Pepperell Finance Committee

Meeting Minutes
for
22 February 2022
Attendance: Quinton Cutler; John Ladik, Chair; Zach Leach; Andrew MacLean, Town Administrator;
Margaret Scarsdale, Chair, Select Board
Other Organizations: Ashby Select Board, Town Administrator, and Finance Committee; North
Middlesex Regional School District (NMRSD) Administrators and the Members of the School
Committee; Townsend Select Board, Town Administrator, and Finance Committee
The Joint Finance Committee, Select Board, North Middlesex Regional School Committee and District
Town Administrators meeting was called to order virtually by Chairman John Ladik at approximately
7:00 PM.
The purpose of the meeting was to develop both a short term and long term approached to reducing the
assessment from the North Middlesex Regional School District (NMRSD).
Mr. MacLean provided an overview of the current situation:
 Budget is up 3.06% to $61,540,153.00
 State funding from Chapter 70 aid is up just .04%
 Local town assessments are up 4%+ to make up the difference
 Transportation is down from a year ago – approximately a 17% drop
The following is a summary of the comments, questions and responses:
The overall NMRSD budget increase is in line with the 3% increase in the collective bargaining
agreement. The District is in year one of a three year contract. Since one half of the staff is at the top of
the step chart, much of the increase went to that group.
Mr. Morgan (Superintendent) stated that the District has received only one bid for transportation, and
this is happening across the Commonwealth. Mr. Morgan noted that the bid increased by 22% over the
previous year and believes the next round of bargaining will have an even larger increase. Mr. Morgan
felt that this practice of only one bid is illegal. He has raised his concerns with the Commonwealth’s
Solicitor General and the response was that it is being looked at.
There was discussion of the need to change the law that requires one seat for each student in the District
and possibly charge parents for bus service to make up the 30% shortfall in the Commonwealth’s
transportation contribution.
A question was raised about staffing needs. The answer was that there is an increased need to provide
for the social and emotional needs of students. There are many students that are not ready to return to
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school and these needs must be addressed. Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief
(ESSER) funds are being used to hire more interventionists but this funding will not last. In fact, plans
are in place to reduce the number of ESSER supported positions. Some ESSER funds were also used to
purchase chrome books and PPE. Requests for funding and allocations are handled by the District’s
Central Office. Fourteen (14) additional staff positions were added and now plans are in place to
eliminate seven (7) to twelve (12) positions for 2023. It was noted that teachers and interventionists
have different skill sets and are not interchangeable. Currently interventionists and nurses are working
above and beyond to handle all requests for assistance. A question was asked if a parent’s private health
insurance could be used to assist some students. The answer was that some health insurance plans will
not cover this expense.
One thing we can do is to lobby our legislators by forming a united front with the Towns in our district
and also with other regional schools which are also impacted by the Commonwealth’s spending process.
He noted that not all regional districts are the same since some are in urban areas and are wealthier than
NMRSD. He noted that some of the regionals in the eastern part of the state do not attend the MARS
annual meetings. Mr. Morgan also stated that we need to be persistent with our legislators and not just
approach them one time. Ms. Scarsdale stated that the Pepperell Select Board sends a yearly letter to
Senator Kennedy with the Pepperell funding priorities for the year and has included a request for
increased spending to support NMRSD.
There is also a need to redo the regional school district agreement to cap spending at 2.5% to 3% and
perhaps use a rolling average to determine each Town’s assessment. Ms. Rousch (member NMRSD
School Committee) stated that she was going to restart the subcommittee tasked with this work and
invite the Towns to collaborate
A question was raised about using more Emergency and Deficiency (E&D) funds in the budget. The
District replied that E&D funds are like free cash and should not be used to support the operational
budget. If they are continually used, the funds will be exhausted. This year, about half of the E&D
funds ($1.45M) are used leaving approximately $1.45M in the account.
A question was posed about the need to hire additional staff. Mr. Morgan replied that there are five staff
positions in the pipe line for hiring: a facilities manager, a facilities staff member, and additional
teachers. Each position costs approximately $20,000 in benefits and $65,000 in salary. Since health
insurance is a large District budget item, a question was asked if it is possible to find a plan that would
transfer some of the costs to the individual via larger co-pay. No answer was provided.
Mr. Hanson (Chair, NMRSD School Committee) asked why the District received only the minimum
funding from the Commonwealth. The answer is that District enrollments have been decreasing for
some time and the Commonwealth held NMRSD “harmless”; thus the $30.00 per student in aid. Mr.
Hanson strongly believes the Commonwealth’s school funding formula is broken when it comes to nonrural and non-urban schools.
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Ms. Scarsdale volunteered to contact other districts to determine if they would be interested in joining
the fight for more funding. She reiterated that the letter to Sen Kennedy has been sent requesting funds
for the district.
It was also suggested that the School Committee should look at the budget to see what items are
absolutely necessary and what items could be trimmed.
Mr. MacLean agreed to send his slides to the Select Boards and Town Administrators for dissemination.
In conclusion the ideas for legislative conversations include:
 Change regulations surrounding transportation – ridership fees, seat per student, sign up
in advance, etc.
 Investigate lack of competition in transportation contracts – single bidding/territorialized. Can
we consider price capping due to monopolistic behavior?
 Ask for immediate Chapter 70 formula changes – non-rural, non-urban get hurt in current
formula. NMRSD fits that profile
 NM's increase is at the MINIMUM. Being held harmless for enrollment drops but formula not
directly related to actual cost impacts.
The next Steps are:
 Superintendent Morgan and Pepperell Select Board Chair Scarsdale will create a list of MARS
districts that may be willing to make a common appeal to Boston
 Contact the MMA for additional support (offer and ask) on Chapter 70 and transportation issues.
 Pepperell TA MacLean will share recent legislative funding requests with Ashby and Townsend
TAs to use as basis for their own needs
 Local Towns Select Boards / TAs may contact their delegation at any time.
 Submit specific suggestions to the district superintendent's office.
The meeting was adjourned at approximately 8:33 PM.
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