Williamstown Finance Committee
Wednesday, February 19, 2025
7pm at Town Hall

Finance Committee members present: Fred Puddester, Melissa Cragg, Moly Magavern, Rachel Tarses, Michael Sussman, Paula Consolini and Donna Quirk
Staff present: Bob Menicocci and Dave Fierro
Puddester opened the meeting at 7:00 pm, and announced that Elaine Neely was stepping down from the Finance Committee after many decades of service. Committee members thanked her for her service with the Finance Committee and the numerous other boards and committees  she has served on over the last 40 years.
FY 2026 Budget
Menicocci provided a short history of town finances, which provides a context for the FY 2026 budget. During the pandemic the town was very cautious with spending and the infusion of government support allowed the town to catch on some infrastructure projects and large equipment purchases. 
He noted that over the last few years Cable Mills and other projects have come online and that allowed the town to fund the budget while limiting  property tax increases. Looking forward, local taxes are levelling off or declining and new growth in the tax base is about 1%, so budgets will be tight, and taxes will rise. He also noted that free cash is declining as budgets tighten.
The FY 2026 budget is mostly a maintenance budget, with a few additions. The largest increases are negotiated salary increases (3%) and a 16% increase in health insurance premiums. The budget includes $25,000 for one-time stipends to employees to offset half the increase in health insurance premiums. There is also $40,000 to address inequities in staff salaries and to help with recruitment and retention 
There is a $200,000 appropriation for community engagement. This item is not entirely new. It replaces the free cash allocation of $155,000 for non-profit organizations. In addition, there is new position to coordinate town communication funded by a transfer from another line item. There is also a new part-time position at the library to staff a new program.
Fierro presented some additional detail on the budget. He noted that 84% of town revenues come from the property tax levy and that most local revenues are trending down after years of growth coming out of the pandemic. One local tax, permits, are increasing due to construction at the college. He also noted that if the budget was approved as presented, the tax levy would increase 5%. Cragg noted that this assumed that the school district would request a 4% increase, but they were likely to request a 7-8% increase. If that happens, the levy increase will be more than 6%.
Cragg commented that with stagnant revenue growth and just a “maintenance” budgets taxes will grow significantly, and the long-term solution was to grow. She asked what plan was in place to grow the town to support the budget and implement the comprehensive plan and what the town should be doing to reduce barriers to growth? Bob noted we needed to do more as a community as staff resources are limited.
Cragg also noted that the shared human resources position was eliminated in the budget and asked how would be responsible for those functions. Menicocci said that he would be responsible. He noted the position has been vacant for some time and the shared position experiment didn’t work well.
Nonprofit Funding Discussion
Requests from nonprofit organizations, including requests from several new organizations,  totals $460,000. The proposed budget allocates $200,000, which represents a 30% increase over FY 2025 spending, but consistent with the high point of town appropriations to nonprofits. The committee engaged in a conversation of how to approach nonprofit funding.
Puddester said with a tight budget with many unmet needs, and a significant tax increase, it would be difficult for him to support  growth in funding for non-profits.
Sussman thought cutting the nonprofits after years of supporting them would be problematic and he would support continued funding.
Consolini talked about the criteria for supporting nonprofits and noted that some nonprofits perform functions performed by the government in other towns. Stinson supported the development of criteria for evaluating the requests and there was a conversation about the process the CPC is undertaking to develop criteria for their allocations, including a detailed description by Randy Fippinger ( a member of the CPC).
Debt Study Group Presentation
Stinson presented the report of the debt study group. The main recommendation is for the town to develop a capital investment strategy and debt policy to guide decisions on infrastructure improvements, including the development of a 5-year capital program and the adoption of a debt policy.  The group recommends that all government agencies – the school district, fire district and HWQD –- be included in the plan and debt decisions.
The report, and all supplemental material, is available on the Finance Committee page on the town’s website.
CPC Recommendations
Magavern discussed the funding recommendations of the CPC and the process they used to determine funding levels. She noted that 7 of the 8 organizations that requested funding received an allocation and described the work on the prioritization process discussed previously. Puddester noted that the Finance Committee will vote on these allocations, but they will be presented at town meeting regardless of that vote.
Growth Issue
Craig returned to the topic of growth and asked what the town is doing to remove the barriers for strategic and meaningful new growth? Menicocci said it would take a lot of work to have a meaningful impact and that we need to have honest conversations about growth. He mentioned ideas like hearing from developers and having a broad economic development strategy. As a starting point, the town is using grant funding to revise the town’s subdivision plan.
Puddester adjourned the joint meeting with the Select Board at 8:41 p.m.
