SAUGUS CHARTER COMMISSION

MEETING MINUTES

OF

FEBRUARY 7, 2008

The thirteenth meeting of the Saugus Charter commission was held on Thursday, February 7, 2008.  The meeting was held in the Saugus School Committee Room, at the Saugus School Administration Building (Roby School).  The meeting was called to order by the Chairman, Peter Manoogian at 7:30 p.m.

ROLL CALL OF MEMBERS

Seven members of the nine member committee were present at roll call:

Karen Cote, Eugene F. Decareau, Karla J. de Steuben, Albert W. Diotte, Jr., Joan I. Fowler, Peter Manoogian, Sr., Thomas Stewart

Cam Cicolini arrived at 7:35 p.m., just after roll call, and Debra Panetta had a previous engagement which she informed the Commission about earlier.

READING OF MINUTES OF LAST MEETING (JANUARY 31, 2008)
The minutes were passed out to the members for their review till the voting at the next meeting.

ACCEPTANCE OF PREVIOUS MINUTES (JANUARY 24, 2008)

Ms. de Steuben made a correction that the word Chairman should be deleted in the first paragraph.

Mr. Stewart made a motion to accept the January 24, 2008 meeting minutes with the correction.

The Chairman seconded the motion.

Motion passed 
6 – 0 

PUBLIC COMMENT

No public comment at this time.

CHAIRMAN’S REPORT

Mr. Manoogian received an email from Board of Selectman, Michael Kelleher apologizing for not attending the January 31, 2008 meeting.  Mr. Manoogian replied by email and provided him with the same questions that were asked of the other Board of Selectmen and asked for his input.

Mr. Manoogian also provided Mr. Fasano the questions from the January 24, 2008 meeting that she could not attend and asked for her input.

Mr. Manoogian thanked the Saugus School Committee and Dr. Manville (Superintendent) for allowing us to use their facilities.

Mr. Manoogian passed out a handout Guide for Charter Commissions copyrighted in 1991.  He asked for the commissioners to read Chapter One for discussion at our next meeting.  He then read pages 42 and 43 out loud.

NEW BUSINESS

PRESENTATIONS / INTERVIEWS

Saugus Finance Committee

Those members that were present from the nine members Finance Committee were as follows:

Robert Palleschi (Chairman)

Kenneth DePatto (Vice-Chairman)

Ronald Jepson

Joh Reed

Theresa Katsos

Carl Mirabello

Louis J. Rossi, Jr., George DeDomenico, and Diana Tai Yan White were unable to attend.

Mr. Manoogian handout out the following to all Commissioners and the Finance Committee Members the first page breaks down the Articles in the Current Town Charter sentence by sentence.  On the second page are the questions that were asked of the Finance Committee.

ARTICLE 2
        SECTION 38. Consideration of Town Warrant. 

1. All articles in any warrant for a town meeting except articles providing for election of town officers and town meeting members and except zoning articles shall be referred to the finance committee for its consideration. 

2. The selectmen after drawing any such warrant shall transmit immediately a copy thereof to each member of said committee. 

3. A public hearing shall be held at least ten days before the annual town meeting upon all such articles in the warrant for such meeting and a notice of such hearing shall be given by posting a copy thereof in at least three public places in the town not less than three days before the time of holding such hearing. 

4. The finance committee may hold a public hearing on any or all articles in the warrant for a special town meeting. 

5. Notice of such hearing shall be given by posting a copy thereof in at least three public places in the town not less than three days before the time of holding such hearing.

 6. Said committee, after due consideration of the subject matter of such articles in any warrant, shall report thereon to the town meeting, in writing, such recommendations as it deems best for the interests of the town and its citizens. 

7. The report of the finance committee on such articles in the warrant for any annual meeting shall be filed with the town clerk not later than the third Monday of April and the town clerk shall forthwith cause said report to be printed and a copy thereof to be distributed prior to said meeting to each household in the town. 

