LWVM Municipal Finance Local Study
Fiscal Policy Update Committee

Summary Reporting Sheet

For the city/town of  Williamstown 

Local League Williamstown


Person(s) completing Summary:  Anne Skinner  Phone 413-597-2285  Email Anne.R.Skinner@williams.edu

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.  

Williamstown is a small community in the northwest corner of the state.  Its’ economy is dominated by Williams College and, to a lesser extent, by the Clark Art Institute.  As a result, 32% of property in the town is tax-exempt.  The college does not have a PILOT agreement but contributes to local projects including schools and sidewalk repair.  In the past Williamstown served as a bedroom community for executives of companies in neighboring towns, such as GE in Pittsfield.  All these are now gone, and the community is increasingly becoming a retirement location.  The town has managed to avoid serious financial constraints, and provides essentially the same level of services as 10 years ago.  The schools are experiencing serious declines in enrollment and school funding has not kept up, so that services especially at the regional high school are considerably below what they were 10 years ago.  Some of the gaps have been made up by fund-raising and private donations, but not all.  There is a charter school in a nearby town that has had an impact on local schools, especially on the regional high school.  The town is governed by a 5-member board of selectmen with the assistance of a strong (by charter) town manager.

Williamstown revenue is comprised primarily of property tax (60%) with 23% coming from local receipts (fines, permits, MVE), 14% from state aid and 2% other. Of that property tax, 88% comes from residential and about 9% from commercial property. All property is taxed at the same rate.  The town passed the Community Preservation Act some years ago, and has user fees for trash disposal.

Williamstown expenditures in 2006 were dominated by education which was 56% of the general fund expenditures, which is greater than the state average. Other areas were: police 6%, fire 6%, debt 8%, public works 3%, human services 3%. Town officials have worked hard to develop health plans that are less expensive. The town does require employees, including elementary school personnel, to enroll in Medicare when they become eligible.  The regional school system does not.

There have been a total of 11 overrides attempted in town.  Of three for general expenditures, two have passed.  Five of seven debt exclusion overrides have passed, and the one capital exclusion, for a new school, passed in 1998.  No underrides have been proposed.

Town and school officials are concerned about increases in all costs associated with the price of oil, from electricity to paving materials.  Other than that, most financial concerns arise from the schools, where cuts in service have been noted.  A long-standing complaint is the refusal of the state to fund regional school transportation, something that was promised to promote regionalization.  Reimbursement of SPED costs and the fact that school choice does not pay for itself are also concerns.

The Town Manager believes that the long-term prognosis for the town is tough, but not impossible, thanks to long-range planning and staff loyalty.  The schools are feeling much more pressure.

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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