LWVM Municipal Finance Local Study
Fiscal Policy Update Committee

Summary Reporting Sheet
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LWVPerson(s) completing Summary: Kathy Leonardson, Jill Goodman (mj-goodman@comcast.net), Shari Pressman 

Background (Data)

           Marblehead is an economically developed suburb, 16 miles north of Boston, with a stable population hovering at 20,300. Situated on the coast, it is 95% “built out”. It is viewed as a desirable community for families, with a deep historic past. Most residents commute to Boston or surrounding areas.  It has a 5 member Board of Selectmen (elected) with a Town Administrator and a Town Meeting form of government. Several years ago it was profiled in Boston Magazine as a community where residents get “the most bang for their buck”. Interviews reveal the perception that in 1980, Marblehead was a well-run community and the base it began with for Prop 2 ½ was not excessive, but already economically responsible. During the economic downturn after 2001, the town tightened its belt and town employees agreed to put off negotiated raises for one year preventing layoffs. Despite those efforts, town budgets have continued to be level funded. Increases in non-school state aid have gone to get control of the municipal employee health insurance costs. According to the DOR website, Marblehead has experienced a 150% increase in health insurance costs since 2001. A local charter school also diverts needed local aid funds from the community. In 2007, $1.7 million went to the charter school with $356,000 reimbursement or a net loss of $1,344,000 to local revenue.

        Marblehead revenue is comprised primarily of property tax (69%) with 18% coming from local receipts (fines, permits, MVE), 9% from state aid and 4% other. Of that property tax, 96% comes from residential and about 3% from commercial property. All  property is taxed at the same rate ($7.76 per thousand valuation in 2007).

        Marblehead expenditures in 2006 were dominated by education which was 43% of the general fund expenditures, which is less than the state average. Other areas were: police 5%, fire 5%, health costs 15%, debt 10%, public works 7%, pension 3%, other 12%. Town officials have worked hard with unions to develop health plans that are less expensive yet deliver greater coverage. The town does not require employees to enroll in Medicare when they become eligible. Examination of FTE show that other than schools, there are trends toward decreases in police, public works, recreation. 

         School enrollment has been gradually increasing in Marblehead. In 2007, enrollment was 3,124. 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 $23,800,00 with $19,800,000 the required local contribution. Marblehead spent $8,330,000 above the required contribution or 35% more  than required. Chapter 70 aid from the state in 2007 was $4, 000,000 or 12% of net school spending. Special education continues to be an issue for the Marblehead public schools. As a percent of the school budget, in 2007 Sped was 18%, below the state average of 19%. Looking at the direct costs in district vs. out of district, most of the linear increase in cost has been for in district. Education as a percent of the general fund budget  was 43% VS. state average of 47%. Seven percent of Marblehead students are classified as low income.  

       Marblehead recently passed a $2.3 million general override to fund several departments. Officials said this was to make up for health insurance costs.  There were past attempts to pass a general override for teacher salaries that failed. An attempt to adopt Pay as You Throw failed last year (2006) and the Community Preservation Act was voted down two years ago.

Indicators

· Increase in fees- High School $340 to play football in 2006; was $60 for all sports in 2001
· Charge to join clubs at high school ($180 for 1x per week; $90 for 1x per month)
· Increase in dump fee from $10 to $50; generalized increase in all fees.
· Attempt to have independent waste dept (voted down) and water and sewer dept (not pursued)
· Loosing employees to neighboring communities due to low wages; town employees can’t afford to live in town.
· PTO’s raising large amounts of money to pay for computers, rugs, blinds, VCR equipment, shelving; parents do significant amount of work on school buildings and grounds; parents contribute significantly to room supplies. 
· Charge for buses on school field trips
· Service organizations step up contributions to town- garden clubs maintain grounds at library and town hall; local groups fundraise for all playground equipment, with consequent loss of local control or initiatives
While population in town has stayed the same:
· Highway dept once had 19  employees (1972), now 9 (2007)
· Tree dept 7 employees in 1972, now 4.
· Police once had 42 sworn officers (1980)  now 33 (2006-07); should have at least 37 officers by New England standards (1.3 per 1000)
· Drains once had 7employees, was two before absorbed into another dept.
· Since 1990, town has lost 9 seasonal and 12.5 FTE (not including school dept)
Interviews-suggestions from officials 
The League  interviewed the Marblehead Town Administrator, Town Finance Director, the Director of Public Works (Highway), Drains, Water & Sewer, the Superintendent of Recreation, Parks and Forestry, and the Director of Public Health. 

· Several departments have merged recently resulting in shared responsibilities. 

· Passage of a 1995 override allowed Marblehead to “preserve what we have to maintain the status quo.”

· Suggestions to boost excise tax on cars and boats to increase revenue.

· Fees have been increased.

· Over the last ten years , the Recreation, Parks and Forestry Department received over $250,000 for volunteer groups to support activities

· “In 1980, Marblehead was already well-run, with a lean budget. Prop 2 ½ was for fiscally irresponsible bloated budgets”

· “There is not excess capacity, the town is taxed to the max”

· “We rely heavily on local aid and local receipts(excise taxes, building permits)

Prognosis

The cost of health insurance continues to escalate causing great concern to town officials.—it is the biggest issue due to “aging of the work force, increased number of claims”; it now consumes 16% of the budget. The Charter School also negatively impacts Marblehead's financial situation.
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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