FINANCE COMMITTEE MEETING
Groton Town Hall
173 Main St Groton, MA 01450
2nd Floor Meeting Room
Saturday, February 22, 2025
Approved 4/1/25

Present for the Finance Committee: Bud Roberison, Chair; Mary Linskey, Vice Chair; David
Manugian, Scott Whitefield, Gary Green, Kristina Lengyel

Present for the Select Board. Alison Manugian, Chair; Rebecca H. Pine, Vice Chair; John Reilly,
Peter Cunningham, Matthew F. Pisani

Also Present: Mark Haddad, Town Manager; Kara Cruikshank, Executive Assistant to the Town
Manager, Lacey McCabe, Groton Dunstable School Committee Chair; Sherry Kersey, Groton
Dunstable Regional School District Director of Business and Finance; Fire Chief Arthur Cheeks:
Shawn Campbell, Groton Country Club's General Manager; Finance Team: Hannah Moller,
Treasurer/Tax Collector; Patricia DuFresne, Assistant Director/Town Accountant; Megan Foster,
Principal Assessor; Chief of Police Michael Luth, Lieutenant, Deputy Chief Rachael Bielecki, Tom
Delaney, Director of Department of Pubiic Works, Brian Callahan DPW Director in Training, Vanessa
Abraham Library Director; and Helena Altsman

Absent: Michael Sulprizio, Finance Committee Member

Meeting Jointly with Select Board

Mr. Robertson, Chair of the Finance Committee called the meeting to order at 8:30AM.
Ms. Manugian, Chair of the Select Board called the meeting to order at 8:30 AM.

Minutes

Mr. Manugian moved to approve the meefing minutes from January 13, 2025, seconded by Ms.
Lengyel. The motion passed.

Mr. Manugian moved to approve the meeting minutes from February 3, 2025, seconded by Ms.
Lengyel. The motion passed.

Couniry Club

Sean Campbell provided an update on the Groton Country Club’s performance, highlighting a record-
breaking summer with total revenue reaching $943,000—an increase of $120,000 over the previous
year. He emphasized the impact that weather can have on revenue and how it contributed to last
year's success. He noted two major capital projects that have been completed including the pool deck
renovation, which cost $110,000, and parking lot improvements, totaling $100,000. Looking ahead,
Mr. Campbell expressed interest in upgrading the sprinkler system to enhance and stabilize the golf
greens, which could justify an increase in membership fees. He reported that tee time bookings have
increased, also [eading to higher revenues.
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Regarding parking, Mr. Campbell noted that there is an adequate amount of parking even with the
pool reaching its capacity of 250 occupants. There were some lost spaces due to the reconfiguration
of the parking lot.

Mr. Campbell explained that membership fees are collected upfront and are prorated throughout the
season if necessary. Mr. Cunningham inquired about the racquet expenses, to which Mr. Campbell
responded that it pertains to pickleball which generated approximately $50,000 in revenue, after
covering the expense of the insfructor $30,000, remained in the fund.

Ms. Lengyel inquired about the renewal contract for the Public House Restaurant. Mr. Campbeli stated
that the contract renews every three years and was last renewed in the previcus year. Mr. Maddad
raised the possibility of a longer-term lease and suggested it could be considered for inclusion in the
next town meeting warrant. He also noted that the Public House restaurant pays a flat fee and covers
electricity costs for both the function hall and the pool. Additionally, Mr. Haddad reminded the members
that the fown benefits from additional revenue through the meals tax. When asked about growth
potential for the function hall, Mr. Campbell clarified that the restaurant is responsible for managing
the facility rentals.

For FY26, Mr. Campbell highlighted the hiring of a new Superintendent, a Groton resident with a strong
vision for the golf course's future, who will oversee the maintenance of the golf greens and tee boxes.
As part of the capital improvement plan, he outlined a major irrigation system upgrade and suggested
incorporating fairway drainage into the project. The combined cost for these improvements is
estimated at $1.8 million.

Mr. Haddad acknowledged a loss of revenue due to the pool project exceeding its initial estimate but
noted that the previous year saw a revenue increase of $120,000. He explained that while the Country
Club is not an enterprise fund, it is tracked in a similar fashion. He remains committed to ensuring it
continues contributing to the general fund and maintaining steady revenue growth pricr fo making any
changes. Ms. Lengyel inquired about the possibility of leasing or privatizing the club. Mr. Haddad
responded in 2014 a task force explored this option but found no interested parties. Ms. Lengyel
recommended that the Town reevaluate the idea of leasing/privatizing the club in the near fuiure.

Mr. Campbell also shared that he was able to add two additional spots at the driving range, expanding
the capacity for the summer camp program. Additionally, he mentioned that the restaurant has
expressed interest in installing golf simulators to enhance the facility’s offerings.

