Minutes of the Joint Committee on Reorganization and Revenue Changes held on May 2, 2011 in the Mayor’s Conference Room.

Those in Attendance:

Mayor Karen Fritschel
Janet D’Antonio – Council President
Sara Drew- Vice President of Council
Matt Riehl - President Pro-Tem
Service Director Dano Koehler
Director of Budget and Management John Earle

Also Present:

Mike Lesko – Stow Sentry
Larry Kinnan- Stow resident

  
Mayor Fritschel called the meeting to order at 1:34 p.m.  She stated that they were going to be discussing some reorganization possibilities.  Safety Forces are not going to be part of this discussion.  They have already done a lot of reorganization. Police, Fire and Dispatch are on their own.

There will be some reorganization plans for the Street Department with possibly pooling some classifications together.  Some employee issues will be discussed.  She requested that no employee’s names be used in the Stow Sentry, only the mention of positions. She reiterated that the City is not looking at laying anyone off.  She wants to look at structuring departments better.

She explained the purpose of the Committee.  Due to the recent recession and anticipated cut backs in state funding to local governments, the City needs to analyze all options available in order to continue to provide quality services and to make needed infrastructure improvements with diminished resources.  How do we do that?  

We did get through the recession and now have tax cut-backs from the State.  At the present time we do not know what they will be, but some of the possible changes are:  local government fund will be cut.  Right now they are saying 25% this year, but their fiscal year starts in August, so it could happen this year. Stow receives $1.5 million dollars local government fund every year, so in two years, we could lose half of that, which is $750,000.00.  The Estate Tax varies every year.  At first they stated that they were not going to do anything with the Estate Tax, but it appears now that they are going ahead.  

Mrs. D’Antonio questioned if they were looking at that on the federal level.

Mayor Fritschel noted that this was correct.  The federal level may impact what the State can or cannot do.  Many things are up in the air, but she had not heard anything about this before 2013.  She is unsure if they will go ahead with this or not.

They are phasing out the tangible Personal Property Tax payments and electric generation assessment rate payments.  This was supposed to be over a much longer period of time for this phase out, but now they are saying that they want to condense it.  The last information she received from Tim Cosgrove was that it postpones for 2 years the proposed phase out tangible property tax payments and electric generation assessment rate payments to the local governments and schools.  

Mr. Earle is not sure that this is correct. He stated that all municipalities are being treated differently, it depends on what percentage this is of your budget and some have a longer phase out than others.  If it is a low percentage of your budget, it is phased out immediately.  He is uncertain if this has changed.  He thought that if it is a higher percentage, they have extended it out.  He will ask for clarification. (Mrs. D’Antonio requested clarification on how this would affect us.)

Mr. Earle explained that this is part of our property tax rate. It was assessed against them in the past and then collected by the county and distributed to us.  The state eliminated the personal property tax in the electric portion of it but they did it in 2006 under Governor Taft and then it was phased out over 4 years and all the governments were held harmless for those 4 years.  They still got their same amount of 4 years.  Then they are phasing out that amount through 2017, so there was a double-phase out period.  It is gone as of 2010, but 2011 through 2017, they are phasing it out as far as the amount that they give you.  The State was making it up to all the governments by giving you that amount through 2011.

Mrs. D’Antonio asked what was the point of taking it away and then giving it back.

Mr. Earle responded that it benefited the private industry that had to pay it.  They wanted to eliminate it for private industry to lower the tax burden on companies that are located in Ohio.  Rather than eliminate the revenue immediately for local governments, they phased it out.  He noted that they decided that rather than phasing it out through 7 years, they are saying that you are going to lose it immediately.

Mayor Fritschel stated that this could cost the City $275,000.00 to $300,000.00 in a year. 

Mr. Earle replied that it would cost us more than that, but we had already billed in 1/7 of it this year as being lost.

Mayor Fritschel stated that this is still up in the air.  She realizes that there are a number of people working with the State, both in the House and the Senate.  This is what the Governor said that he wanted, if there are changes, it would probably help us.  She presented the worst scenario. 

Mr. Earle stated that they removed from the budget the change of 2% in the pension payments.

Mayor Fritschel agreed, but this was not in the Law and then changed.

Mr. Earle stated that this does not mean that they won’t do it, they feel it just does not belong in the budget bill.

Mrs. D’Antonio asked if this would be done through legislation, because this would save us a considerable amount of money.

Mayor Fritschel noted that due to the recession, we are impacted.  We have cut programs, capital budget, and have 36 vacancies.  We have done many things in an attempt to make up the loss of money.  Our current needs are to maintain services, restore capital improvements funding, refill vacancies on a case by case basis, restore former programs when possible, and others. 