8. The report of the finance committee together with the annual budget for the subsequent fiscal year shall be transmitted to each member of the town meeting not later than the third Monday of April.
                (As amended by Ch. 141, Acts of 1984 and Ch. 26, Acts of 1994) 


ARTICLE 2
        SECTION 39. Recommendations by Committee.

1.  It shall be the duty of the finance committee annually to consider the expenditures in previous years and the estimated requirements for the ensuing year as set forth in the budget submitted to them by the selectmen. 

2. The finance committee shall add to the statement of expenditures and estimates in the annual budget another column, giving the amounts which in its opinion should be appropriated for the ensuing year, and shall further add thereto such explanations and suggestions relating to the proposed appropriations as it may deem expedient, and report thereon as provided in section thirty-eight.


ARTICLE 2
        SECTION 40. Free Access to Financial Data. 

1. In the discharge of its duty, said committee shall have free access to all books of records and accounts, bills and vouchers on which money has been or may be paid from the town treasury.

 2. Officers, boards and committees of the town shall, upon request, furnish said committee with facts, figures and any other information pertaining to their several activities.

ARTICLE 2
        SECTION 41. Annual Report.

1.  It shall be the duty of the finance committee to make an annual report of its doings, with recommendations relative to financial matters and the conduct of town business, which shall be included in the annual town report.

QUESTIONS

1. Sentence # 3 for Article 2 S38 specifies that a notice for finance committee hearings for articles in the Annual Town Meeting shall be posted in three locations for at least three days. Does this take place?

Mr. Palleschi answered that he knows that it is posted in the Town Hall, but not sure where else it is posted.

2. Sentence #4 for Article 2 S38 indicates that the finance committee has discretion as to whether or not it should hold a hearing on article in a Special Town Meeting. Should there be such discretion for Special Town Meeting articles but not Annual Town Meeting articles?

Mr. Palleschi answered that he treated special articles the same as the annual articles.

Mr. DePatto stated that in the 9 years he has been on the Committee they have reviewed and made recommendations on all special and annual articles.

3. Sentence #6 for Article 2 S38 indicates that the finance committee shall report recommendations that it “deems best for the interests of the town and its citizens.” Do you believe that this language allows the finance committee opportunity to develop budget recommendations that are not consistent with the selectmen or manager’s recommendations?

Mr. Palleschi gave an example using the last annual town meeting, when town meeting directed the Finance Committee to find funds to keep the Library open.  He feels that the Committee should continue to do this.

Mr. DePatto stated that this was the first time that town meeting instructed them to keep the Library open.  The Finance Committee only makes recommendations and they cannot change the structure of the question.

Ms. de Steuben asked if there was a vote from Town Meeting to the Finance Committee asking for this to be done?

They all answered yes.

Mr. Diotte asked if they felt that they had enough power being appointed?

Mr. Palleschi answered that some people believe they have too much power.

Mr. DePatto gave the example of when the School Committee wanted to purchase 5 mobile classrooms and the felt the money they were requesting was sufficient but in the end they were only able to purchase 4 mobile classrooms.  He stated that if the Finance Committee had the authority to give more money they would have.

Ms. de Steuben asked if the Finance Committee can recommend to Town Meeting that the item is to small or needs more?

Mr. Palleschi answered, yes you can.

Mr. Diotte stated that the Finance Committee cannot make motions at Town Meeting only recommendations.  He asked if it would be good for the Finance Committee to make motions at Town Meeting?

Mr. Palleschi answered no.

Mr. Manoogian stated that you can have Town Meeting Members on the Finance Committee.

Mr. Jepson stated when he was a Town Meeting Member and on the Finance Committee he would always speak as a Town Meeting Member at Town Meeting and he would let the Finance Committee speak for themselves at Town Meeting.

4. Relative to question #3, have any of you ever interpreted this to mean that it is indeed in the town’s best interest to “let the manager manage” as long as you are comfortable that the funding is available?

