[image: image1.png]


CITY OF NORTHAMPTON

Susan Wright

Finance Director

Office of the Mayor

210 Main Street Room 12

Northampton, MA  01060-3199

(413) 587-1255     Fax: (413) 587-1275

swright@northamptonma.gov



MEMORANDUM
TO:  Northampton City Council

FROM:  Susan Wright, Finance Director

DATE:  September 6, 2011

RE:  Fire Department Capital Expenditures

Recently the Daily Hampshire Gazette ran a local opinion column by the President of the Firefighters Local 108.  The column, which appeared September 5, 2011, took issue with some of the expenditures authorized by City Council.  The purpose of this memo is to review the capital planning process, the purpose of the specific capital projects that were noted in the column and to clarify the financing of those capital expenditures.

Capital expenditures for all departments are initially brought to the Capital Planning Committee, which is made up of the following representatives:  a member of City Council, a member of the School Committee, the City Planning Director, DPW Director, Treasurer, Auditor, Northampton Public Schools Business Manager, Smith Vocational and Agricultural School Business Manager and three citizen representatives appointed by the Mayor.  The Committee is chaired by the representative from the City Council.  The responsibility of the Committee is review all requests for capital expenditures, regardless of funding source, and to prioritize all requests, taking into account the needs of all city departments.  
When ranking the projects, the Capital Planning Committee is particularly concerned with projects that contribute to the health and safety for citizens and staff, and typically such projects receive the highest rankings.   Ultimately, the Mayor crafts the final Capital Plan, which is then approved by City Council.  It should be noted that the specific projects referenced in the local opinion column all received recommendation from the Capital Planning Committee,  then the Mayor and were ultimately approved by City Council. The capital expenditures referenced in the Gazette column were all part of the 2010-2011 Capital Plan.  
Before summarizing these projects, I would like to clarify two of the funding sources that are typically used for Fire/EMS equipment.  The Fire Department Revolving Fund receives its revenue mainly from inspections, fire prevention activities and alarm monitoring                                       and the Ambulance Receipts Reserved for Appropriation (RRA) Fund receives its revenue from billing insurance companies for EMS and ambulance services.  Both of these accounts are used to fund salaries and equipment to support our Fire/EMS services.

A summary of these projects and the funding source is summarized here:

Fire Station Apparatus Floor Refurbishment:  The cost of this repair was $24,200 and the funding source was the Fire Department Revolving Fund, not the Ambulance RRA Fund.  The options for the floor were either to repair it now or replace it later.  In 1999 the Department purchased a high traction epoxy floor for the new headquarters station. This flooring has become the fire service standard as it stands up well to heavy vehicle traffic and based on the high traction anti-slip nature of the flooring, it prevents firefighter injuries which are common on wet flooring and as personnel are responding to and returning from emergency calls.
This flooring system was guaranteed to perform for ten years and had performed very well for the last decade.  However, the floor had begun to chip and loose adhesion in several areas and would have continued to deteriorate unless it was repaired.  Based on the condition of the floor, a refurbishment at a cost of $24,500 was recommended, as it would extend the life of the existing floor another decade.  In addition, since water was seeping under the existing floor through the cracks and chips that had developed, the project if deferred, would have resulted in the floor failing and the necessity to have it removed and replaced at an estimated cost of approximately $95,000. 
Jaws of Life – Extrication Tools:  The cost of the extrication equipment was $95,000 and the funding source was the Ambulance RRA Fund.  Extrication equipment is utilized to free victims trapped in structural collapse, industrial and motor vehicle accidents.  The purchase of four sets of extrication equipment was part of a change in strategy for the Fire/EMS department.  Prior to the new purchase, older equipment, based on old technology, was outfitted on two apparatus, and was at the end of its useful life.  With the change to a full service EMS system, in order to ensure the equipment was available on any responding apparatus, it was recommended to outfit four apparatus with new reliable equipment.   This would ensure rapid deployment regardless of which vehicle responded to the emergency.   The implementation plan for the purchase and deployment of this equipment was carried out by a joint labor management committee made up of two firefighters and the Deputy Chief.  

Vehicle for the Chief:  I am not sure what vehicle is being referenced in the column.  In FY12 there were no administrative vehicles on the capital plan for the Fire Department.  In the 2010-2011 Capital Plan, the Fire Department was approved for two staff vehicles:

 
$36,000 for a Staff/Inspection Vehicle that was to be funded from Fire Department Revolving fund.  This vehicle is assigned to Asst. Chief Nichols and his old vehicle, once repaired, will be transitioned to a training and inspection vehicle. 


$35,500 for an EMS Response/Administrative Vehicle to be funded from the Ambulance RRA Fund.  This vehicle has yet to be purchased.  However, when it is received it will replace the EMS Supervisor’s vehicle that has over 90,000 miles on it.  The older vehicle will be used for inspections for the remainder of its life and the new vehicle will insure reliable transportation for the supervisor.   
Currently the Fire Chief has a 2010 Ford Explorer which has 16,000 miles on it.  This vehicle was approved in the FY2008 Capital Plan at a cost of $32,500, the funds for which came from the Fire Department Revolving Fund. The vehicle was not purchased until FY2009.  There are no immediate plans for replacement of that vehicle.
Looking back at the Ambulance RRA fund, it appears that it has historically been used to finance equipment for EMS operations.   The following is a summary of the capital equipment that has been or will be funded from the ambulance fund:
2012:
Fire/EMS – All Terrain ATV/UTV


$21,500 (not voted by CC yet)

Fire/EMS – Communications/MDT Update

$34,875 (not voted by CC yet)

Ambulance Stretcher Replacement


$55,000

2011:
Ambulance Rotation




$185,000


Cardiac Monitors




$74,000

Automated CPR Machines



$ 31,000

EMS Response/Administrator Vehicle

$ 35,500


Extrication Tool Update



$ 95,000

In addition, the following equipment has purchased from the Ambulance RRA Fund over the years:
Ambulance 2009 GMC 4500 (delivered in 2009)- $186,833

Ambulance 2007 GMC 4500 (delivered in 2007)- $161,330

Ambulance 2005 E450 $124,610

Ambulance 2000 E450 AEV- $66,000 (this was a demo unit)

Ambulance 2008 GMC 4500 remount of the 2005 E450 - $109,101

EMS Laptop computers (delivered in 2008)- $52,936

With regard to the ability of the ambulance fund to finance both personnel costs, as well as  equipment and capital needs, I see no reason to assume that these purchases undermine the financial stability of the EMS program.  The program has historically been supporting salary costs and capital equipment needs since its inception.  Careful management and planning continues to ensure that funding for capital needs is taken into account when putting forth capital recommendations.  
It should be noted, that the only significant change in the use of the Ambulance RRA Fund, that could impact the ability of the fund to provide for capital needs in the future, is the use of Ambulance funds for additional employee health insurance benefits for the first time in FY2012.  The allocation of $60,000 in FY2012 from the Ambulance Fund to the health insurance account represents the city’s share of additional health insurance premiums for Fire Department Local 108 staff.  This is as a result of the union declining to accept the health insurance plan design changes accepted by the city’s other twelve unions.  Those changes in plan design resulted in a 2.5% decrease in cost to both the city and the employees.  The Local 108 union’s decision to opt for the prior plan design resulted in health insurance costs increasing by 7.5% for both their members and the city.  The $60,000 from the Ambulance Fund covers the city’s share of that additional 7.5%.    
