	Cortland County 
Budget and Finance Committee



	Minutes
	February 19, 2009
	8:00 aM
	County Office Building

Legislative Chambers

	

	Meeting called by
	Mr. Troy called the meeting to order at 8:03 a.m.

	Type of meeting
	Regular Meeting 

	committee Members present
	John Troy, Chairman; Newell Willcox, Vice Chairman; Tony Piombo Kathie Arnold; Danny Ross and Tom Williams

	LEGISLATORS present
	John Daniels, Chairman

	attendees
	Dennis Whitt, Auditor; Elizabeth Larkin, County Clerk; Carolyn Kennedy, Treasurer’s Office; Jim Dempsey, CVB; Jeremy Boylan, Clerk of the Legislature; Catherine Wilde, Cortland Standard; Eric Mulvihill, WXHC; Martha Tubaugh, Treasurer’s Office; Pat O’Mara, Treasurer; Brian Parker, B&G; Ed Purser, Attorney; Tom Gillson, BDC/IDA.

	not present
	Sandy Price, excused

	Mr. Troy opened the meeting and asked for a motion to approve the minutes of Jan. 15, 2009.  Mr. Willcox made a motion to approve the minutes. Seconded by Mr. Williams. All members voting in favor; none opposed, and the minutes were approved as printed.


	Agenda Item No. 1 – Authorize Payment/Treasurer’s Office (Surplus Sales Tax)

	discussion
	Motion was made by Mr. Willcox. Seconded by Mr. Piombo. All members voting in favor; none opposed. The motion passed. 

	Conclusion
	

	Agenda Item No. 2 – Amend Budget/Treasurer’s Office  – Sales Tax 

	discussion
	Motion was made by Mr. Willcox. Seconded by Ms. Arnold. All members voting in favor; none opposed. The motion passed.

	Conclusion
	


	Agenda Item No. 3 – Authorize Agreement – Cortland County BDC/IDA

	discussion
	Motion was made by Mr. Willcox. Seconded by Mr. Piombo. Mr. Gillson said the last five-year contract there was a zero percent cost increase, and this contract will have zero increase over the first two years, four percent (4%) increase in the third year, and three percent (3%) in the fourth year of the contract. All members voting in favor, except Mr. Willcox. The motion passed.

	Conclustion 
	

	

	Agenda Item No. 4 – Designation of Depositories

	discussion
	Motion was made by Mr. Willcox. Seconded by Mr. Piombo. Mr. O’Mara said this is an annual designation. Mr. Piombo asked how the banks and amounts deposited were determined. Ms. Kennedy said it is because of the best interest rates. Mr. Williams asked if all banks with local branches are represented on the list. Ms. Kennedy said yes. Mr. Willcox said he would like to keep the money in local banks if possible. Ms. Arnold asked about using a credit union. Ms. Kennedy said that is not a possibility. All members voting in favor; none opposed. The motion passed. Mr. Ross and Mr. Troy noted that several local banks were added to the list last year.

	CONCLUSIONS 
	


	Agenda Item No. 5 – Amend 2009 Budget/Highway Department – East River Road Culvert Project


	Discussion
	Motion was made by Mr. Willcox. Seconded by Mr. Piombo. All members voting in favor, except Mr. Willcox. The motion was approved. 

	conclusion 
	

	

	CONSENT AGENDA ITEMS 

Item No. 6 – Authorize Agreement/Amend Budget – Child Passenger Safety Program

Item No. 9 – Amend Budget – Transportation Needs Assessment Study

Item No. 10 – Amend Budget/Appropriate Funds  2008 LGRMIF Grant – County Clerk
Discussion
Mr. Willcox moved the motion to approve the consent agenda. Seconded by Mr. Ross. All members voting in favor; none opposed. The motion carried.


	Agenda Item No. 7 – Authorize Agreement/Amend Budget – Governor’s Traffic Safety Committee – Sheriff’s Department
Discussion
Motion was made by Mr. Ross. Seconded by Mr. Willcox. Mr. Willcox said the Sheriff’s Department already has $150,000 of overtime in the budget, and asked if this resolution will add to that amount. Mr. Whitt said yes, it will be added to that total. Mr. Willcox asked about the possibility of taking $10,000 out of the budgeted overtime and adding this amount. Ms. Kennedy said this resolution is accepting grant money, and that money has to go into a line item. Mr. Ross said this overtime is used for additional hours to patrol along the Tompkins Street Extension area. Mr. Whitt said that money can be taken out of the overtime budget line, but that that would not stop the overtime being used, as that is controlled by management and emergency situations, not the budget. All members voting in favor; none opposed.  


