MINUTES OF THE RECESSED MEETING
OF THE REIDSVILLE CITY COUNCIL
HELD WEDNESDAY, APRIL 25, 2007 AT 3:00 P.M.
FIRST-FLOOR CONFERENCE ROOM, CITY HALL
CITY COUNCIL MEMBERS PRESENT:
Mayor James K. Festerman


Mayor Pro-Tem Donald L. Gorham


Councilman John H. Gentry

Councilman George O. Rucker

Councilman Clark Turner


Councilwoman Joan Zdanski


                                                                         

COUNCIL MEMBERS ABSENT:                      
Councilman John Henderson

CITY STAFF PRESENT:                                    
D. Kelly Almond, City Manager
                                                                                    Angela G. Stadler, CMC, City Clerk
                                                                                    Terri J. Stamey, Assistant City Manager

Mayor Festerman opened the meeting at 3 p.m. He noted that Councilman Henderson was not present because he was in the hospital; however, things are going well. Mayor Pro Tem Gorham said they visited Councilman Henderson last night and he looked better and stronger than he has been. The Mayor then turned the meeting over to City Manager Almond.

PROPOSED BUDGET DISCUSSION.

City Manager said he did not have a lot of new information for Council. He said he needed to get a consensus from Council on the options he had sent out to them earlier in the week. He noted that he had also sent Council some information on property tax values, which showed that a majority of the properties are valued at $75,000 and under. He stated that these properties could also include vacant lots.
The City Manager said he was not trying to rush anything at all, but he would like to go ahead and prepare the entire budget book. A public hearing could be advertised for the May 9th meeting, but he stressed that Council does not have to adopt the budget then. Council could either adopt the budget in May or let it lie on the table for a month and wait until the June regular meeting to adopt it. He said he was not expecting a lot of new information between now and then. He noted that they are still trying to bridge an approximate $540,000 gap. He said there were pros and cons for all of the options listed. (A COPY OF THE OPTIONS PROVIDED TO COUNCIL ARE HEREIN INCORPORATED AND MADE A PART OF THESE MINUTES.)

Mayor Festerman asked for more information on new positions. City Manager Almond replied that there is only one new position being recommended, a grant-funded position for a new Gang Investigator in the Police Department. The other two positions are trainee positions in the Patrol division, which had already been authorized by Council in the past, the City Manager explained. He said this was the second year these positions were included in the budget, but this was the first time at budget time that these trainee positions were filled.  City Manager Almond said Council had authorized staff in the past to “over hire” in the Police Department if a good applicant was found because of the turnover in the department. Therefore, for the first time, the department had two “over hires,” but the City Manager noted it only lasted for 24 hours, because the department has had a resignation.

Mayor Festerman questioned why there was one less position in the Street Division as reflected on the employment handout. (A COPY OF THESE HANDOUT IS HEREIN INCORPORATED AND MADE A PART OF THE MINUTES.) City Manager Almond explained that this position was moved to Parks & Recreation since the employee was working on parks all the time anyway.

Therefore, the City Manager stated the only real new position is that of the grant-funded Gang Investigator. The other two trainee positions were authorized a long time ago, he said.

Mayor Festerman asked if Mayor Pro Tem Gorham (the only member not on Council when this was authorized) understood the reasoning for this? The City Manager was asked to give further explanation. City Manager Almond stated that the City at one time had good applicants, especially minority candidates, coming in but had no openings. However, historically, they knew there would be vacancies. Therefore, Council authorized the department to go ahead and hire them.

Mayor Festerman said perhaps the Council should consider cutting back these trainee positions to just one. This would save the City about $40,000 in pay and benefits, it was noted.

This led to a brief discussion of additional security in the downtown area and how it was being handled.

Mayor Festerman asked the City Manager if he had identified any new money sources? The City Manager said he had identified some new grant money that had not been budgeted in, but it had no material effect on the overall budget. It was noted that he did take out the refinished flooring for the Parks & Recreation Department gymnasium.