Looking at possible solutions, we need to increase revenue.  We have had some good strong economic development that has been very positive the last 6 months.  There were two articles in the paper on Saturday with Poly-Flow and Anderson International as well as Pneumatic Scale and Miller-Baird.  Bob’s Big Boy has been bought by a shopping center company that wants to develop that property.  There are positives on both the industrial and commercial/retail areas.
We have to continue with our strong economic development efforts.

Mrs. D’Antonio stated that there are only so many places to make money, unless you are going to raise taxes, and we are not doing that.

Mayor Fritschel pointed out that Stow is fortunate with northwest quadrant being open for economic development and zoned for light industry and office use.  Around the interchange, retail is permitted.  Other communities are not as fortunate.

She noted that the State had some initiatives that they said would help local government.  She has met with Representative Roegner on 3 occasions and has a meeting coming up with Senator LaRose about these cuts.  She went to Columbus for a day and there were discussions about ahealth care pooling proposal, but they had no specifics.

Mrs. D’Antonio noted that this is a huge expense, so if there is anything that can be done in this area, it would be well worth looking into.  

Mrs. Drew noted that she did not anticipate it would be anything that would come to fruition soon.

Mayor Fritschel explained that the State is talking about the entire state pooling.  With a big pool, the prices would be lower.  This is what the county wanted to do, so this is a possibility to look at.

Mrs. D’Antonio stated that there are different types of pooling, it does not have to be state-wide, it could be communities or county wide.

Mayor Fritschel noted that we have looked at the county and it was not favorable.  Another
State idea was funding ($250,000) for local government to create shared services.  They are talking about possibly giving money to do a program with another community.  For instance, some communities are on 400 mhz, which may be phased out and they would have to go to the 800 mhz.

Mr. Koehler stated that he heard that there was opposition to this.  We will have to wait and see how the legislation goes.

Mrs. D’Antonio commented that in order to get money, we would have to come up with some consolidation with other communities.

Mayor Fritschel stated that this is a great way to go, but it is difficult.

Mrs. D’Antonio noted that many want their own kingdom, but we should be looking into this.

Mayor Fritschel requested any ideas from this Commission, where we could consolidate; maybe sharing a ladder fire truck with other cities.

Mrs. D’Antonio replied Safety Forces are used to sharing with communities. There is a brotherhood.  Not every city needs a ladder fire truck.

Mr. Koehler noted that it is many times just breaking traditions.  Mutual aid is something we have in place.

Mayor Fritschel stated that another suggestion is placing public notices and legal ads on a state run public notice website.  Last week she received language from Representative Roegner, which  will be forward to Mr. Koehler for his review.

Stow submitted some of their own suggestions of things that the State could do to help.  This was given to various State Reps and Senators for evaluation. We also listed things that we have already done, which is on our website. Another suggestion from the State was that local governments sell ad space on their websites.  They also want to have a reduction in unfunded mandates.

Mrs. D’Antonio commented that one of the problems is that this has not been done and secondly there are problems of seniority.  Just getting together with other communities, in the beginning, can be cumbersome.  For instance, five chiefs would be a problem.  There are just some circumstances that you don’t think of.  These rules and regulations need to be worked out before jumping into a situation.

Mayor Fritschel noted that we were aware of these issues, but it was difficult. More suggestions for our City would be the reorganization of City Departments.  She explained that these would be for revenue, but it will help deal with the diminished resources.  She gave everyone the City of Stow organizational chart.  We are looking for a pool of labor that we currently do not have.  Building Maintenance/Parks and City Hall have already combined with one manager.

Mr. Koehler explained that this is done with a letter of mutual agreement.  It did not make sense to have a Building Maintenance and Park Maintenance program.  At one time Parks Maintenance used to be under Service, but then by Charter, it was changed to Parks and Recreation, which  made sense.  The person that actually manages this is the Building Division Superintendent, who reports to the Parks Director.

The City of Kent has an Organizational Model where they have all their work crews together in one department and one person responsible for job assignment.  One problem for us would be that we are short-staffed and could get into skill set issues and certification issues.  Our Traffic Signal Technician is one example. This person must be qualified as a Signal Technician so we would not have the freedom of moving someone in to do this job, but it would allow the Signal Technician to do other things when the situation would allow.  We have no work load problem, it is a matter of prioritizing where people need to go to fit the most immediate need.

Mrs. D’Antonio mentioned that we have lost many experienced personnel, and as for new hires, has Mr. Koehler seen a lack of experienced people across the board in different areas?  

Mr. Koehler responded that we have capable people, but in every department when you lose employees that have been here for a long time, there is the loss of historical reference.  There are competent people, many of those being retired.  There is not a huge work force out there of specialty people that are out of work.  In fact when we set up our Water Department, we hired key people from the county that did this type of work.  They would know in the field what they are looking at, where things are that are not on a print, etc.  We have lost most of those people, so we hope their knowledge rubbed off on other workers.  Also, we will rely on records.

