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Article 1

Municipal Finance Consensus Meeting needs your two cents’ worth


Over the last several years, serious financial problems have beset the majority of cities and towns in the Commonwealth.  The constraints of Proposition 2 ½ and escalating local expenses threaten local services – including the advances made by the Education Reform Act.  The Commonwealth's source of revenue (income tax) is volatile and recent economic declines have resulted in more limited state aid to municipalities.


A Fiscal Policy Update Study, adopted by the LWVM convention in 2005, was undertaken to “evaluate the current status of the financing of local government.”  The 17 member FPU committee has been busy ever since. Kathy Leonardson and Zaxaro Bennett Chair the committee populated by seasoned fiscal policy analysts along side newcomers to the field.


 In January of last year, the committee organized two all-member forums entitled: “Municipal Finance:  Where does the money come from and where does it go?”  Next, the committee designed a study on municipal finance so that Leagues could assess the fiscal health of their own communities.  Then in October 2007, Fall Conference featured a panel on “Who pays for local government?  Why is it that my property taxes continue to go up while funding local services is a struggle?”


Now the committee is seeking consensus on three questions dealing with the fiscal relationship between state and local government. Question l asks members to decide what principles should guide the fiscal relationship between state and local government.  Question 2 revisits a 1993 LWVM position opposing new local option taxes.  Question 3 asks if there should be new statutes to help municipalities deal with two growing expenditures:  health insurance and pensions for municipal employees.

     “For us, studying municipal finances for the last 3 years was like unraveling a mystery, trying to figure out what was causing funding problems on the municipal side,” says Leonardson. “This study evolved to look at the fiscal relationship between the state and local governments from the local viewpoint, something that organically developed as we learned more along the way. We encourage all Leagues to join us, learn from our materials, and tell us what you think through the consensus process.”

Come to the Consensus meeting(s) which will be held at   _____________________________________________________________________. There is more information about this topic on line at www.lwvma.org/fiscalpolicystudy.shtml.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------

Article 2

Municipal Finance: Introduction to Consensus Questions

(Note your League can insert time and date of your consensus meeting in this article)

The Fiscal Policy Update Committee (FPU) was approved at the May 2005 biennial State League Convention to restudy/update fiscal policy positions.  Leagues across the state will be holding Consensus Meetings on Municipal Finance from January through April 2007. 

 The study approaches fiscal policy from the perspective of local communities delivering services to residents and the balance between revenue and expenditures. The consensus questions are as follows:

[image: image1]
The Commonwealth controls the ways municipalities can raise money and requires a variety of expenditures which affect local budgets. Therefore, the first question that Leagues will be studying for municipal finance consensus asks what principles should govern the fiscal relationship between the state and localities. The principles that will be included for discussion are transparency, timeliness, equitability, dependability, flexibility in local spending and flexibility in local revenue-raising, summarized below.

 Transparency

Transparency applies both to the budget and the budget process.  A transparent state budget would be clearly written, unambiguous and understandable for the general public. In addition, a transparent budget process would allow the general public to see how the budget is created.

Timeliness

A timely fiscal relationship between the state and municipalities would encourage the state to provide firm information on state aid to municipalities earlier in the budget cycle.

 Equitability

The Massachusetts LWV currently has positions that support the distribution of state funds in a manner that helps to equalize the resources of different municipalities. The equitability principle reinforces this position.

Dependability

A dependable budget relationship between the state and municipalities would ensure that state aid to municipalities is consistent and predictable year to year.

Flexibility in Local Spending

Currently many municipal spending decisions are controlled either by state mandates or through laws that restrict municipal spending choices.  This principle would support allowing municipalities to have more control over local spending decisions.

Flexibility in Local Revenue Raising

Currently Massachusetts municipalities have very few options for raising revenue locally. This principle would support allowing municipalities more flexibility in raising revenue.

Question 2 addresses revenues, asking whether the League should reconsider its opposition to the adoption of new local non-property taxes by statewide mandate or local option. If yes, it then asks if the League should support the adoption of new local non-property taxes by statewide mandate or local option. 

Question 3 concerns the expenditure side, specifically municipal employee health insurance and pensions.  It asks whether the League should support changes in state law to ease the financial burden on localities in these two areas.

MUNICIPAL FINANCE Consensus Questions





What principles should govern the fiscal relationship between the state and local 


           governments?








 2. The League of Women Voters of Massachusetts currently has a position opposing the 


     adoption of new, local non-property taxes by statewide mandate or local option.  


 


            Should the League of Voters of Massachusetts ELIMINATE this position opposing the adoption of new, local non-property taxes by statewide mandate or local option? 


                 


                      If yes, should the League of Women Voters of Massachusetts SUPPORT 


            the adoption of new, local non-property taxes by statewide mandate or local


            option?                          








3.    Should the League of Women Voters of Massachusetts support changes in state laws


         to ease the financial burden on municipalities in the following areas?





Municipal Employee Health Insurance 





Municipal Employee Pensions
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