	

	Agenda Item No. 8 – Accept Grant/Amend Budget – Homeland Security Grant
Discussion
Mr. Willcox made a motion. Seconded by Mr. Ross. Mr. Willcox asked what technical equipment is being purchased with the grant money. Mr. Whitt and Mr. Williams said they were not sure what equipment will be purchased. Mr. Whitt said that information can be provided prior to legislative session. All members voting in favor; none opposed. The motion passed.  

 


	Department Report – Convention and Visitor’s Bureau


	Discussion
	Mr. Troy noted that some agencies in Cortland County get funded through Occupancy Tax funds, and others get funded through line items in the general fund. He said the current interpretation of these differences is that Occupancy Tax funds should be dedicated to tourism promotion and advertising, while general funds can be used for operational costs. Mr. Whitt agreed, but said the law has been interpreted differently over the years and the local law is written in a manner that the legislature can determine how the money is used. Mr. Whitt said the county usually gets about $400,000 in Occupancy Tax funds, and provides about $350,000 to the Convention and Visitor’s Bureau for agency funding. Mr. Dempsey reviewed a handout he provided to the committee and talked about the allocation committee. The committee is made up of three representatives from the Chamber of Commerce, three from the Convention and Visitor’s Bureau, two legislators and himself. He only votes in the case of a tie. Mr. Dempsey pointed out that the funding guidelines require eligible agencies to be 501C3 or other non-profit agencies, and he discussed funding priorities and the agency evaluation process. Mr. Dempsey said that the agencies are required to use the money for advertising and promotion, and at year end the agencies must file a report showing how the money was spent. He said that requests typically average around $400,000, which means some agencies do not get funded, or at least the amount of funding they request. Ms. Arnold asked for information about the Cortland Regional Sports Council. Mr. Dempsey said the Sports Council has had a lot of success bringing in youth basketball and lacrosse tournaments, as well as other sporting events. Mr. Ross noted the senior games came to Cortland with the help of the Sports Council. He said the agency is a great benefit to the county and asked that Machelle Phelps attend the next B&F Committee meeting to discuss her agency. Mr. Troy said that, as a member of the allocation committee, the group does a great job of trying to be fair to the money. Mr. Troy thanked Mr. Dempsey for his report, and went on to say that there are eight additional agencies that receive line item funding from the budget. Mr. Whitt said that the county has been collecting this Occupancy Tax money since a local law was passed in 1987. He said the most recent law was poorly written and needs to be updated. He said he would distribute copies of the previous Occupancy Tax laws from 1987, 1990 and 2002. He noted that the 1990 law had a three year sunset clause, but the county never renewed the local law until 2002. He said the 2002 law does not have a sunset provision, but still needs to be re-written, noting there is no penalty for not paying the Occupancy Tax. He said if the legislature want to make policy changes in how the money is allocated, it needs to be done by evaluating and re-writing the 2002 Local Law. Mr. Williams made a motion to have the County Auditor and County Attorney prepare a document updating the 2002 Local Law for the committee to review at the March meeting. Mr. Ross seconded the motion. Mr. Whitt said that he will prepare the document with updates and corrections, but it will be up to the legislature do decide any policy changes they would like to make. Mr. Willcox said that while this is necessary, it will not resolve the question of agencies being funded through the general fund. All members voting in favor; none opposed. The motion passed.

