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Mayor Donecker called the meeting to order at 7:30 a.m. in the first-floor conference room of City Hall. He turned the budget discussion over to City Manager Almond

BUDGET DISCUSSION.

City Manager Almond noted that he had met with City Council members in small group meetings. Based on those discussions, he offered several scenarios for staff reductions. If eight positions were cut, that would leave the budget approximately $60,000 to the good with less taken out of the Fund Balance, he said. He said he hoped that it would be better next year, but he said he expected to have some of the same problems next year.

Depending on the decisions reached today, the City Manager said he expected to have budget books ready by Thursday or Friday. He would go ahead and talk with those department heads affected by personnel cuts.  "I know it's distasteful," he told Council.

The eight positions recommended for layoffs were six in the Fire Department, one in Solid Waste Management and one in Finance. With those cuts, the Fire Department could still keep all three fire stations open, according to Chief Bracken, he said. It would not affect medical call service, but it could have some effect on fire service, he noted. If one truck arrives from one station before another, they may have to wait until enough firefighters are there before they could enter a building per OSHA requirements. However, usually the fire trucks arrive fairly close together, and there would have to be some time for pre-planning, etc., it was noted.

Councilman Festerman said he didn't like taking any funds out of the fund balance, noting you don't do that with family finances. Councilwoman Zdanski noted that the recommended 10% sewer rate is an increase for citizens. Mayor Pro Tem Gentry noted the effect of still rising oil prices.

Councilman Henderson said he didn't feel comfortable placing the burden of personnel cuts primarily on the backs of one department. Councilman Festerman pointed out that the Fire Department was where the largest increases in personnel had come from in recent years.

Mayor Donecker noted that the City of Eden has fewer firefighters (16 to 19) and responded to more fires in 2002 than Reidsville (130 in Eden compared to 102 in Reidsville). It was noted that the biggest thing Reidsville does differently is its medical response calls. However, it was reiterated that the Fire Department cannot transport patients.

Councilman Henderson noted that the Fire Department can't enter a house until four firefighters arrive at the scene. Mayor Donecker noted that they still have to "pre-plan" when they arrive.

Councilman Rucker said something should be placed on the table. He already knew what he's going to do. Councilwoman Zdanski asked if Councilman Rucker had an alternative? Councilman Rucker said they should go with something. Councilman Turner described it as a "painful" situation, saying he hated losing anybody, but he thought it was necessary at this time.

Council members expressed concerns about what the following fiscal year (2005-2006) would bring. 

Councilman Festerman asked the City Manager if this was his best shot? City Manager Almond replied that he felt it was the only way if a tax increase isn't on the table. "This is the place to go and the way to do it," he said.

The City Manager noted that there are three current vacant positions in the Police Department. However, he noted that the highest demand for services among citizens is police. He said he hated cutting any positions, noting that the Fire Department has expanded under his administration. However, oftentimes when looking at cuts, one has to look at where the last expansions were made, he stressed.

Councilmen Festerman and Turner expressed their support. Councilwoman Zdanski said she didn't see any other way. Councilman Turner said he was afraid things were going to get worse.

Councilman Festerman questioned the wisdom of filling three vacant positions and going through the training process knowing that those same positions may have to be cut next year if the economic picture remains bad. 

Comparisons were made between the Reidsville and Eden Police Departments although it was questioned whether it was a comparison of "apples to apples." It was noted that Eden's tax rate is 57 cents.

The three openings in the Reidsville Police Department were discussed again. In response to questions from Council, the City Manager said two of the positions would be on the streets while the other position is for an officer at the SCORE Center. The SCORE Center position is funded for 10 months by the school system, it was noted.

It was decided that in addition to the eight previously mentioned positions, the three positions in the Police Department would be frozen. Council members seemed to agree the extra positions should be frozen because of concerns about the next year. Everyone appeared to believe that next year was going to be even tougher than this year.

After further discussion, it was agreed that only two positions in the Police Department should be frozen because an officer would be needed for the SCORE Center. It was pointed out that the other two positions (Elderly/Child Abuse Prevention Officer & Nuisance Abatement Officer) were grant positions. The grant funding was slated to end with this fiscal year.

Councilman Festerman said he would like to see the Council set a direction that the City needs to be going in. It was questioned whether 401K could be discontinued with new hires. However, staff informed Council that IRS regulations say the City must be consistent with all employees.

