The Annual Report of the Chairman of the FWAC– June 9, 2015
The members of the Finance and Warrant Advisory Committee are appointed by the Town Moderator to be an independent advisory committee, representing our fellow citizens and taxpayers of the Town of Athol in the process of local town government.

The committee, comprised of seven members, reviews all warrant articles including the town budget and advises the citizens attending the town meeting what we feel is the best course of action to take on a given article. 

The committee holds monthly meetings throughout the year, meeting with the Town Manager along with various boards, committees and department heads as needed, reviewing any matter of importance that may come up during the year. We also are responsible for the administration of the town’s annual Reserve Account, where we authorize use of these funds by a majority vote of the committee, without the need of town meeting approval for unexpected situations that may occur in a given fiscal year.

At this time I would like to explain the annual budget process and the voters responsibilities in the budget process.

In December, the Town Manager asks all department heads, boards and committees to submit their budget requests for the next fiscal year.  Those involved have to project their needs and wants a full six months prior to actual town meeting review and votes.  

Between January and April, the Town Manager reviews these needs and wants and at the same time begins the review of anticipated revenues for the upcoming fiscal year, which will begin in July. As we reviewed in last year’s Fin Com report – there are four revenue streams to support the town budget- the tax levy (52 percent), local receipts (29 percent), local aid (13 percent) and miscellaneous receipts (6 percent).

By the beginning of April, as required by the Town Charter, the Town Manager submits his proposed budget to a joint meeting of the Board of Selectmen, the Capital Planning Committee and the Finance and Warrant Advisory Committee.  

Between the April joint meeting and the Annual Town Meeting in June the budget is reviewed by the FWAC, CPC and Board Of Selectmen. It is at this point the FWAC reviews this proposed budget and makes any suggestions it deems necessary to the Town Manager to ultimately support the budget and vote to recommend that budget to the voters at the town meeting.
As with any budget process, there will be specific line items we agree or disagree with – but in the end the committee votes to “recommend” or “not recommend” the complete budget in totality. 

Town Meetings – being the most democratic process we have – now allows you, the voters to be the final decision makers on the operational budget for the town along with various other articles on the annual town meeting warrant.

Those of you who attend the annual town meeting have a huge responsibility as you determine how the town will operate in the coming year.  You and those friends and neighbors seated in the town hall determine if and how we spend about 20 million dollars annually.  That alone is a tremendous responsibility – but given the fact that of the 6500 registered voters in town – you are one of less than 150 voters to take the time out of your schedule to determine the direction the town takes in a given year – or on a given subject, your responsibility is magnified many times over. 

About 2 percent of the voters in town are given the responsibility to determine how 20 million dollars is spent.  And make no mistake – you have the power to decide exactly how the town operates in a given year.  No one – not the Board of Selectmen, not the Town Manager, not any board or committee has the power to make their own budget and spend any funds – until you – the voter – gives them the funding.  The voter at the town meeting is the most important piece of the budget “puzzle” plain and simple. 

Because the vast majority of your neighbors and friends have decided, for whatever reason, not to participate in this process – those of you who do attend town meetings share much more of the burden of town government than intended.   

Few people within the town realize just how much money it takes to operate the Athol municipal operation and the regional school district.  Recent totals are approximately 20 million dollars for the municipal side and 23 million for the school district – for a total of 43 million dollars.  This is for a town of less than 12,000 people.

Your votes here – locally – at any given town meeting and election carry far more weight, than in any federal or state election.  Your votes here have a direct bearing on the level of local services you receive, the education your children and grand children receive and the real estate taxes you pay.

The challenges we face as a community can only be met if its citizens take an active part in plans to meet those challenges.  Those of you who are here tonight are to be commended for caring enough about Athol to give your time and thoughts to making this a better community.  

To those of you who choose not to participate in this process – I give you the famous quote; “You’re either part of the solution or you’re part of the problem”.
As you will hear shortly – this year’s budget process was a difficult one.  The budget being presented is a result of joint cooperation between the municipal and educational leaderships, the various municipal department heads, the four municipal unions and their memberships and various non-union staff members. Going forward this spirit of cooperation will need to continue if we are to move forward as a community. 

On behalf of the FWAC – I would like thank the various department heads, boards and committees for their help and cooperation during the past year, it has been greatly appreciated.

Respectfully Submitted,

Ken Duffy 

Chairman FWAC
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