	
	

	
	2009 Town Equalization Rate and Tax Impact

	Discussion
	Mr. Troy said that legislators have been getting a lot of calls from unhappy constituents regarding tax increases. Mr. Whitt said that the legislature did not request any programs or personnel be cut from the budget, beyond what Mr. Schrader had proposed, so there was a necessary increase in tax levy. He also noted that the almost 15 percent increase in the levy was publicized in the newspaper, in committee minutes and in the budget message. Mr. Willcox said that the $166 million in new taxable value was only about $6 million in actual new construction, and the rest was from revaluations. Mr. Daniels said that in order for the county government to run at status quo, there is at least a four percent increase in spending that is unavoidable. He said a large portion of the budget is fixed costs through contracts with unions or state mandates. To eliminate increases some serious cuts in programming or personnel are going to need to be made. He said there is also about $6 million in projected revenue loss from state funds which needed to be made up somehow.  Mr. Daniels said there were eight positions that were eliminated in the 2009 budget. Mr. Whitt said if the legislature requests personnel be cut to reduce the tax levy or tax increase, then that is what will be done in any budget year. Ms. Arnold asked when the town equalization rates are available each year. Mr. Whitt said there is no countywide assessment, and he is not sure when the equalization rate is done. Ms. Arnold said rather than getting a general tax increase for the entire county, she would like to know the projected tax increase for each municipality, based on projected equalization rates. Ms. Kennedy said the equalization rates are finalized in July. Ms. Williams said that during the budget process legislators asked about a more localized impact, and were told that because there were so many variables an exact figure could not be given. He said after speaking with assessors, a projected tax rate increase on a more localized basis should be possible. He asked if the County Administrator could not provide these numbers, is there someone else in county government who could. Ms. Kennedy said that the County Real Property Tax Office should be able to fulfill that request. Mr. Daniels said that other factors affect taxes as well, for example the town of Homer always uses a portion of its sales tax revenue to offset the county property taxes, and they chose not to do that this year. Mr. Williams agreed with Ms. Arnold that localized tax impacts should be provided during the budget process. Mr. Willcox said that Mr. Schrader has come up with a budget that is status quo at the expense of the taxpayers. Mr. Whitt said that the simple cost of business will increase every year, and without making cuts, that will result in a tax increase. He said that if the legislature directs Mr. Schrader to create a budget with a zero percent tax increase, that is what he will do, but it will result in a cut in programs and personnel. Mr. Whitt said that the 15 percent tax levy increase was well advertised to the public and to legislators, but that a better mechanism to allow legislators to better respond to a local tax impact for their constituents would be beneficial to them. Mr. Whitt said that a budget can not be done based on what a tax assessor has done in a certain municipality, and that for an assessor to say that they have had no impact on constituent’s taxes is false. Mr. Troy also said he would like to see a breakdown of the estimated tax impact on municipalities, and that needs to be done during the 2009 budget process. 

	
	

	
	County Department Austerity Budget

	Discussion
	Mr. Whitt said there was a revenue shortage at the end of 2008, and that revenues, while expected, have been slow to come in during the first part of 2009. This has resulted in very low cash flow in the county’s bank accounts. He said while the money is on the books, it’s not in the accounts yet, so checks can’t be written yet. Ms. Kennedy said this is always a problem at the beginning of the year. Mr. Williams said that at the Jan. 22 legislative session there was about $900,000 in purchases approved for the Highway Department. He asked how the austerity budget impacts that $900,000, or how it impacts the decisions the legislators should be making in relation to approving such expenditures. Mr. Whitt said that it may affect when those purchases get paid for, but as the money is budgeted for, it should not affect the legislature’s approval of the purchases. He said the problem with cash flow can determine when something is purchased, not if it is purchased at all. He said that if a financial situation should occur where the county legislature will not be able to afford approving such purchases then Mr. Schrader will let them know. Ms. Arnold asked if the austerity budget has any affect on filling vacant positions, and noted that the County Clerk’s office has four vacant positions. Ms. Larkin said the County Clerk’s office has a vacant index clerk, and three positions in DMV. She said one of those four positions has been approved to be filled.

	
	

	
	County Purchasing Policy

	Discussion
	Mr. Daniels said that the purchasing policy has been distributed to legislators and to department heads and it needs to be reviewed by both. Ms. Arnold said it seems quite comprehensive. Mr. Troy asked the committee to review the purchasing policy and it will be discussed at the March meeting. 