Councilman Rucker questioned the renovations of the Teen Center, noting that when he went by it, the roof was off. He asked if there would be additional renovation costs? City Manager said no, the renovations had included keeping the slab with plumbing, the exterior walls and the interior load-bearing walls. He said Council had funded those already, and he wouldn’t expect there to be any other costs. Councilman Turner asked if the new roof would be pitched? The City Manager replied in the affirmative. He also added that the smokestack had been saved since it was an architectural design of the building.

City Manager Almond indicated that he knew that any option Council members go with, they will have to be able to defend. He stressed that the tax rate increase is the fairest all down the line. Fees fall disproportionately on the lower valued properties and do not affect industries, he said. He noted that the City would need to do a good public education job to explain to citizens why they were being charged a fee that previously was included in their taxes. Of course, any option would need to be explained, he said.
Councilman Turner noted that by adding a sanitation fee on the citizen’s water bill, residents are already complaining that the bill is too high. He said the sanitation fee might be “another slap in the face” to the citizens. Councilman Rucker pointed out that many citizens still feel that by sending water to the City of Greensboro, it was supposed to have helped with local residents’ water bills. Mayor Festerman stated that, by law, sanitation services can’t be paid from the Water Fund. The Mayor questioned about people living in apartments, but City Manager Almond noted that the larger apartment complexes have dumpsters so those citizens wouldn’t be affected by a sanitation fee.

Mayor Festerman asked if he should call a vote on each option or get a consensus on one option.

Councilman Gentry said that the six-cent tax rate increase across the board seems to be the fairest. If citizens are already paying for the garbage pickup in their taxes, it will be hard to explain why suddenly they have to pay another fee, he indicated.

The Mayor said he looked at it from an economic development standpoint, and he didn’t like having the highest tax rate in the County. Of course, he questioned whether industries actually make decisions based on the tax rate. Probably not, he said. City Manager Almond agreed, noting that many of the larger industries get tax breaks for several years anyway.

Councilwoman Zdanski questioned the numbers of lower valued properties in the City and whether that was correct. Councilman Turner said to remember they include vacant lots.

Councilwoman Zdanski said the sanitation fee definitely would not be the most equitable option. Of course, she stated that nothing is equitable, depending on what side of the fence you’re on.

Councilman Turner said that the residents owning properties valued at $50,000 or less would be hit the hardest by a sanitation fee. The six-cent tax rate increase would be easiest on them, he said.

Councilman Rucker said the six-cent tax rate seemed to be the easiest way rather than the others.

Mayor Pro Tem Gorham stated that the sanitation fee is “in your face every month.”

Councilwoman Zdanski said that, of the choices they have, it would seem that the simplest way for them is the six-cent tax rate increase. She said it may not be the best way to go, but it may be the fairest way. She added that she doesn’t particularly like the six-cent tax rate.

Again, Councilwoman Zdanski noted that expenditures aren’t the problem. City Manager Almond agreed, noting that revenues are the problem.

Mayor Festerman said it was more acceptable to him to have a $5.00 sanitation fee each month and a three-cent tax rate increase. However, he said he would support whatever the majority of Council said. He reiterated that as a Mayor and Councilman, he doesn’t like having the highest tax rate in the County. City Manager Almond said that at 73 cents, Reidsville would be tied with the Town of Madison, which is already at 73 cents. Eden, it was noted, has a 57 cent tax rate but a $12 a month sanitation fee. The Mayor noted that $5 a month is $60 a year. He said he wasn’t trying to minimize it, but that was not very much money. Mayor Pro Tem Gorham said it was for a person who only gets an $805 a month Social Security check.

Mayor Pro Tem Gorham asked if the Council will be doing the same thing again next year? City Manager Almond said he can’t imagine needing another tax increase any time soon. He said that is the best advice he can give Council, but he stressed that the City has nothing to be ashamed of, especially given what the City has been through during the past 19 years.

