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Fiscal Year 2025 Budget Message

I respectfully submit the Town Manager’s recommended budget for Fiscal Year 2025 beginning July 1, 2024 to the Board of Selectmen and the Finance Committee.  This proposed budget details expenditures and revenues for the General, Water, Wastewater, Transfer Station, and the PEG Access Funds.  This is a difficult budget to put together because of the rate of increase of some large expenditure items and the minimal increase in aid from the State, which accounts for almost half of our revenues.
I will start with the expenses.  Two of the largest expenditure categories are health insurance and pension contribution.  Both are increasing by about 10% and are expected to continue at that rate in future years.  That amounts to about $500K, which is greater than the property tax increase.  Union contract increases, unemployment, medicare taxes, and inflationary pressures are causing the overall expenses to increase much more than the revenues.
On the revenue side, State increases in Chapter 70, which is used to support education has increased by less than $40K.  In the past two years, the year over year increase has been about $1M and $1.5M respectively.  Unrestricted General Government Aid, sometimes referred to as Local Aid, is expected to increase by 3%, or about $60K.  These two large revenue sources, which account for almost half of our budget are increasing by .6%.  Property taxes are increasing by the Prop 2.5 limit.  These property taxes make up less revenue than the State contribution.
This is an unsustainable path for the Town and will need to be addressed right away.  The FY25 budget relies on over $700K of one time revenues that will not be available in FY26.  This includes the remaining $200K in ARPA funds.  In addition, the debt expense is decreasing in FY25 as some debt has been paid off, but will increase again in FY26 due to all of the borrowing that has been authorized over the past couple of years.  This new borrowing requires only interest payments in FY25, but principal payments will be made starting in FY26.
We need to begin planning for FY26 and the need for a Proposition 2.5 override vote.  Drastic cuts could have been made for FY25, but that would not be fair to the residents as it would not have allowed them to weigh in on what type of Town they want and what they are willing to pay for education, public safety, public works, health and human services, culture and recreation, and general government.
Another area of concern is the Water and Wastewater Enterprise accounts.  These accounts have had deficits for several years as the rates had not been increased enough to cover the expenses.  The MA Department of Revenue has taken notice and will be carefully monitoring our budgets.  The Water Enterprise account will also need to account for the expense increase due to the water main replacement project that is expected to cost about $9.5M, although grants will reduce some of that final amount.  The payments on that will begin in FY26.

Personnel

This budget includes the salary of our Recreation Coordinator.  In FY24, the Robinson-Broadhurst Foundation generously funded that position and we have asked them to fund it for FY25 as well, but we will not know their decision until after this budget submission.  
We also have a new Collector/Treasurer as our previous one resigned earlier this year.

Capital

The list of capital needs is extensive and is also part of this submission.  Because Free Cash is being certified later this year than in years past, there is no recommendation for using any of that money on capital projects currently.  There is also no recommendation to borrow as future budgets cannot support it.  Other funding sources may be used.
Regionalization

We continue to look at ways to work with our neighboring towns to share costs and services.  We have intermunicipal agreements with Templeton to provide Animal Control services and for their residents’ use of our Transfer Station.  We also have an agreement with Templeton and Hubbardston for a brine making machine that each town contributed 1/3 of the cost.  
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