result in the following annual increases:  $55,436 in 2006-2007; $34,989 in 2007-2008; and $37,067 in 2008-2009.

Article 3: 2005-2006 Budget Deficit

Finance Committee voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
NBCS experienced its first budget deficit since 1987, due mainly to unexpected enrollments at Goffstown High, additional costly out-of-district special education placement and a dramatic spike in costs of both energy and transportation. 

Voters will be asked to approve a budget deficit warrant article in the amount of $198,500. Unexpected costs in 2005-2006 breakdown as follows:

Additional out-of-district special education placements

$223,417

High School tuition for new residents and tuition adjustments
$127,848


Oil/propane cost increases





$  22,000


Transportation costs related to increased gas prices


$  28,975


Total unexpected costs:





$402,240


Off-setting savings from other areas of budget:

($203,740)


Budget deficit warrant article:




$198,500



These are not expenses that can be forecast and the school has traditionally been asked by the Finance Committee to develop their budget based on known data (and student populations).  Hence, there is no “slush” fund for unexpected new enrollments or increases in market costs. 

The total of these unexpected costs is $402,240. However, there were off-setting savings in other areas of the school budget, including $46,628 savings in anticipated health insurance costs, $56,000 in tuition for fewer students attending Mountain View Middle School, and $45,000 savings in special education costs for students brought back to the public schools.  These and more minor savings in other line items resulted in a total savings of $203,740.  After applying this against the total deficit, a warrant article for $198,500 is necessary. 

As Principal Matthews explained, the significant growth we are seeing in New Boston has not, as yet, impacted the elementary school; those families moving in have tended to have older children that require tuition to Goffstown High.  Budgets can also be blown when families with costly special education students move into town.  State and federal monies against these costs will not be received for another year.

These situations as well as the September spike in the cost of fuels were unknown in December 2004 when the 2005-2006 budget was prepared.

Article 5: Proposed 2006-2007 School Budget

Finance Committee voted 7-0 IN FAVOR
The proposed 2006-2007 budget is $9,176,300, an increase of $1,164,505 (14.53%) over the 2005-2006 budget. This increase is the result of the same factors that created the 2005-2006 budget deficit, namely tuition to Goffstown schools, special education, and increases in energy and transportation costs. 

Most of the school budget in any year is driven by “non-discretionary” dollars, including previously negotiated salaries and benefits, legislated special education programs, middle and high school tuitions which are under contract, bond principal and interest on the latest NBCS addition, building operations, transportation and energy, and other fixed costs.  

Less than two percent of the $9,176,300 budget falls outside of these non-discretionary dollars, and include items necessary to the education of our elementary school students.  

The required increases in the 2006-2007 budget are found in just a few categories:



Increase $
Increase %

Tuitions to Goffstown

$554,886
49%

Special Education

$260,013
22%


Benefits



$165,430
14%


Salaries



$109,596
  9%


Energy



$  37,540
  3%


Transportation


$  31,336
  3%


Other



$    5,704
<1%

Total:


         $1,164,505

14.53%

If the 2006-2007 budget is not approved by voters, a default budget of $9,145,178 would be established for the upcoming school year. Because of the high percentage of non-discretionary dollars in the budget, the $31,122 reduction would need to largely come from reductions in student materials at the Central School.
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