Town of Weston
Finance Committee Meeting Minutes
Thursday, Feb 6, 2020
A meeting of the Finance Committee of the Town of Weston, which was duly called and posted in compliance with the
laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, was held on Thursday, February 6th at the Weston Town Hall. There
being a quorum present, the meeting was called to order at approximately 7:00 P.M.
Present for the meeting were:
Finance Committee:

Lisa Reitano – Chair, John McDonald, Karen Meslin, James Jarrett, Gerard Jansen, James
Philipkosky, Ellen Richstone, John Sallay and Bharath Venkataraman.

Also Present:

Leon Gaumond, Town Manager, Zoe Pierce, Treasurer/Collector, Tom Cullen, DPW Director, Rich
Sullivan, Deputy DPW Director, Steve Fogg, Town Engineer, David Soar, Fire Chief, Justin
Woodside, Deputy Fire Chief.



Meeting was called to order by Lisa Reitano at 7 pm, Gerard Jansen was appointed to serve as Secretary pro‐
tempore and charged with keeping the minutes of the meeting. The meeting was recorded by Weston Media
and is available online.



There were no residents present for comments.



The minutes of the meeting of January 30th were discussed, some minor amendments were suggested and
accepted, and the amended minutes were unanimously approved.



DPW Director Tom Cullen presented his budget, and discussion ensued on the overall condition of roads in
town, and the direction by Town Selectmen to increase spending to improve the roads.
a. The proposed budget for road improvements this year includes an additional $250k over last year,
continuing a program of increasing road work that started in 2015. Adoption of crack sealing and rubber
chip seal techniques by the DPW have slowed road deterioration. The DPW aim is to get all roads up to
a minimum of 70 index, which will bring the average index up to 86. For reference, a new road has a
100 index. Tom Cullen has been working off a 2016 consultant report (available online) to determine
road repairs and improvements. He said that the Town Center project is going well, and that the
underground work is 80 to 90% completed.
b. In response to a question on who maintains the new Rail Trail, Tom said that the Weston DPW does the
roadside mowing and removes fallen tree limbs, to maintain the Trail. This led to discussion on the
capped land fill, which will be capped for 30 years in 2022, and can then be used for recreation as well
as the solar panel farm. Monitoring of emissions has decreased due to a gradual and prolonged
decrease in emissions.
c. John Sallay asked about the recent increase in water rates, since the rates go up as the use of water
goes down, to cover average water commission costs. The town water supply has few leaks, and each
year about 2,000 ft of old pipe are replaced, with about 2.5 miles of old pipe to be replaced.
d. The increase in the proposal budget for Tree worker account is to conduct an inventory of roadside
trees, geared toward removal of dead trees. There is a small budget proposed for replacement of trees,
with decisions on what type of trees to be replanted.
e. The drainage project on the south side of town is in phase 3 of 3, with decisions on e.g. the size of
culverts needed, what grants can be applied for, and how much of the cost would be borne by the State.
1

2
f.



There has been a pilot program to install wooden guard rails, which cost 3 times as much as steel guard
rails and do not last as long.
g. Tom Cullen is requesting budget for the next part of the master plan which is for Water Tank
Replacement, and a study is being done for Tank design.
h. There was discussion on the ‘Pay as you throw’ committee, which has been regularly meeting. The last
time this was proposed it did not go well, and the committee is carefully looking at the data.
Tom Cullen’s thorough presentation ended well, with unanimous thanks from the Finance committee for the
excellent work by Tom Cullen DPW Director, Rich Sullivan, Deputy DPW Director, and Steve Fogg, Town
Engineer.



Ellen Richstone gave an overview of the Fire Department budget request. Fire Chief David Soar handed out his
presentation, which is available online.
a. The main discussion was on the request for two more FT staff to alleviate the chronic short staffing of
shifts. Currently we have two work groups staffed with 8 firefighters and two work groups staffed with
7 firefighters. 78% of shifts are currently running at less than full staffing which would require 8
personnel. Under staffing of shifts was first raised in 1962 and two firefighters were added in FY19.
However, Leon Gaumond mentioned that the under staffing of shifts is not unique in the State and is
becoming the norm with increasing mandatory State demands for e.g. training. Chief Soar said that that
more fire prevention work should be done, especially at the schools and more with the elderly
population. But the fire dept does not have the personnel to fully cover every day calls (there were
1,196 times in the past year with back to back calls) and Weston relied heavily on the reciprocity with
surrounding towns to cover new calls. Each call which originates from the Mass Pike takes more than an
hour of time by the Weston Emergency Response Unit.
b. The three capital items requested were an ambulance, which is on a 4‐yr. replacement cycle, the shift
commander vehicle which is on a 5‐yr. replacement cycle, and protective clothing. It has been found
that the fire retardant being used in protective clothing may cause cancer, so regular replacement with
updated clothing is requested.
c. The chief presented a 1962 exhibit B, and after looking this over the committee requested that this data
be updated, and that it would also be useful for the New Monthly Metrics being developed.