Mrs. D’Antonio suggested more cross-training and also encouraging some to get certifications in different areas so that we can make the best use of our employees.

Mayor Fritschel spoke of the example of snowplowing and the need for more people. We used employees this past winter from Water, Street, Maintenance and Urban Forestry.

Mrs. D’Antonio questioned the CDL licensing for our employees.

Mr. Koehler noted that light trucks do not require the CDL.  However most have their CDL’s.  In a real pinch, Supervisors could be used.  We would only do that as a last resort and only until staff would be available.  We have a very good staff across the board who understands that during an emergency, departmental boundaries are not a concern.

Ms. Drew referred to the Kent Model and the position that is, in essence, the Operations Director.  Her thought is that we need to do that here.  Informally it is already done through the Service Department.  If we are going to be able to fully execute this plan on a daily basis, with everyone pulling together, she sees the need for a designated Operations Manager.

Mr. Koehler replied that this is very different  than what we have had.  Engineering has some very qualified and capable people.  Our Engineering operation at the present time is booked out 3 – 4 years, but the inspectors come through backgrounds where they have overseen a department or overseen types of construction and  have very good leadership skills.  These may be the type of people we need to pull on more than in the past.  In Water, for instance, there are 3 people going to school to become Water Distribution Certified.  A qualified person in the field is necessary when a water break occurs. Currently we only have one, plus a Superintendent.  He understands that we need to be able to float staff on a day to day basis.

Mayor Fritschel stated that we might have to look at the Supervisor roles to see if they should be changed somewhat.  

Ms. Drew noted that this would change the management structure of what we have traditionally had.

Mr. Koehler stated that we want to maintain services.  We have dropped back on some non-essential response times.  On the capital side, we have not been able to invest the way we would like to.  Some of the small services that we used to be able to provide, we can no longer do as much.  For example, it may take longer for a culvert to be replaced.  We will now save up orders and put a crew together to do this as a unit, which is more efficient.  We used all of our people during a snow event, but we are down in numbers, and don’t have the staff available.  This year we are going to bid out cul-de-sacs, as Hudson does.  We had over 6 times where we had over 4” of snow.  Cul-de-sacs are the last plowed, but at times it may be 24 hours before this is done.  Hudson uses 20 trucks just to do cul-de-sacs when they call a company out.

Mrs. D’Antonio said that the only problem with doing it only sometimes is that it does not save on the trucks.  If we did this all the time and hired someone to do it, we would not have to have some of the smaller trucks. She would be interested to see how this works in Hudson economically.

Mr. Koehler stated the real issue is response time.   The presumption is that if there is a 4” snow or greater, it will take so long to get to the cul-de-sacs, and many complaints.  Many times they are literally captive to their cul-de-sacs.  Service in any industry deals mostly with response times.  It comes down to the business we are in and what is a reasonable expectation of the customer.  What can the public really afford in terms of response times. In Cleveland, they might leave a water line break for 3 – 5 days.  We will respond immediately to a water break.  It comes down to what can the taxpayer afford in terms of level of service?  We are getting to a point where that response is going to be slowed down.

Mayor Fritschel noted that part of the issue is lack of people – question is.. do we hire more people or more sub-contracting?

Mr. Koehler emphasized that safety will not be compromised.  This includes employee safety.  It does make sense in certain areas to out-source and it also makes sense to collectively bring our people together.  There was a time when not only Stow, but many communities could give “white glove” services.  We cannot afford that anymore.

Ms. Drew noted that the culture has to change of expectations and service delivery.  We cannot sustain that “white glove” treatment in face of the reality of reduced revenues unless people want to pay more for those services.

Mr. Koehler advised that 2 people in the Street Department and one in the Engineering Department are paid through the Storm Water Management fund.  This provides a service to the public, but also helps us meet EPA mandates to provide those services.  

Mrs. D’Antonio asked about part-time employees and was advised of those employed on a part-time basis.

Ms. Drew advised that the Safe Route Grant specifically excluded crossing guards from being part of the grant application process.  Clearly this is a contentious issue state-wide.  When talking about the changes that have happened in the structure with Parks and Recreation and Maintenance, in the Parks and Rec Department, she counts 5 ½ people to what she would consider Programming or Administration, excluding Nick Wren.  Everyone else would be considered Maintenance/Service, correct?

Mr. Koehler stated that this sounds correct.

Ms. Drew stated that when looking at this department, it is very unique in the sense that within the department it has some very different missions within its employee base.  When she looks at Service, there are specialties, but everyone has the same mission.  In Parks and Rec there are some very dedicated to programming to administration.  She is wondering what they might want to look at in that venue and take a look at dividing that up a little.

