FINANCE COMMITTEE

During 2004, the Finance Committee was chaired by Allan Tosti assisted by vice-chairs Richard C. Fanning, Abigail DuBois, and Charles T. Foskett.  Peter B. Howard served as secretary.  The Finance Committee has twenty one positions, one for each precinct.  The appointing authority (Moderator, Trust Fund Commissioners Chair, and Finance Committee Chair) acted to reappoint all members whose terms had been completed and to fill one of two vacant positions.


The economic recession’s impact on State revenues (thus local aid) and the continued increases in health insurance and pension costs, together with the restrictions imposed by Proposition 2 1/2, increased the economic pressure on the Town for the third year in a row.  There were, however, no decreases in local aid (the State’s contribution to the Town’s revenue) as there had been in the previous year.   Adding to the difficulty was the need to restore some of the reductions in the education budget that were made last year.   Again the Town had to balance the budget using reserve funds.  In this case funds were taken from the Stabilization Fund.  These funds will be restored, after approval from the State, using the Municipal Building Insurance Fund.  The Manager determined that the fund had grown larger then was necessary to meet the Town’s needs.  It is clear to the Finance Committee that this kind of funding from reserves can not continue.


In February, the Finance Committee began its yearly effort to develop a comprehensive balanced budget recommendation for the spring Annual Town Meeting.  The budget of each department was reviewed with the department head by one of the subcommittees.  The school budget subcommittee attended School Committee meetings in order to gain an understanding of the school budget.  Hearings were held on all Warrant Articles which required an appropriation or had a financial impact.  Twenty-one full committee meetings were held which, when combined with numerous subcommittee meetings, made for a busy winter schedule.  In addition, the committee met for a half hour before twelve Town Meeting sessions to address additional issues.

The Finance Committee’s report was distributed at the first meeting of the annual Town Meeting.  In addition to recommending a budget for each department, the report recommended a vote on more than thirty articles.


The Finance Committee also continued to monitor other ongoing activities that could have a large financial impact.  The Finance Committee followed the progress of the school renovation projects, the Reed's Brook project, and the Symmes project through regular reports by the responsible Town officials.  An effort was made by an ad hoc subcommittee to bring together the Recreation Department and the user groups on a user fee that would pay for the upkeep of the town’s playing fields as well as ways to reduce the costs of maintaining the fields.  Though no final agreement was reached, progress was made in understanding the actual maintenance costs.  We hope to continue this effort.  Promising discussions on joint use of a fire station by Belmont, Lexington, and Arlington were abandoned when Belmont passed an override to fund a new fire station.  Another ad hoc subcommittee examined the Water & Sewer Enterprise Fund expenditures over the last few years (based on an investigation by a diligent Town Meeting Member) and determined that the fund was not fully paying its share of the health insurance and pension expenses.  The budget for FY 2005 was revised accordingly.  The Town reached agreement with all unions before the end of Town Meeting.  In these agreements the employees agreed to an increase in their contribution to their health insurance costs, a change advocated by the Finance Committee in hopes of reducing the annual increase in this budget.   


The major issue facing the Town is how to raise enough revenue to maintain the level of service that Arlington has enjoyed in recent decades. Other ongoing issues will continue to include funding for the next round of school renovations, the renovation of the Town's fire stations and the increasing costs of health insurance and pensions.  A new issue is funding the future health insurance liability of retired employees.