Councilman Turner pointed out that industries would not be affected by a sanitation fee. He also added that if a $5.00 per month fee is established, it is easier to raise that figure in the future. He stressed that a new tax never goes away.
City Manager Almond noted that the State has impacted the City and its source of revenues. He said the City has been “hit right and left” with losses in sales tax revenues and the shifting to cities of new regulatory responsibilities without the funding to support these programs.
Mayor Festerman asked if Councilman Henderson has shared his thoughts with any of the other Council members? Mayor Pro Tem Gorham said they showed him the options the other day, and he said it appeared the six-cent tax rate increase is the fairest way to go.

The Mayor said he fears that he is in the minority. Councilman Gentry said he could go either way.

City Manager Almond told Council that he would prepare the budget book with the six-cent tax rate increase, but it appeared that the Council was looking at either the six-cent tax rate increase or a combination of a three-cent tax rate increase and a $5.00 monthly sanitation fee.

The Mayor asked if a resident could speak. It was agreed that he could. Roger Hayes, who operates a business at 211 South Scales Street, asked Council whether instead of a tax rate increase, they could implement a “fuel surcharge,” basing the fee on the rising costs of services associated with transportation, etc. Mayor Festerman said that only about $100,000 of the shortage can be attributed to rising gas prices, and they didn’t want to be deceptive. City Manager Almond also said he didn’t think that legally the City can do that. Mr. Hayes noted that various companies, including the gas company, charge such surcharges. The City Manager pointed out that cities operate under a different set of laws than companies do.

Mayor Festerman asked about places such as the Creekside Manufactured Home Park. Several Council members stated that they would not be affected because the park has dumpsters. Therefore, all of those residents would be exempt from the sanitation fee.

City Manager Almond said staff would move ahead with the budget book with the six-cent tax increase included. He noted that the public hearing would be advertised for May 9, but he stressed that Council does not have to vote at that time and could wait until the June meeting.

Capital Project Ordinances.

City Manager Almond noted that he had sent to Council three Capital Project Ordinances for their information. It was decided that there would be no vote today, but that they could be presented at the May 9th meeting.

Piedmont Natural Gas.

Mayor Festerman announced that he had been informed by Piedmont Natural Gas that the company would be closing all of its business offices systemwide. The office in Burlington will be closed next month, and the Reidsville office will be closed by mid-summer or early fall. Citizens will be able to pay their bills at a third-party provider. It was noted that this appears to be the trend in the utility profession. The operations yard will still be on Way Street, the City Manager stated. There was a brief discussion about the Piedmont Natural Gas building downtown.

Upcoming Events.

City Manager Almond reminded Council members of the annual Employee Appreciation Luncheon and Service Award picnic to be held Thursday at the Penn House between 11 a.m. and 1:30 p.m. Service pins will be distributed about 12 noon.

On Saturday, May 12, the Rockingham County Partnership for Economic & Tourism Development is coordinating a trip to the equestrian center in Lexington, Virginia, the City Manager said. The group will leave from the Rockingham County Governmental Center about 12 noon and return about 10-10:30 p.m. that night. He said he needs to know rather quickly if any Council members will be attending since a bus is being reserved.

Mayor Festerman informed Council that the proposed equestrian center here will be called the “Horse Park of the South.” He noted that a corporate sponsor would be able to get the naming rights. He said he would make a report at the next City Council meeting on this.

Authority to Purchase Parcels.
City Manager Almond noted that in closed session last Monday, the City Council authorized him to negotiate to purchase two parcels for the North Scales Street improvements. He said he would now like for Council to agree to spend $53,000 from the Undesignated Fund Balance to purchase these two parcels and pay legal fees.

Councilwoman Zdanski made the motion, seconded by Councilman Turner, to approve the purchase of these two North Scales Street properties for $53,000 from the Undesignated Fund Balance.

It was explained that the property is currently occupied and the owner will have 30 days to move.

The Council then voted 6-0 in favor of the motion.

Mayor Pro Tem Gorham then made the motion, seconded by Councilwoman Zdanski and unanimously approved by Council in a 6-0 vote, to adjourn at approximately 3:45 p.m.






__________________________________








Mayor James K. Festerman

ATTEST:

__________________________________

  Angela G. Stadler, CMC, City Clerk
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