	
	

	
	County Foreclosure Policy

	Discussion
	Mr. Piombo noted that the county has not had an auction on foreclosed property in nearly three years, and there are income properties that have collected rent, but not paid taxes in more than five years, and he wants to know why. Ms. Kennedy said the county has technically foreclosed on the property, but needs approval from the courts to proceed. Ms. Kennedy said the 2005 properties were sent to the county attorney’s office in early 2006, and it was not sent to the court for approval until 2008. Mr. Whitt said the county has lost about $250,000 in revenue because of this issue. Mr. Williams asked what needs to be done to expedite the process. Mr. O’Mara said this has been discussed since the 1990s, but it is still a cumbersome process. He said the process could be made much simpler by hiring an outside contractor to come in and handle the foreclosures, and would allow the Treasurer’s Office to focus on other work. Mr. Piombo asked if there would be an auction by the end of the year. Mr. O’Mara said he hoped so. Mr. Williams asked for Mr. O’Mara to prepare a resolution for next meeting to contract for these services. 

	
	

	
	County Single Audit Contract

	Discussion
	Mr. Whitt said in the past he has distributed the OMB Circular which requires the county to have an independent auditor perform a single audit. In the past the county has hired Rick McNeilly to perform the single audit, and there has been discussions about going out to bid for the services. He said the 2008 audit year starts in 2009, and that his contract expires before the 2009 audit year, which will begin in 2010. He said sending out RFPs is certainly an option, but that other CPAs will likely cost more, and that Mr. McNeilly has experience in working with the county. He also said that these audit services are required, so CPAs need to plan out their year, and the county needs to act soon to acquire these services. Mr. Whitt said if there are additional audit services that the county requires, Mr. McNeilly can do that as well, but it will need to be addressed in the contract, and will increase his fees. Ms. Kennedy noted that the county is in violation of the GASB 45 regulations because they have not called in an actuary to take care of those requirements, which need to be included in the 2008 financial statements. Mr. Whitt agreed and said that that will be taken care of.

	
	

	Discussion
	· Mr. Willcox asked for an update from the County Attorney on pending lawsuits against the county. It was agreed there would be an executive session held at the next legislative session to discuss this pending litigation.
· Ms. Arnold asked that a memo be sent out to department heads requesting that two-sided copies be made whenever possible.
· Ms. Arnold said that during the budget process Mr. Schrader had said he was budgeting not only for 2009, but 2010, and if possible she would like to see the status of that 2010 budget. 

· Ms. Arnold said that she had been asked to recommend a process that would more definitively show what actions were taken during committees. She has asked that the highlights of the meeting be included at the end of each set of minutes. (see below) She also asked about the possibility of committee meetings being held in chambers to videotape the proceedings, or if the audio of the meetings can be made available. The Clerk said he would look into this possibility.
· Ms. Arnold asked about the tax collection software in the Treasurer’s Office. Ms. Kennedy said they are still having some difficulties, but are working to streamline the process.  Ms. Arnold said that previous minutes stated a workgroup was set up to work on any problems. Ms. Kennedy said there has been no meetings of a workgroup.
· Mr. Willcox said that Mr. Schrader is looking into possible uses for the S. Main Street property. He said he hopes Mr. Schrader is considering the possibility of selling the property, as he does not want to get charged taxes on it if it is not going to be use. Mr. Whitt said that when the property was purchased the deeds were not filed in a timely manner, and it resulted in about $85,000 in taxes, some of which ultimately came back to the county anyway. But, he noted that now that the paperwork has been filed there will be no additional taxes charged. Ms. Kennedy said if the property was sold, the money would not go into the general fund as revenue, it would go back into the Tobacco fund, as that is where the money was taken from to make the purchase, and if the county takes a loss in the sale of the property, that loss would need to be made up out of the general fund. 


	Meeting Adjourned
	Mr. Williams made a motion to adjourn, seconded by Mr. Willcox. The meeting was adjourned.

	
	

	
	For the March Meeting

	Special notes
	1. Machelle Phelps will be invited to attend the next meeting to discuss Occupancy Tax allocations to the Cortland Regional Sports Council.

2. The County Auditor and County Attorney will prepare an updated version of Local Law #1 of 2002 (Occupancy Tax Law) for the March meeting.

3. The proposed County Purchasing Policy needs to be reviewed and will be discussed at the March meeting.

4. The Treasurer’s Office will submit a resolution for the committee to consider at the March meeting for contracting for foreclosure services.

5. An executive session will be held at the Feb. 26 legislative session for an update on pending litigation.
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