
CITY OF NEWTON 
 

IN BOARD OF ALDERMEN 
 

LONG RANGE PLANNING REPORT 
 

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 24, 2007 
 

Present:  Ald. Vance (Chair), Danberg, Johnson, Hess-Mahan, and President Baker 
 
Also present:  Ald. Linsky 
 
City personnel present:  Chief Administrative Officer Sandy Pooler, Chief Budget Officer 
Susan Burstein 
 
The meeting was called to order at 7:45 pm by Chairman Vance.  The sole item on the 
agenda was to review the updated long-range forecast, to discuss the future planning 
aspects of the Mayor’s State of the City Address and to discuss next steps for the ongoing 
long-range planning process for the City.  Chief Administrator Pooler initiated the 
discussion. 
 
Mr. Pooler explained that the primary changes in the five year forecast are a change in 
how costs for snow removal are reflected and the inclusion of an additional schedule that 
details the debt service by project for FY08-FY13.  He added that City Controller David 
Wilkinson has had an opportunity to review all of these materials and concurs that this is 
an accurate reflection of this forecast.  While there are slight changes in the numbers, the 
overall picture remains unchanged, showing a structural deficit of around $10 Million for 
FY09, which continues to grow each year.  Over the summer, the Mayor met with 
department heads and staff to discuss what they would like to see done if they had more 
resources.  The report before the committee reflects the suggestions of each department 
were additional resources available.  
 
The first two pages of the report contain information on what is behind the structural 
deficit.  The biggest items are healthcare, pension costs, energy and decline in local aid.   
 
Chairman Vance asked how these items relate to the school budget and whether such 
large ticket items as Special Education are broken down to reflect their various 
components.  Mr. Pooler answered that Special Education is indeed a large item in the 
school budget and that within this category, transportation and other costs have shown 
significant increases.  Their percentage increases forecasted are set out in the 
assumptions. Enrollment, of which he will have a clearer picture in December, will also 
have a major impact.   
 
There was then a discussion of increases in employee benefits, which Mr. Pooler said had 
doubled over the past six years.  Ms. Burstein added the ‘budget busters’ are items that 
are growing faster than we have been able to control.  Some items, such as healthcare, 



pension and energy costs are subject to possible intervention.  Others, such as special 
education transportation and enrollment, are really beyond our control, but all must be 
accounted for equally in the long range forecast. 
 
The discussion then moved to Public Safety on page three.  Mr. Pooler said that Chief of 
Police O’Brien indicated that he would like to see the restoration of two Officer positions 
in the Community Resource Division, as part of the Patrol Bureau.  The Chief explained 
that these positions would offer ongoing continuity with problem solving he feels would 
strengthen the Police Department’s ability to do its job effectively. 
 
Ald. Johnson asked how many police officers have been cut over the past few years and 
from which divisions and what efficiencies have changed over this time in the way the 
Police Department works.  Chairman Vance added that he and Ald. Danberg are still 
mourning the loss of a ‘Meter Maid’, which meant the loss of revenue generated by this 
position.  He asked whether the City has explored adding additional capability in the 
areas of enforcement of zoning, parking and other revenue generating areas.  Mr. Pooler 
replied that these were all good questions, which could be discussed with the Chief at a 
subsequent meeting. 
 
Ald. Johnson raised the issue of finding ways in which communities can better work 
together in order to achieve economies of scale and identify what functions can and 
cannot be shared.  A discussion continued of the need to change the way the City does 
business in order to reflect changing resources and technology available, and the need to 
take advantage of advances to improve efficiency and effectiveness in all areas of 
government. 
 
Discussion then moved on to the Fire Department and the desire of Fire Chief LaCroix to 
add a heavy duty fire rescue vehicle.  This piece of equipment would be housed in 
Newton Centre and employ a rapid intervention team, specially trained to protect the 
safety of the other firefighters at the scene of a fire and other high-risk situations.  Mr. 
Pooler added that this type of equipment is often seen in the larger departments such as 
Boston, and would be an innovation in a suburban City such as Newton.  He suggested 
having the chiefs come in to speak with the Committee on why it is important. 
 
Ald. Danberg asked whether any surrounding communities had a heavy duty rescue truck 
and whether, at three hundred forty one thousand dollars, this could be shared.  Mr. 
Pooler said that this was certainly an issue that could be discussed with the Chief. 
 
Ald. Hess-Mahan said that he had been informed that at some of the elderly housing 
locations, the majority of calls are medical, reaching an average in some places of two 
per day.  Responders sometimes include an ambulance and two fire trucks.  He 
questioned why such large pieces of ill-suited equipment needed to respond and whether 
smaller rescue trucks would make more sense in these situations.  Mr. Pooler answered 
that the changes in dispatch in recent years included trying to target the right pieces of 
equipment to the right incidents.  He stressed that it is an evolving protocol worthy of 
continuing discussion and improvement.  He explained that the heavy duty rescue vehicle 



would not respond to these routine events, but rather be used primarily for incidents such 
as fires or auto accidents in which extractions, ‘haz-mat’ and other difficult or high-risk 
rescues were required. 
 
Ald. Johnson added that this discussion underscores  that before we spend a large amount 
of money on any equipment, we need to be very clear on what our needs are in terms of 
what we have lost, where we need to be and how we are going to get there. 
 
Mr. Pooler said that in the area of Health and Human Services, Commissioner Naparstek 
recommends that increase the amount of money we spend on our contract with Riverside 
to deal with Newton youth services.  The waiting list for service is up to six months and 
needs to be reduced.  
 