Mr. Manoogian asked the Finance Committee members how they deal with the tension between allowing management to manage and making a separate recommendation?:

Mr. Palleschi answered that you need to have the Town Manager manage and find a way to work with that Manager.  The Town comes first and the Finance Committee always kept the Town first.

Mr. DePatto stated that they are appointed by the Town Moderator, who is appointed by 50 Town Meeting Members.  There is no political agenda.  They always give recommendations that put the Town first.  He feels that when there is a good flow of information in a timely manner things will flow.

Ms. de Steuben asked if they could explain the Finance Committee’s definition of “in the best interest” of the Town?

Mr. Palleschi stated that it is a subjective question.

Mr. Jepson stated that the Town is incorporated and what comprised the Town needs to be in balance.  He stated that there are two distinctions of the Town the Corporation and the Taxpayer.

5. Sentence #7 for Article 2 S38 indicates that the finance committee shall file its report with the town clerk no later than the third Monday in April. To your knowledge, has this requirement ever been met? Is it realistic? Why or why not?

Mr. Palleschi stated that in his 30 years of service on the Finance Committee this has never happened and it needs to be that way.  It’s a balance act.

Mr. DePatto stated that it’s not just Article 3 but also the Cherry Sheet.  It is all due to having the right numbers.

6. Sentence #7 for Article 2 S38 indicates that the town clerk shall cause a copy of the report to be distributed to every household prior to the annual town meeting. Has this ever been done? Is it realistic? Why or why not?

Mr. Palleschi stated that is has never been done.  It is possible to put on cable or a web site.

Mr. DePatto stated that rather than delete it word it that upon request of any resident they shall receive a copy of the budget.

Mr. Palleschi stated that any correspondence, even the minutes would be helpful on a web site.

Mr. Diotte asked if a comptroller would help through out the year?

Mr. Palleschi stated that when they had someone it was expedient.

7. Sentence #8 for Article 2 S38 indicates that the finance committee report along with the annual budget shall be transmitted to each member of the town meeting no later than the third Monday of April. Has this ever been done? Is it realistic? Why or why not?

Mr. Palleschi stated that the same answer applies.

8. Saugus is among the last if not the last community in our area to adopt a budget. Often times the budget is adopted at or near the last week of June. Given that all other communities operate under the same assumptions for Cherry Sheet and revenue estimates, why is Saugus tardy by Charter and in comparison to others?

Mr. Palleschi stated that they try to put a fine point on it.  They try to have a perfectly balanced budget.  He feels that they shouldn’t spend time to get fine numbers but do it in July.

Ms. de Steuben asked if it gets extended later and later in his 30 years of serving?

Mr. Palleschi answered, not by much.

Ms. de Steuben asked if proposition 2 ½ made more of a difference?

Mr. Palleschi answered no.

Mr. Stewart asked if moving the timeframe later would help or should they keep it as is?

Mr. Palleschi answered that when they are presented with the budget they hold multiple hearings and it would not be realistic to change the timeframe.

Mr. Stewart asked if his reasoning is because the Manager gives them the budget to late?

Mr. Palleschi stated no, that no 2 years have ever been the same.  He is not sure if the product would suffer.

Mr. Manoogian asked how is it different?

Mr. Palleschi stated that some managers would be ready.

Mr. Manoogian asked what made the ideal relationship between a manager and the fin com?

Mr. Palleschi stated that he has not seen it.  Relationship with manager who is willing to work with the Finance Committee.  The difference is the ones that don’t want to.

Ms. de Steuben stated that some Towns have the Finance Committee sit with the Board of Selectmen and the Town Manager before the budget is done and asked if this would help?

Mr. Palleschi stated that he would like to have working groups to work with the Manager to develop the budget.  He thinks that it is a good idea if it has teeth in it.

