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Present: Amara Dunn (AD) (chair), Andrew Spink (AS) (secretary), James McCorkle (JM), Robert Maclean (RM) (via zoom), Stefanie Newcomb (SN) (city comptroller)
Absent: Michele Neary, John Lynch, Frank Gaglianese (city council liaison)


The main agenda item was Comptroller Stefanie Newcomb doing a budget presentation. 

A municipal budget the is opposite of private business because a municipality knows how much revenue will come in, whereas a private business is based on projections. The city budget is a guideline for the city and is also a policy document. Legally we can’t spend more on expenditures than what is allocated. If one line goes over (in office supplies, for example) that’s fine, but one department can’t exceed its allocation without getting more authority. The budget gives departments the guidelines for policy.

There is a 9-step process for preparing a budget:

· 1- Start by defining your organizations high-level goals
· Feedback and input from internal & external stakeholders
· 2- Review historical actual costs and Identify known fixed costs
· Set City Wide Targets (i.e. 3% increase)
· 3- Review Departmental Budget requests and priorities
· 4- Develop Initial draft budget
· 5- Review Initial draft budget with Department Heads for any changes
· Review of initial draft doesn’t necessarily mean more or less money, but rather moving money around. 
· 6- City Manager Final Budget presentation to Council
· Community Input and Comment
· 7- City Council reviews and makes any changes
· This occurs in October
· 8- Final Council Budget voted on and Adopted.
· 9- Ongoing monitoring of spending based on the annual budget

SN discussed the first step of establishing goals. The main sources are property taxes and sales tax. There are very few options to bring in other revenues. The City needs to meet the basic needs of residents first. City Council comes up with high-level objectives, and departments break it down into smaller levels. 

Departments establish budgets and goals, and use a five year lookback. The COVID pandemic told us what kinds of things could be cut back to the minimum.  Fixed costs, on the other hand, are basic needs of operations that cannot be changed.  

We also need to review current and future economic trends. We rely heavily on department heads for this. The draft budget document is fluid because changing one item can have a ripple effect on the whole budget.

City Council has a “retreat” in the Spring to go over goals. 

PBAB starts to be involved at the stage of initial communication with the departments. The PBAB will be part of larger communication in the Spring and work on their proposal. For example, if PBAB makes recommendation on proactive policing, that will go to department head and be something that City Council could potentially support. 

We will have a rough draft by August and the City Manager’s final budget after that. City Council will make edits and they get the final vote. The budget workshops are in October. October 31 is the budget deadline, and is passed with majority vote. If there is no majority, then City Manager’s budget becomes effective. 

Even though we are only approving a one-year budget, the plan does involve 3-4 years, when considering things such as equipment and vehicle replacement. Multi-year process allows us to be more effective with our planning.

Questions:

AS: What if there is less revenue than expected? (such as decrease in sales tax revenue)

SN: It’s calculated quarterly. If, say, at the 6-month mark there’s a deviation from projections, we may hold off on certain projects or plans.

AD: What is the time between the City Council retreat and our report?

SN: We’d like to move toward having a City Council retreat in April, May, or June at latest. I imagine PBAB’s presentation around May.  We would at least like to have a conversation with Councilor Gaglianese before the retreat to let him know what we’re working on.

RM: I had a few thoughts. I wonder if there’s a conservative drift where everyone needs the same to keep things going. For example, the recreation department seems mostly confined to the ice rink. What about large projects or changes in city’s priorities?  Does City Council set policy shifts within a department? For example, could Council tell the GPD to focus less on narcotics and focus on other things? The relationship between policing and public safety is something I’ve looked into, and there doesn’t always seem to be a relationship between policing and safety, and are often affected by other factors. For example, violence interruption does not happen through the police department, or is ineffective if it does.

SN: If you want to a department to do more, you need to decide where to shift funding from. It’s not happened recently where the directives of the city as a whole have been looked at. In the past, there are very important issues within each department, which seemed urgent, but once that was addressed, we looked at what was leftover, rather than looking at every department through the city as a whole. City Manager Hendrix has been good at shifting toward looking at the city as a whole, and more open communication.  As for violence interruption, it would involve solving the issue with the limited amount of funds we have, but it’s something that could be done across departments. But I’m excited for what we could come up with. This group has a lot of opinions but having a single body presenting a solution is good. 