In Planning and Development, the recommendation is that we add another planner to the 
Planning Department.  Members of the committee agreed, and added that the other place 
where added staff is needed is Inspectional Services, because both of these areas have 
direct bottom line impact.  Also agreed upon is the need to review and revise our zoning 
ordinances, which we could accomplish for about one hundred thousand dollars.  
Alderman Baker commented on the importance of attracting and retaining well trained 
people in the areas mentioned above. 
 
Mr. Pooler then discussed the area of Information Technology (IT).  He informed the 
Committee that although the IT department had received cuts in recent years, the City 
increasingly relies on this department for its increasing needs to offer and maintain more 
City information on line.  He stressed the importance of restoring a staff person and 
investing in the hardware needed to keep our web service and department functioning at 
the needed level.  To Chairman Vance’s question as to how this relates to the installation 
of a Wi-Fi network, Mr. Pooler responded that this would be a separate effort.  The 
model, he explained, would be for the development of a system by an outside company.  
There is ongoing discussion with Galaxy about deploying a City-wide network.   We will 
also be docketing some proposed changes to the zoning ordinance that would allow them 
to come in and set up such a network.  There will be more discussion on this at a later 
date. 
 
President Baker asked about the back-up financial server system, as the City presently 
has no back-up system in case of catastrophic failure of its computer system.  There are 
back-up tapes of City data, but there is no back-up system in case of failure of the 
primary system that would allow the City to carry on its business.  Mr. Pooler said that 
the auditors have recommended that the City purchase such a system as soon as possible. 
 
The director of the library identified as her most important innovation as automating and 
innovating the way we process books.  Surrounding communities have moved to this 
model, which will have a savings effect in the number of people we need to process 
books and will keep our excellent library competitive. 
 



At the Jackson Homestead and Newton History Museum, we have a program that has 
grown over the past few years, thanks to some grant money for a program person.  
Because this grant, which is essential to the progress they have made, is running out, it is 
essential that we replace this money in their budget.  Ald. Johnson suggested that we look 
at the strategic plan developed by the Newton History Museum to get a better idea of 
what their needs are and how we can best respond. 
 
In Public Works, Mr. Pooler identified two major areas of concern:  First, is additional 
personnel to pay attention to our village centers, keeping them clean and maintained; 
second is increasing our investment in our street paving program.  The proposal is to add 
two hundred thousand dollars the first year, then four hundred thousand, and build up to 
an additional one million dollars per year on our street paving program.  The goal is to 
pave fifteen miles per year.  Discussion moved to the need to plan all projects in a 
coordinated way, unlike the Lower Falls project, which was cited as an example of a 
project hurt by a lack of planning.   
 
President Baker made the point regarding sidewalk plowing that in light of the current 
effort to encourage people to walk more, anything that makes the City more walkable is 
an important part of the program.  He said that it is important that we have a strategy for 
dealing with the pedestrian needs we have and that it address the continuing problem of 
tying NStar into this as it begins to get dark earlier.  By definition, the departments have 
roles that are functionally oriented.  When people need to walk, it is irrelevant whether 
the Recreation Dept or the City plows the street or sidewalk, they just want it plowed.  He 
suggested that when going through the individual components of a plan that we sit back 
and ask how to best coordinate all of the services to achieve the best result for the public. 
 
Regarding Public Buildings, Mr. Pooler said that he thought what Commissioner of 
Public Buildings Parnell is looking for is an additional four craft people who would work 
on maintaining our public buildings.  Many people have been cut from this department 
over the years and these cuts have severely compromised the City’s ability to maintain its 
buildings.  This reality has been recently vetted in public and in the newspapers in the 
form of criticism of the City’s poor maintenance of the public bathhouse at Crystal Lake.  
Mr. Pooler added that he felt that adding these positions is a good use of money and that 
the benefits speak for themselves. 
 
The subject of outsourcing came up in regards to such items as repair and maintenance of 
HVAC systems.  Alderman Johnson asked if it made sense to outsource this area of work.  
Mr. Pooler replied that the decision was made to hire an HVAC tech when the City 
realized that it was spending hundreds of thousands of dollars on outside sources to 
service City air conditioning units.  He said that the administration felt that there is 
enough work to keep an in house person busy at considerably lower cost to the City.  Ald. 
Johnson said that an analysis of total cost would be in order, as when we hire, we not 
only pay salary but also benefits and retirement.   
 
In Parks and Recreation, the recommendation is to add funds to turf and tree 
maintenance.  President Baker said that now that Crystal Lake has been enhanced by the 



acquisition of the 20 Rogers St. property, many people have asked about the possibility of 
keeping it open longer in the year.  Since lifeguards are hard to find in the latter part of 
the season because they go back to school, he wondered if some might be attending local 
colleges or if these schools might be tapped to provide lifeguards until later in the season.  
He added that this might be an area in which the public would agree that good value 
could be added for a small incremental expenditure at both Crystal Lake and Gath Pool. 
 
President Baker brought up the fact that in Public Works many jobs are physically 
challenging and asked whether we had enough manpower to handle the challenges 
required.  Mr. Pooler answered that as is typical of municipalities, our workforce is older 
than that of the ‘Dot-Com’ industry and that it tends to be an issue in terms of claims, but 
he feels that the work is getting done.  On hot days, we do shut things down due to 
difficulty in working in very hot conditions and the desire to protect people.  The need to 
provide City workers with noise protection in the form of ear protection was discussed; 
with agreement that ear protection should be purchased and required. 
 
Chairman Vance adjourned the meeting at 9:15 pm. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
Verne Vance, Chairman 
Vicki Danberg, Vice Chair 
 