9. Sentence #2 for Article 2 S39 indicates that the finance committee shall, “further add thereto such explanations and suggestions relating to the proposed appropriations as it may deem expedient…” During last year’s public presentations about the override held at the Hilltop it was communicated to the public that the finance committee predicted the current fiscal crisis several years ago. Did the finance committee present these predictions to town meeting? If so, did the finance committee offer any suggestions? Why or why not?

Mr. Palleschi stated that if it was recommended it was not heeded because they would defer it to next year.

Mr. Manoogian asked why they would do that?

Mr. Palleschi stated that it may appear to be inconsistent.  We recommend that someone start to take care of it.

Ms. de Steuben asked if it would make a difference to have the Finance Committee on Town Meeting or the Board of Selectmen?

Mr. Palleschi answered; certainly, it would mean they would have to make the hard choices.

Ms. de Steuben stated that there is a blaming issue that goes on and that if there was political bodies involved they may no be able to hide form it.

Mr. Palleschi agreed because the Finance Committee does not meet with the Board of Selectmen.  One way to speed up the process is to put a mechanism in when a bell goes off someone answers it.

Mr. Decareau asked if they should have quarterly reports?

Mr. Palleschi stated that someone would have to call Town Meeting.  They do a 6 month review now and thinks that quarterlies would be best.

Mr. Decareau stated that he is concerned that it’s not getting to the Finance Committee.

Mr. DePatto stated that it was proposed to Town Meeting but was not recommended.  He feels they should have quarterlies because it would not hurt.  It would give them a snap shot of what is going on and it might show certain tracks of a deficit.

10. Sentence #1 for Article 2 S40 indicates that the finance committee shall have “free access” to “all books of records and accounts, bills and vouchers on which money has been or may be paid from the town treasury.” Do you ever access “books, records, accounts, bills or vouchers?” Can you describe that which you access and how you access it? 

Mr. Palleschi stated that they usually request this information from the Town Accountant through the Town Manager.

11. Sentence #2 for Article 2 S40 indicates that the finance committee can have “officers, boards and committees of the town shall, upon request, furnish said committee with facts, figures and any other information pertaining to their several activities.” This sentence indicates that the finance committee can have information presented. Do you believe that it is different from sentence #1 which specifies free access?
Mr. Palleschi stated that they rely on this method rather than in question 10.

Mr. Manoogian asked if they trusted the quality of the information that is given to them?

Mr. Palleschi stated that there is always that issue.

12. Sentence #1 for Article 2 S41 indicates that the finance committee has a duty to make an annual report of its doings, with recommendations relative to financial matters and the conduct of town business, which shall be included in the annual town report. Do you make an annual report? Could this be interpreted to mean that the finance committee should offer its perspective on the state of town finances to the public at large?

Mr. Palleschi stated that they publish a report and give it only to Town Meeting Members.  He stated that they could put a copy in Town Hall for the Public.

Ms. Katsos stated that some of it gets out there by the newspapers.  She stated that they need to make the public more aware by explaining things.

Mr. Manoogian asked if it would be enhanced?

Ms. Katsos stated, yeas because of the cost to do a town report would be to expensive to send to everyone.  She feels it could be put in the Town Hall or Library for anyone to pick up.

Mr. Manoogian asked if communication with the public is valuable would the cure be better than the disease?

Ms. Katsos stated that she believes that most people would recycle it.  She thinks that if it’s in the newspaper it is easier to understand than have it in form of you.

Mr. Decareau agreed with Ms. Katsos.

Mr. DePatto feels that the public calls for it or if they pick it up, those people will read it and it would help.

Ms. de Steuben asked if it should be at no cost.

Mr. DePatto thinks that it should be at no cost.

Ms. Reed stated that event though the report is not done annual there is money to do it.

13. You are a part time body, made up of volunteers. Each of you invests dozens of hours in the review of town warrant articles. You have a very part time clerk. Given the complexities of town finances and the volunteer nature of your position is it realistic for the community to expect the finance committee to implement some of the aforementioned requirements of the current charter?