AS: When departments are looking at their goals at the beginning of the year, who looks into the question of how much it would cost?

SN: I’m usually the one (along with City Manger Hendrix) asking the question of how much something would cost. The leg work is put on the departments to come with goals and know the financial and community impact.

AS: When we’re preparing our reports for next month, how much are we considering costs? Or do we figure out costs later?

SN: The departments may have ideas about how to fund something, and may be aware of funding options we don’t. The PBAB shouldn’t make suggestions that are so focused that it will get stuck on details, or where the proposal you’ve outlined is the only way it could be achieved. But it would be good to have information of cost savings in other cities, but you don’t need to lay out costs in extreme detail because departments the City Manager will know a lot more about the details of that. 

JM: In the process of budgeting, are there budget incentives so that if a department does exceptionally well, they get rewarded, or on the flip side hold them accountable for messing up?

SN: Nothing official, but in the quarterly and monthly meetings, if a department is doing well or taking proactive approach, it will allow them to, for example, put a down payment on larger item next year. They have an incentive to use funds well, and if a department is not using funds well, there is stricter overwatch, and if they come in with a larger wishlist next year, then we say we can’t accommodate that request because of the overspending from previous year. If department is able to be efficient, the money goes back into general fund, but it can be used to help that department the next year.

JM: How does one determine what a lawsuit costs the city? We’ve never been able to find the answer.

SN: There are multiple factors. There are ways to estimate it based on staff time, legal costs and legal research. There are some things that are not public despite FOIL when it comes to the legal side of things, but you can probably get an estimate.

JM: We’ve asked before how much police-related lawsuits cost the city. 

SN: It wouldn’t come through on monthly reports, since they run through City Manager or HR, and sometimes due to a confidentiality agreement we can’t say where it comes from, but there may be room to figure it out.  It’s an estimate that could probably be achieved. Transparency can instill trust and help alleviate concern. 

AS: How many departments are there? Or are there too many to list?

SN:  There are nine departments (plus the City Clerk who is not really a department):
· Police
· Fire
· HR
· Finance
· City Manager
· Economic and Planning
· Department of Public Works (DPW), which has 6 sub-departments:
· Works
· Code
· Highway
· Buildings and Grounds
· Water
· Sewer
· Recreation
· IT
· City Clerk (isn't a department, but is separate)

AS: Are there some departments that are way more of the budget than others?

SN: Yes. For example, the IT department is just 2 people and shared with Canandaigua. Code is just 4 people.  Finance is 5 people. DPW as a whole is largest budget, but Police and Fire are larger the individual DPW sub-departments. Police is one of the largest departments (second highest after DPW collectively). 

JM: Will you be giving a public budget presentation?

SN: Yes, because we’ve received many comments from the public about wanting to have public budget presentations. We’ll take my presentation and not too many changes, and frameworks of presentations to public.

JM: And sewer and water are separate funds, right?

SN: There 3 funds in municipal government: general, sewer, and water. The sewer and water are self-sufficient and don’t really use too many municipal funds because they’re based on what you pay. When we have to pay for equipment replacement, and there are reserve accounts for that. Municipal government wants sewer to operate out of sewer funds. Though there are some employees who also drive a plow, so there is reimbursement there. And sometimes when something big breaks there may need to be some inter-funding.

JM: And school taxes are completely separate? 

SN: Yes, that is separate. 

Other business:

AD: John Lynch has not been at a meeting since last August. I’m concerned maybe he is unable to serve. 

SN: That conversation is already happening internally. The City Manager’s office is looking at appointments.

AD: We knew he couldn’t attend during the holidays, and there was some confusion about whether he was reappointed in January, but then he didn’t come in February or March (today) either.

AD: I will type up a few sentences for Councilor Gaglianese for his report at the City Council meeting.

SN: The recording of tonight is not intended to be completely public, but more for the benefit of the new members.

AD: Michele did note earlier she could not be here tonight because of an obligation with her grandmother.

Next meeting is April 20.

AS: I was planning to do some additional research and suggestions on the mental health, so I can reach out to Amara during the week. 

AD: I’ve also incorporated some comments from the Chief on CPEP.

SN: I’ve let the Chief know what we’re working on, and he feels optimistic about that.

[Adjourned]