Mrs. D’Antonio questioned, for instance, people just in the recreation part, people just in Parks, and one that does Senior Citizen programs, etc.

Ms. Drew stated  it is really that department has some unique missions within the department where other departments, the mission of the department is more utilized.  She does not know if that would benefit us in anyway, but it is worth looking into.

Mr. Koehler emphasized that there are certain essential services that we have to provide; safety forces and certain things that we have an obligation to provide.  How we do it, whether staffing or outsourcing, it gets down to what is in the Charter and what we are willing to continue to perpetuate.  There are very few things that we provide to the public that weren’t at sometime or another discussed at meeting.  

Ms. Drew stated that she was not necessarily proposing changing services, this is just a beginning thought. She explained how the structure is where she is employed.  In the unit that she is in, they are all professionals who are dedicated to “the programming aspect.”   Then there is a much larger pool of employees who are fluid in where they operate and are all dedicated to providing the day-to-day service to the clients by having a big pool of daily service oriented workers and then a smaller unit of programming folks.  It has helped to make things more efficient.  She herself is not trying to do the programming aspect and the daily operations.   

Mayor Fritschel handed out a list of all departmental vacancies and explained some of the vacancies and how they came to be. She noted a concern in the Street Department with 9 current vacancies and now possibly 3 more to come.  There were more people that left in the Water Department, but one from Parks, Street and Building went over to Water, thus they only have 1 vacancy.  Income Tax lost many.  Help has come from the Council Office and Youth Services. d Fred Long, as a seasonal, is helping them get through Tax Season.  Parks and Rec is down 3 and Fox Den 1.  We had more vacancies, but the reason for the lower number is because the Fire Department received a grant for 5 firefighters, so they were not counted.  The Court was not counted in this.  She also included pending vacancies for 2011, which could possibly be more than originally thought.  Some departments were hit very hard and some not at all.  Now we have to figure out how to deal with this issue.

Mrs. D’Antonio noted that Court has done a good job of not rehiring and sharing personnel. 

Mr. Koehler mentioned that there are certain internal support operations (Purchasing and Finance) where their workloads do not change.  It presents a certain dilemma.  We are pulling from people that come from departments where there is a lighter load.

Mayor Fritschel explained that the only people that we have rehired have been Dispatchers because we have to have sufficient Dispatchers to run that operation and the Deputy Law Director.  

Mrs. D’Antonio agrees that most people in the City are very busy, but not everyone. that there is She is not talking about getting rid of anyone, but taking that person and moving them.  This is one way we can make things a little easier for some departments who are suffering the most.

Currently funding comes from the Tax Department to Youth Services and the Council office to pay for work done in that department.

Ms. Drew acknowledged that Youth Services is not carrying any lighter case load and the Council Clerk is not changing her work load.

Mr. Koehler stated that one way to compensate was setting their deadlines back in terms of getting things to Council.

Mayor Fritschel said that they have already talked about pooling labor classifications and extending some employee’s responsibilities.  We have to figure where and what.  We will continue to expand cost savings programs, which we have done.

Mr. Koehler brought up the subject of some personnel, based off of the current payroll system that are actually paid below their normal scale.  

Ms. Drew emphasized that it was the Council that identified them as being underpaid.

Mrs. D’Antonio stated that you can’t have some people get, according to the study, what they “deserve” and then others not get it.  That would be wrong.  It is not very much money that it would take.  She will continue to work for getting those salaries raised, even when not in office.

Ms. Drew noted that we have a resource in Mike Miller since both Mr. Koehler and Mr. Miller are filling the Human Resources position.  She suggested that it would be good to meet with union reps ahead of time because if we do some restructuring, it would be in our best interest to avoid any problems.

Mr. Koehler stated that this groundwork has been laid.  Between negotiations plus we have Labor Management meetings with them now.  It has been discussed and people are stepping up and offering.  

Mayor Fritschel reiterated that they are not discussing lay-offs.  We are discussing working with the employees that we currently have.  Every other city is struggling like we are.  With the cuts coming, even though we do not know exactly what they are yet,  we know they are coming.
The local government fund was offered to us in 1935 because they took away the property taxes and they have a sales tax and they promised all the municipalities that we would get this money because they were taking away the property tax.

Ms. Drew noted that it has already been cut significantly.

Both Mrs. D’Antonio and Mayor Fritschel stated that they have promised us this money.  It appears that they are trying to balance their budgets on the backs of local governments and schools.  Not completely, but somewhat.

Mayor Fritschel stated that “they” are saying the HB5 will help, but this will be on the November ballot.  She feels much of it is not fair.  It is a difficult time.

The meeting adjourned at 2:34 p.m.  The Mayor will find the best time and date for the next meeting.




__________________________ 
Vicki Huff
Recording Secretary