Mr. Palleschi stated that it is a tall order and folks are very dedicated.  He stated that it is rare for a person to be absent.  He does wish that they had more time.

Mr. DePatto feels that having a Finance Committee coordinator to retrieve the information that they need would be helpful.

14. In your opinion and in your practice, should the finance committee only come together only when there is town meeting warrant to make recommendations on as well as a six-month review? Would the town benefit from having sustained oversight of the spending and revenue process throughout the fiscal year?

Mr. Palleschi stated that a monthly review of revenues and expenses and a variance report would help.  He stated to be truly effective if it was part of the Finance Committee process because they are better informed to make recommendations.

Mr. Diotte stated that it would put more of a load on them.

Mr. DePatto stated that a monthly or quarterly report would help and it may loosen up time.  Feels that maybe a meeting once a month or for a sub-committee to meet.

15. The most recent management letter from the town’s auditor is recommending that the town establish an internal audit function. How would you like to see such a function established/ who should oversee it?

Mr. Palleschi stated the Finance Committee could serve both roles.

Mr. DePatto stated that it is totally unbiased and a coerced job having someone independent.  He thinks that the Finance Committee could do it.

Mr. Manoogian asked if the auditing function could give them clarification.


Mr. DePatto answered yes.

Mr. Mirabello stated it should be an implied authority to do it and that the Finance Committee should have control of it.

Mr. Manoogian stated that the Manager said there is to many cooks in the kitchen, would the government be fighting itself?

Mr. Palleschi stated that if there was one that would be more effective, this would solve problems of time.

Mr. Mirabello feels that it would occur because information did not want to be found would be found.

Mr. DePatto feels that the Town Accountant cannot look over everything.

16. The Department of Revenue is reporting on its website that 26% of all the negative free cash in the state occurred in Saugus in FY2007. Although other communities may be struggling, it is difficult to find one that went down as far and as fast as Saugus. Should this Charter Commission investigate ways in which to prevent deficit spending before it occurs?

Mr. Palleschi thinks it is tied together with and internal auditor.

17. Each of you is appointed directly by the Town Moderator. The Town of Lynnfield has some of its Finance Committee appointed by the Selectmen. What are your thoughts on the current appointment method in Saugus? Can you suggest any changes that would be beneficial?

Mr. Palleschi stated that the quality of volume has been great in 30 years, if its not broken, don’t fix it.

Mr. Mirabello stated that he read the ad in the newspaper for the position.  He looked into it and applied for it.  He was very impressed with the interview process with the Town Moderator and the Chairman of the Finance Committee.  He was asked very in depth and thorough questions and feels it should not change.

Mr. Jepson stated that the Moderator is appointed by Town Meeting and feels this is a good check and balance.  If the Moderator does not do a good job then Town Meeting will not vote for him/her the next time.

Mr. Manoogian asked if they feel that they are truly their own person?

Mr. DePatto feels that you need to keep political officials out of it.  He stated that he never felt pressured on any vote and feels the process does work.

Ms. Katsos agrees with Mr. DePatto and was never asked or pressured on a vote.

18. Would it be fair to characterize the Finance Committee as the Town’s Fiscal Watchdog?

Ms. de Steuben asked how they see their role as a Finance Committee Member (auditing function vs. fiscal watchdog)?

Mr. Palleschi does not feel they are fiscal watchdog; they are very vocal and very active.  They do make those recommendations.

Ms. de Steuben asked what members base their decisions on. 

Mr. Palleschi stated that he is basing it on what the Town wants and needs.

Mr. DePatto stated that they give Town Meeting Members as much information as they can so that Town Meeting can make an informed or educated decision.

Mr. Mirabello stated that in business they use trade offs.  If you want this, then you cannot pay for that.  The Finance Committee plays that role when doing that kind of analysis.

