LWVM Municipal Finance Local Study
Fiscal Policy Update Committee

Summary Reporting Sheet

For the city/town of  Amherst
 

Local League  Amherst


Person(s) completing Summary: Cynthia  Brubaker, Janet W. Chevan,  Phone 413-253-6679

                                                     Martha Hanner, Janice Ratner

Email  jerbru@aol.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.  

1. Amherst is not alone, many of the other communities across the Commonwealth appear to have similar problems.

2. Amherst has a unique situation due to the large amount of tax exempt property.

a. University of Massachusetts

b. Hampshire College

c. Amherst College

d. Holyoke Range State Park

e. 28.3% land is permanently protected

3. Health Insurance, Pensions, and Special Ed costs have a heavy impact on town and school costs.

4. Fees have increased in areas such as
a. Athletic fees

b. Inspections

c. Leisure Services

d. Adult Education

5. Local option taxes such as meals taxes or lodging taxes (except for UMass) cannot be imposed without the approval of the state legislature.  
6. Accumulated reserves helped to alleviate budget problems in past years but reserve funds are no longer available because any further reduction would affect our bond rating.

7. Failure of override in May of 2007 caused FY 2008 budget reductions of $1.5 million.

8. Burden of property tax is too high.  Amherst is in the upper 15% statewide with regard to residential tax bills.  Residential property makes up 90% of the property tax base.

9. A structural deficit has led to a search for other resources such as the University and colleges.

10.  Town library receives 22% of its budget from its endowment

11. Several departments in town including Senior Services, Leisure Services, Schools, and Libraries have increased development (fund raising) activities.

12. Grant applications from the Schools and other departments have helped to supplement budgets.

13. Cherry Sheet monies come late and have not always been dependable.

14. Payments in Lieu of Taxes from the Commonwealth for the University have been reduced over the years.

15. Rising utility costs

16. Reimbursement for Regional School Transportation is no longer available and it is a large expense. ($1,707,418 was spent on regional transportation in FY2006.)

According to the Cherry Sheet summary Regional School Transportation received state aid through the 1990’s to a high of $46,000 in 1994 down to the last payment on 2003 of $15,759

17. Some capital projects have been put on hold in order have more available for operating costs.

18. Unfunded state mandates

19. There is ongoing discussion in our community about economic development that would increase the commercial tax base.

20. From FY 1994 through FY 2001 Total Cherry Sheet Receipts increased by $1 million each year.  The FY 2002 increase was $400,000 and in FY 2003 the receipts were reduced by $200,000.  In FY 2004 we saw a reduction of $2 million in Total Cherry Sheet Receipts and that was not fully restored until FY 2007.

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!
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