LWVM Municipal Finance Local Study
Fiscal Policy Update Committee

Summary Reporting Sheet

For the city/town of Belmont
 

Local League Belmont


Person(s) completing Summary:Rosemary Burke
Phone617-489-5203
Emailburknett@yahoo.com


Directions: Please summarize the highlights of what you learned about your town finances, integrating the data you gathered in the “Know Your Municipal Finances” with information from the interviews, using examples where possible. A sample Summary for the town of Marblehead will be available on LWVM website, when it is complete.  


Background: Belmont is a suburban community located about 7 miles northwest of Boston governed by a 3 member Board of Selectmen, a Town Administrator and an elected Town Meeting. Belmont calls itself “A Town of Homes” because of its attractiveness and lack of commercial or industrial property. Although it does have an overall declining population, its highly regarded school system draws a lot of young families to town who pay a great deal to move in. The average single family house is assessed at $803,440 and carries a tax bill of $8283. Taxpayers have voted favorably however for overrides and debt exclusions when they are presented with a clear case, even during economic downturns. Leadership since 2001 began to systematically address a backlog of building and road repair, with successful debt exclusion votes to fund a senior center, build 2 new fire stations(and sell the 3 existing ones to developers), and remodel the town hall complex of 3 historic buildings. The town consolidated the cemetery, highway and water departments into one public works department for efficiency and cost savings and is currently renegotiating changes in the health insurance cost share with all unions. Good investments have resulted in 57% of the towns pension liability being funded. Net state aid for Belmont decreased consistently from 2002 - 2007 while expenses towards education and fixed costs increased. Some officials are calling for an operational override in the very near future. The last operating override in 2002 for $2.4 million, won by just over 200 votes. 

    
Revenue: Belmont receives 63.97% of its revenue from taxes, 18.11% from local receipts, 8.56% from state aid and 9.36% other. Of the property tax, 95% comes from residential, with only 4.5% commercial and less than 1% from industrial or personal property. 10.47% of property in town is tax exempt. Belmont has a single tax rate of $10.31.


Expenditures: In 2006, 51.24% of general fund expenditures went to education. Other expenditures were for police(5.78%), fire(5.33%), public works(6.79%), debt service(6.25%), health insurance(5.15%), pensions(5.01%) and other(14.41%). In addition to the cost savings and efficiencies mentioned above, the town does require that employees enroll in medicare when they are eligible. Since 2000, the expenditures as a percent of the total have dropped significantly to their current levels for police and public works and increased significantly for education and fixed costs of health insurance and pensions. 

School enrollment had significant steady increases throughout the 1990s and up until 2004, when there was a slight dip but recovered. Current enrollment is 3672 students, 14% of them receiving special education services. There are no charter schools in town. Chapter 70 aid made up 9.8% of net school spending in FY07. The schools have consistently spent more than the required net spending, and in FY07 that amount was 18.1%. Special education costs have hovered between 16.5% and 19.4% since 2000. The Circuit Breaker has been “a godsend” in reimbursements for the schools. In FY 07 with a $7.1 million special education budget, the schools received 11% or $839,980. Belmont belongs to the LABBB program, a collaborative made up of Lexington, Arlington, Belmont, Burlington, and Bedford which services a particular segment of the special education population of those towns at a reduced cost. Since 2002, cuts in Chapter 70 funding have necessitated in the cut back of personnel and programs that other similar school systems have. Keeping class sizes small has been a priority, but that has been harder to do at the high school. There are no librarians at the elementary schools and the only new textbook purchases were made with PTO funds at the high school last year. PTOs system wide have provided classrooms with a multitude of learning tools. The Foundation for Belmont Education has become a critical fundraising non-profit organization since its incepting in 1992, contributing $1,250,000 to the schools in professional development grants, equipment and supplies. Belmont school officials believe they deliver a good education but are finding it harder to do with the funding provided. 79.4% of the school budget goes to salaries and benefits for the systems 414 employees. 

Suggestions: A very high priority for the schools would be to get reimbursement for transportation costs for special ed students. For Belmont’s 75 students, transportation costs are $500,000. Overall, Chapter 70 funding is inadequate given the unfunded mandates imposed on the town. Belmont needs to completely rebuild one elementary school and remodel the high school. The MSBA funding is  inadequate since the lifting of the moratorium, and while Belmont recognizes it will probably qualify for the minimum 40% reimbursement, it at least is anxious to get funded. From the town side, net state aid is still well below what is needed to fund services.
Please return your Summary to the League office or via email lwvma@lwvma.org by June 30, 2007 along with the completed interview sheets and the “Know Your Municipal Finances” chart. Include additional sheets if necessary, though we prefer a single page. Summary information will help us design consensus questions. Thank you!
The League of Women Voters of Massachusetts, 133 Portland Street, Boston, MA 02114
617-523-2999 • Fax: 617-248-0881 • lwvma@lwvma.org • www.lwvma.org • www.votinginfo.info

