LWVM Municipal Finance Local Study
Fiscal Policy Update Committee

Summary Reporting Sheet

For the city/town of  Westford
 

Local League  LWV of Westford


Person(s) completing Summary: Pam Holland
Phone 978-692-4144 

Email Pamela.Holland@verizon.net


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.  

Background (data)

Westford was first settled in 1635 and was originally a part of neighboring Chelmsford.  In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, Westford primarily produced granite, apples and worsted yarn.  Throughout the 20th century Westford progressively grew, continuing to serve as residential housing for the industries of Lowell, and later, Boston.  By the 1970s, with the advent of the 128 Technology Belt, Westford began to act as a suburb for high-tech firms and later became a center of technology itself.  Today, Westford's agricultural past has given way to a thriving, densely populated center of commerce and development, with continually rising growth rates.
Westford is located 30 miles northwest of Boston and has a growing population of 20,754.  It is viewed as a desirable community for families, with a good school system.  It has a 5 member Board of Selectmen (elected) with a Town Manager and a Town Meeting form of government.  Because of rising school enrollment, the town has recently completed three new schools.  The new schools include two elementary and one middle school, bringing the total number of schools to six elementary, two middle and one high school.  
Recently the town has been concerned with the possibility of new housing development and the impact of more students in the school system.  In 2005 the town purchased 286 acres, know as the East Boston Camps, to ensure it would be kept as open space and not developed.  This was funded in part by Community Preservation Act funds.  A recent attempt to purchase a large tract of land, know as Graniteville Woods, from a developer failed at a town election and citizens are still watching possible housing developments with concern.  Also increased health insurance costs and keeping up with infrastructure needs will be an issue in the next five years.
Westford revenue is comprised primarily of property tax (60%) with 11% coming from local receipts (fines, permits, MVE), 22% from state aid and 6% other. Of that property tax, 88% comes from residential and about 12% from commercial property.  Westford property is taxed at two rates, 13.10% for residential and 13.27% for commercial.
Westford expenditures in 2006 were dominated by education which was 55% of the general fund expenditures, which is more than the state average. Other areas were: police 5%, fire 3%, recreation 2%, debt 14%, public works 5%.  Examination of FTE show that other than schools, there are trends toward decreases in police, fire, public works, and recreation.
School enrollment has been increasing in Westford.  In 2007, enrollment was 5,175.  Looking at FTE town employees since 1997, the schools have shown an increase while other departments have been level or decrease slightly.  Since the Education Reform Act of 1994, all Massachusetts schools have received increase Chapter 70 aid and overall funding has increased.  In 2007, the foundation budget was $ 38,818,432  with $25,842,739 the required local contribution.  Westford spent 10.3% more than required.  Chapter 70 aid from the state in 2007 was $12,975,693 or 30.3% of net school spending.  Special education in Westford public schools, as a percent of the school budget in 2007, was 11%, below the state average of 19%.  Education as a percent of the general fund budget in Westford was 55% VS. state average of 47%.  Three percent of Westford students are classified as low income.
Westford passed a $2.5 million override in 2000 to fund new schools.  There was an attempt in 2005 to pass a $3 million override for the schools but it failed.
Indicators
          New bus fees for students more than 2 miles away or in grade 7-12.
          Increase in fees to play school sports.
          PTO’s raising large amounts of money to pay for equipment and supplies; parents do work on school     buildings and grounds; parents contribute significantly to room supplies.

          Service organizations step up contributions to town.  Local groups fundraise for playground.

While population in town has increased:

          New fire station unstaffed.
Interviews-suggestions from officials

Interviews revealed a concern for increased health insurance costs and keeping up with infrastructure needs.  The school department remains concerned with their budget as a $3 million school budget override in 2005 failed.  Since the rate of inflation far exceeds Westford’s ability to raise taxes under Proposition 2 1/2, the town struggles to meet the demand for town services.  There are also mandates which have not been funded.  The largest challenge will be bridging the gap between revenues and expenditures.  Westford has continuously deferred Capital Costs and used its reserves in order to accommodate the demand for services.
Suggestions for revenue include: modify Prop 2 ½  -  reflect inflationary factors; state should shoulder more responsibility for its mandates (Prevailing wage in bidding services probably adds at least 30% to the cost of a bid projec). Prevailing wage should be eliminated.

Prognosis
The next few years will be a challenge as Westford strives to preserve its character and quality of life.  Just how does Westford determine what service level the citizens want and are willing to pay for is the key.
 
Please return your Summary to the League office or via email lwvma@lwvma.org by September 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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