There was general discussion on how to improve communications to the Townspeople, and the letter from the
Finance Committee which appeared in today’s Town Crier. Leon recommended that more use be made of the
Weston Media Center.
Each Finance subcommittee gave an update on their progress, which all appeared to be doing well, and would
be completed by due dates.



A motion to adjourn was made, duly seconded and the meeting was adjourned at 8.55 pm.
Respectfully submitted,
Gerard Jansen
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Weston Fire Department
Staffing request
Fiscal Year 2021

Changes impacting the Weston Fire
Department
•
•
•
•
•

Demographics
Requests for service (call volume)
Staffing trends
Delivery of services
Fire service related

Demographics
•

•

Change in community demographics
– Average income
– Home Price
– Cost of living
Change in the size and type of exposures
– Residential homes
– Assisted Living facilities (3); two larger ones opened in the last 30 years no
increase in staffing.
– Increase in enrollment at Regis College
– Potential 40B projects (751 Boston Post Road and 518 South Ave) (Service
impact can be estimated by using predetermined rates.)
– Traffic increase: Traffic increase on all roads and major routes (Mass Pike
and Route 128) reconfiguration of Mass Pike has caused us to respond into
Newton Corner, impacts response time, increase accident calls.

Back to Back 911 calls (multiple calls received
within an hour)
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Staffing trends
• Inability to staff call department (Amount of initial training,
and residential living proximity of call department staff)
• Proximity of staff – shift from majority of staff living in town,
to living out of town. (Only 2 of our current staff reside in
Weston.)
• Decreased number and significant delay of staff responding to
call backs or large incidents
• Mutual aid communities also experiencing resource
constraints which is decreasing mutual aid capabilities and
increasing response times. (Weston received mutual aid 173
times in 2019; Weston gave mutual aid 173 times in 2019.)

Delivery of Services
• State Code compliance/Fire Prevention Inspections
• Public Education (Pre‐School to Elderly)
• Emergency Planning & Exercises (Elderly, Assisted Living
Facilities, Schools)
• Elderly Services (28% Weston population) – Lift assists,
well being checks
• Lock Outs (car & house)
• General Assistance

Delivery of Services
• OEMS Regulations‐ have changed
• Significant Training Requirements – more
mandated services

• New OSHA Regulations 2/1/19 ‐ Additional items
required and regulated by Department of Labor Standards

Fire Service Related
• Changing Hazards
– Building Construction
– Solar Panels
– Electric Vehicles

• Training Requirements
• Federal, State Regulations and NFPA

Why is more staff needed now?
• Inadequate staffing to handle the current call volume and
fire related activities which impacts our ability and
effectiveness in providing emergency services.
• Call volume is projected to increase without
development and growth from(751 Boston Post Road,
518 South Ave and Regis College ‐ future) Those projects
can further increase our call volume over projected.
• Increase in Firefighter on the job injuries due to
increased work loads.
• Request for additional staff has been a longstanding issue
for the department. (No increase in shift staffing for all 4
work groups since Fire Station #2 was opened on June 1,
1968) ** Note 2 firefighters added in FY 19

Add (2) Fulltime Firefighters (one per shift
to make all four workgroups staffed alike)
• Advantages
– Added Fire and EMS Response Capability
– Ability to staff 2 Ambulances
– Significant reduction of Call Back Overtime
– Potential impact on ISO rating
– Decrease in Mutual Aid
– Improved Firefighter safety

• Disadvantages
‐ Cost of Personnel

Staffing
• Fire Department Incidents have increased over
500% since shift staffing was added to all four
work groups. (1967 – 493, 2019 ‐ 2524)
• 2 Full time staff added in FY 19 Budget –
Remainder of plan yet to be completed.
• Fire Department inherited the EMS service from
the Police Department June 1, 1975 with no
additional increase in staffing.
• See recommendation page 16 article 2 and 8 in
Report of Special Fire Protection Committee June
8, 1962. – (Attached)

Fire Safety Programs
• Public Education
– Teach Safety Classes to Preschool through 3rd Grade
– Teach Safety to Senior Citizens

• Smoke Detector and Carbon Monoxide Detector
installation
– Work with Council on Aging to install detectors to todays code and
educate the senior citizen residents about important Fire and CO
safety

• Fire Drills
– Mandated fire drills to all schools and preschools in town

• Fire Station Tours
– Provide tours and education classes to various town organizations
• Preschools, day care, Boy Scouts

U.S. Fire Safety and Facts 2018
• There were 1,318,500 fires in residential homes with
3,655 deaths and 15,000 injuries
– 1200 of the deaths were over age 65

• 49,000 of these fires were caused by “playing with fire”
that resulted in 80 deaths and 860 injuries started by
children ages 6‐12.
• 4000 of those fires were reported in school buildings
causing 75 injuries and $66 million dollars in damages.
24 % of the school fires were determined to be
intentionally set. (0 deaths and low injury rate due to
sprinkler systems installed in the school buildings)