Council asked for clarification on the proposed personnel cuts: six in Fire, one in Solid Waste Management, one in Finance and two in Police. Councilman Festerman noted that by eliminating these two specialty positions, those officers would be moved to patrol and put back "on the streets."

The City Manager, after reviewing the proposed personnel cuts, asked Council if it was his understanding that they wanted him to balance the budget with no Fund Balance appropriation and no tax increase? Councilman Turner said he hoped that no money would have to be taken out of Fund Balance, but if staff had to, they had to.

SIDEWALK MONIES AVAILABLE.

City Manager Almond informed Council that some $10 million is available statewide for "transportation enhancement" projects. The City would like to apply for the monies for two sidewalk projects, he said. The routes would be (1) North Scales Street from Wentworth Street to Freeway Drive; and (2) a combination of streets -- Cypress from Belmont to Westover (past Reidsville High School), Westover from Jaycee Park north to Freemont Street and South Scales Street southward to the Industrial Park.

Council members asked how the priority was set? City Manager Almond noted that it was staff directed. Councilman Festerman said he always liked to look around the schools. The City Manager noted that Sprinkle Street (near Moss Street School & the SCORE Center) already has a sidewalk, as does Harrison.

The City Manager explained that one of the criteria for the projects is that the City had to already have the right of way or that the right of way could be made available quickly. Vance Street is already scheduled to be widened and upgraded next year with the "North Carolina Moving Ahead" funds, he added.

Other possibilities mentioned were Wentworth Street and from the SCORE Center down to Moss Street School (on Moss Street).

Councilman Festerman asked how it is decided which side of the street will get the sidewalk? City Manager Almond explained that it is usually done by the "path of least resistance."

Councilman Rucker also questioned whether the Lawsonville Avenue area near the church there needed a sidewalk.

Councilman Rucker then made the motion to approve the sidewalks request as presented with the addition of Moss Street from the SCORE Center to Moss Street School. The motion was seconded by Councilman Festerman and unanimously approved 7-0 by Council. (A RESOLUTION OF SUPPORT IS INCORPORATED AND MADE A PART OF THESE MINUTES.)

GENERAL BUDGET DISCUSSION.

City Manager Almond asked whether he understood that the majority of the City Council approves the following plan: eliminate six positions from Fire, one from Finance and one from Solid Waste Management and either close the Recycling Center or try an unmanned Recycling Center on a trial basis.

Council members discussed the Recycling Center further. Mayor Donecker said unmanned recycling sites seemed to work in other rural counties. Mention was made of having a part-time person come in and clean up around the recycling bins.

City Manager Almond asked again for clarification about the Recycling Center. He noted that once services are cut, Council can't put them back in without affecting the budget. The Mayor reiterated the need to keep some form of recycling. He said people who recycle feel like they're doing something. He said he gets positive comments about having a drop-off facility.

City Manager Almond asked for Council's consensus on the key points of the budget already discussed. Councilman Festerman said the Council needed to give the City Manager their full support. The Councilman asked for a vote around the table.

It was determined that the vote would most likely be 5-to-2 with Councilmen Rucker and Henderson voting against the proposed budget.

Landfill Discussion.

A handout was distributed showing a proposed penalty to allow the City of Reidsville to enter into the Rockingham County Landfill. (A COPY OF THE HANDOUT IS HEREIN INCORPORATED AND MADE A PART OF THESE MINUTES.) The City of Eden and the Town of Madison have sent resolutions asking the County Commissioners to impose some type of penalty fee on Reidsville because the City did not join the other municipalities in the landfill effort some 10 years ago.

The proposed penalty, sent to the Council from the County Manager's office, would be $108,405. The Mayor noted that the tipping fees for the City would be the same as those of the other municipalities. The City could decide how to make the additional payments and over what timeframe, Mayor Donecker indicated.

A lengthy discussion ensued about whether the City should have to pay such a penalty. Concerns were also expressed whether the penalty might be raised. 

It was decided that Councilman Festerman would discuss the issue with several of the County Commissioners. It appeared to be the majority consensus of Council that while the City shouldn't even have to pay a penalty, the proposed penalty may be the best offer they will receive. No action was taken.

Councilman Rucker made the motion, seconded by Councilman Henderson and unanimously approved by Council, to adjourn at approximately 9 a.m.
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