Ms. Reed agrees with it.  When she recommends or votes she does what is in the best interest of the Town.

Mr. DePatto stated that the source of funding is important.  They need to look at everything objectively.

Ms. de Steuben stated that the perception of the Finance Committee is the appropriating body.

Mr. DePatto stated that no they do not do that.

19. If there was a subset of meeting members who had the authority to raise, appropriate or transfer limited sums of money between town meetings and if such a subset could meet with a 48 hour meeting notice do you feel this would help the town function in a more efficient way? What role could the Finance Committee as we now know it play if such a mechanism was established?

Mr. Palleschi stated that the Finance Committee has a reserve fund for a mechanism that they could use through out the year.

Mr. DePatto feels the reserve fund is a good avenue for it.

Ms. Reed feels that if we had and auditor they would get information more quickly and communication would be a mute point.
Ms. Katsos would be concerned that the public would not be well notified and the public could not speak.

20. The Saugus Planning Board has a consulting engineer to advise on technical matters. Is it sufficient that the Saugus Finance Committee has access to the Town Accountant and Town Manager? If so, does that provide the necessary checks and balances?

Mr. DePatto feels that sometimes the way that they ask for certain information may not get the right information.  He feels that if they had a coordinator to get this information it would help.

Mr. Palleschi asked how forthcoming is the information?  He feels that they should not have to always ask the right questions but it might be helpful if someone might have the right answer.

Mr. Diotte asked if this person would be beneficial to give information to all parties, Board of Selectmen and Town Meeting along with the Finance Committee?

Mr. Palleschi stated that the Town should have a Business Manager and it should not be a volunteer.
Ms. Katsos feels that it should not be under the Town but maybe a secretary would be responsible and more hours to get the information.

Mr. Decareau asked if a need for an auditor to work with the Finance Committee during the month to audit each department would help?

Mr. Manoogian asked if the Finance Committee had any questions or final thoughts.

Mr. Palleschi stated that he was satisfied with the entire Charter.

Mr. Mirabello had no comment.

Ms. Katsos believes it is a well run committee.  She was a Town Meeting Member for 14 year and believes that some changes need to be made in Town Meeting.  She feels that Town employees on Town Meeting should be restricted to vote on their own budget.  She feels that the Finance Committee should continue to be appointed because if elected it would become political.  She feels that the Finance Committee is independent.

Mr. DePatto feels that it could be tweaked and improved on.  Feels that leasing/selling of Town property should be done at Town Meeting or with the Board of Selectmen.

Ms. Reed stated that we had very interesting questions.  She feels that communication and getting information out there can be improved.  Feels they should have more joint meetings.  She feels that more Town Meeting Members should attend the Finance Committee meetings.

Mr. Jepson feels we should have timelines.  He handed out a suggestion that he has, which he read out loud. (See Below)

Written Statement from Ronald Jepson

All negotiated contract settlements with Town Employees shall be approved by Town Meeting only during the Annual Town Meeting.  No request for funds pertaining to a contract settlement not approved by Town Meeting shall be accepted by the board of Selectmen for inclusion within a Special Town Meeting.
TREASURER’S REPORT

Mr. Decareau had nothing to report at this time.

COMMITTTEE REPORTS

TOM STEWART – OUTREACH SUB-COMMITTEE

Mr. Stewart went over the schedule of where and when the commissioners were going for the outreach to the public.  Their next meeting will be February 25, 2008 at Laurel Gardens.

KARLA J. DE STEUBEN – BUDGET AND FINANCE SUB-COMMITTEE

Ms. de Steuben stated that they are still working on the figures and should have a final report on February 28, 2008.

MEMBERS ANNOUNCEMENTS / MOTIONS 

There was none at this time.

PUBLIC FORUM

There was no public comment at this time.

ADJOURNMENT

Mr. Decareau made a motion to adjourn at 10:19 p.m.

The Chairman seconded the motion

Motion passed 
8 - 0
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