Incident trend with markers
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SOME FACTS ABOUT WESTON
Special to the Crier
by THE WESTON FINANCE COMMITTEE
Weston is currently determining its next budget, which will be voted at the May Town Meeting and go
into effect this summer for Fiscal Year 2021. The budget in turn determines how much you will pay in
taxes. Currently the budget is expected to increase by 5.4%. This is an increase of $4.5 million, to get us
to roughly $89 million, or $99.3 million including debt service. These numbers are based on both the
School Budget as proposed by School Administration on January 13 and the Town Budget as proposed
by Town Manager Leon Gaumond on January 21.
The Finance Committee would like to give you some facts about our town to consider as we enter this
budget season. Many of the following facts are taken from the Finance Committee Report that was
included with the warrant book you received prior to Town Meeting last May. For more detailed
information, that report can be found at
https://www.weston.org/DocumentCenter/View/18620/Report-of-the-Finance-Committee-PDF. Some
additional facts appear in this year’s school budget book, which is also publicly available online.
Some facts about our Town:
•

•

•

•

•

Weston currently has the highest average single family tax bill in the state. Our average tax bill
was $19,653 in FY18, which was 34% higher than the $14,613 average of next 8 towns, which
are comparable towns to ours. Those towns are Lincoln, Sherborn, Wellesley, Carlisle, Dover,
Concord, Lexington, and Wayland. Even Lincoln, which is next highest on the list, was
considerably lower, at $15,629.
Over the last 10 years, the typical (median) Weston household has experienced a 37% increase
in its property tax bill or 3.2% per year. Boston area inflation has averaged 1.8% per year over
that period.
Over 10% of our budget goes to pay for debt on money we have borrowed for projects or capital
expenses (debt service). The amount of money we owe for this debt is more than a year’s worth
of our operating budget, $93.5 million as of 6/30/19.
We also have significant unfunded liabilities for employee pension ($61.4 million) and employee
health benefits ($66.5 million), as of 6/30/19. All told, our current debt and unfunded liabilities
total $221.4 million, or $58,838 per household. For perspective, this figure is approximately 2.4
times the average level per household in our comparable towns.
Roughly two-thirds of our total town budget (including benefits) goes for expenses for our
schools, though less than a third of households have student(s) in the Weston Public Schools.

Some facts about our Schools:
•

We have much higher per pupil expenditures than those of neighboring comparable school
districts, despite performance metrics which are not materially different. Our cost per pupil is
25% higher than the average of comparable towns/districts. Our per pupil expense in FY17 was

•

•

•

•

•

•

$24,226 compared to an average of $19,334 for Dover-Sherborn, Concord-Carlisle, Wellesley,
Lincoln-Sudbury, Wayland, and Lexington. In particular, the Dover-Sherborn combined district,
which has about the same number of students as Weston, is only at $20,595.
Enrollment has declined in our schools and is projected to decline more in the future, as the
population of school age children in Weston has been declining. We had 2,365 children in our
schools 10 years ago (FY11), 2,181 children 5 years ago (FY16), and are projected to have 2,005
children in our schools next year. This is a decrease of 15% over the past 10 years.
Enrollment at our high school has dropped 44 students since last year and is projected to drop
another 14 students next year. Enrollment at WHS was 748 students ten years ago, and is
projected to be 649 next year. Currently 35 classes at WHS have fewer than 15 students
enrolled, which is below class size policy.
Not long ago we had classes coming through WHS that were large enough to justify 10 sections
when they were in elementary school. Recent classes entering the Weston schools have been
much smaller, typically having 7 sections. Next year’s kindergarten class is expected to have 6
sections. We may at some point get an increase in students due to 40B’s, but no large ones
have been approved and ground has not yet been broken on anything, so it will be some years
before we see any effect on our school enrollment.
Weston Public School budgets have continued to increase significantly even as enrollment has
dropped. The costs attributable to education in the overall budget (School budget, Benefits, and
Gross debt service) have grown from $52.3 million in FY15 to $58.7 million in FY20.
Staffing has continued to grow in our schools, even as enrollment has declined. Ten years ago,
we had staffing in our schools of 428.4 FTE (Full Time Equivalents,) with 2,365 students. Next
year, even with the reductions in staff of 13.6 FTE’s that are proposed in the school budget, we
will still have more faculty/staff than ten years ago with a substantially smaller enrollment. Next
year’s proposed budget includes 434.8 FTE’s for an enrollment of 2,005 students.
The vast majority of our school expenses are people. Of the total school budget of $42.9
million, 85% ($36.5 million) is salary and other cash compensation to faculty and staff. It is
important to note that healthcare and other benefits are a significant additional cost item that is
not part of the school budget.

Weston has a longstanding tradition of supporting excellence in public education, and our schools are
among the most highly rated in the Boston area. While we must strive to maintain the excellence of
our schools, there are certainly opportunities to provide services more efficiently, particularly with the
declining enrollment in our schools, and it is important that we do so. Likewise, we need to look for
opportunities to keep our town (non-school) expenses from expanding as well. The excellence of our
schools is important for the benefit of our children and for our real estate values, but the escalating tax
burden could very well have the opposite effect on the attractiveness of our town and consequently our
real estate values.

