Williamstown Finance Committee
Wednesday, February 26, 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, Dave Fierro, Angie Zimmermann (Library), Mike Ziemba (Police), Joe Bergeron (Interim Superintendent and town representative on Berkshire Health Group)
Puddester opened the meeting at 7:00 pm
Health Insurance Discussion
Joe Bergeron made a presentation on employee health insurance costs. He reported that the increase this year is 16%, driven by increase medical costs. He shared a chart with data from 2014 to 2025 that showed the variability in growth in costs and the level of reserves and noted that recently costs have increased significantly, and reserves are declining. Consolini and Sussman reminded the committee that in the past, due to this variability, there have been multiple years with double digit increases.

Cragg asked whether there were discussions about changes to plan design to mitigate these costs increases. Bergeron indicated that plan design was governed by union contracts with multiple towns and school districts and he also noted there were other health groups, with multiple employers, that could be considered.
There was a discussion about the appropriate level of reserves, stop-loss insurance and the plan’s drug formulary. Bergeron indicated those issues are being discussed by the group.
Milne Library
Angie Zimmermann reviewed recent activities at the library including 150th anniversary events, the new library of things to check out, expanded hours, restructuring a communications position and launching a new website. She noted the budget was streamlined and the only new item was a part-time position to staff the new makers space.
Puddester asked about the $300,000 previously budgeted for building improvements. Menicocci responded that the town was working with the library on the plan, but the boilers failed and required $100,000 to replace. They are now looking at critical items – windows and the roof – to utilize the remaining funds. Cragg asked if all the items identified in the Centerline report could be completed with the remaining funds and Menicocci indicated probably not all the projects. Sussman encouraged the town, and the library board get together to begin planning for a future library building.
Police Department
Chief Ziemba indicated that most of the increases in the budget were contractual, including a 3% COLA for employees and the educational salary increment. Fierro noted an error in the calculation in shift differential and will reduce that line item by $30,000.
Magavern asked about the re-organization approved last year and Ziemba indicated it is working well and positions the department well in terms of succession planning.
Ziemba also talked about the workload and noted that the department handles more calls with less officers than similar towns in the county and that the town would be well served having 3, instead of 2, officers on the day and evening shifts.
Consolini noted that the changing the educational payment will help recruit officers from other towns, which would eliminate the delayed of hiring a new person who would have to go through the academy and be trained. Randy Fippinger asked if there could be tasks off-loaded from officers and Ziemba said during the day they have access to resources, but not in the evenings or over-night.
Funding for Nonprofits
The committee returned to the topic of funding for nonprofits. Puddester and Sussman indicated that starting this year there was overlap in requests to the town and CPC. Consolini talked about the need for criteria on how the organization’s work benefitted the community and how they filled the gap in services the town doesn’t provide. Tarses agreed and thought the committee should develop criteria for funding. Magavern agreed there should be criteria but was concerned about establishing criteria after the requests were submitted.
Menicocci suggested a different process and one that involved a bidding process where the town would contract for specific services – tied to community needs identified in the comprehensive plan.
The committee also discussed the increase of $45,000 (30%) over last year’s funding for nonprofits. Cragg said that every increase in the budget should compete with school funding, and it would hard to increase nonprofit funding this year. Sussman agreed that funding the three organizations the town has funded over the years should be a priority. Magavern noted that she would prefer to hear from the school district on their budget before deciding on nonprofits funding.
Tarses thought the committee should work on a process for next year and Craig indicated that the Selectboard should be involved in the process and future spending should be driven by the needs of the town as identified in the comprehensive plan.
Puddester adjourned the meeting at 8:55.