Library Budget

Library Director Vanessa Abraham and Helena Altsman attended the discussion. Ms. Abraham noted
that minor capital expenses have been removed from the budget. She stated that she is currently
working with Mr. Haddad on replacing the water bubblers.

Regarding fixed expenses, Ms. Abraham highlighted a 9.9% increase in MVLC costs, primarily due to
the addition of a new staff member at the central site. She explained that funding for books and
materials is determined by a state formula, with the Library Trust Commissioners covering half of the
required amount. For FY26, the commissioners have voted to contribute $75,000, reducing the town’s
obligation by 55%.
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Ms. Abraham also pointed out that offering Sunday hours for nine months of the year has resulted in
budget savings of $10,700 in books and materials spending {which helps to offset five months of
Sunday staffing). $2,000 has been allocated for heating costs based on last year's expenses. She
confirmed a $10,000 increase in operating costs, representing a 4.8% increase.

Ms. Abraham indicated that the budget is designed to maintain level services while also accounting
for contractually obligated increases. Mr. Robertson noted that the performance increase is set at
4.5%, which is higher than the typical annual increase of 3%.

Two items that were requested but not included in the budget are the instailation of the water bubblers
and a salary/ promotion for an adulf services coordinator. [t was decided to await the recommendations
from the Collins study before making further decisions. Mr. Haddad provided a brief overview of the
Collins review study, which was made possible through a $50,000 Community Compact Grant.

Mr. Green inquired about the library's strategic planning. Ms. Abraham explained that staff would rely
on volunteers for projects such as digitizing historical records and optimizing team efforts. She
expressed satisfaction with the fibrary’s current operations and direction. Future plans include
redesigning the children’s room to create additional space for older children. Ms. Lengyel asked if
there were any library programs that the team hoped to expand. Ms. Abraham clarified that while the
endowment would not cover operating expenses, it does allow for the expansion of programs. She
highlighted the library’s extensive offerings, including daily teen programs, Saturday activities, special
programming during school vacation weeks, and outreach initiatives.

Addressing recent capital improvements, Mr. Green commented on the library’s roof project. Ms.
Abraham expressed satisfaction with the work completed. Mr. Haddad noted that an article on the
Town Meeting warrant proposes reallocating surplus funds from the under-budget roof project. Ms.
DuFresne confirmed that the project finished $75,000 under budget, with $50,000 redirected to the
Police Department and $25,000 to be allocated to the FloRo construction project.

Looking ahead, the library’s capital budget includes repainting the facility, baseboards, and walls over
the next two years. In years Y28 and Y29, the plan includes replacing the HVAC system, followed by
elevator modernization in five years. Ms. Pine suggested reaching out to Groton Electric to explore
alternatives to natural gas. Ms. Abrahams also highlighted significant cost savings achieved by
transitioning to LED lighting through a Green Grant.

The averall budget reflects a 4.65% increase.

Police Department Budget

Chief of Police Michael L.uth and Deputy Chief Rachael Bielecki attended the meeting to present the
Police Department's budget.

Chief Luth explained that while salaries have increased by 4.39% due to contractual obligations,
overall wages have decreased due to a staffing shortage of four personnel. Recently, two new officers
were hired and are currently in field training, while two others are attending the academy. The
department is expected to be fully staffed by next February. Additionally, three contracts—including
those for the Chief and two Sergeants—are still under negotiation, the displayed salary figures are
subject to change. The budgeted 2.2% increase includes the four recent hires.
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Historically, the department has leased motorcycles at a rate of $5,000 per year for three years,
However, due to rising contract prices, purchasing a motorcycle for $22,000 has become the more
cost-effective option, with an expected lifespan of 8 to 10 years. As a result, this expense has been
moved from the operating budget fo capital expenditures.

Overall, depariment expenses have remained steady, though software costs have increased to
accommodate a new scheduling system. This system streamlines payroll, enhances efficiency, and
provides mobile access for officers.

Although dispatch operations have transitioned to a regional call center, the department still incurs
costs for system maintenance contracts, fire alarm systems, and annual communication fees. Mr.
Haddad noted that while the town will not be charged for regional dispatch services in FY26 and FY27,
it must plan for$175,000 expenditure in FY28. Last year, state grant funding covered some operational
costs, but these funds are no longer available and must now be incorporated into the budget. While
the transition to a regional call center has been highly effective for emergency calls, there remains
some inefficiencies in handling routine business calls. The department currently has two part-time
personnel staffing the front desk, covering a total of 40 hours per week. When staffed, customer
service is satisfactory.

Minor Capital Requests total $25,800 including the replacement of body armor — Required every five
years ($5,000 for multiple units). Heavy vests for active shooter scenarios — $2,800 per vest, with a
five-year lifespan, and Traffic safety camera pilot program — The department is testing cameras at
three key intersections (Town line Road, Route 40 at Main Street, and Four Corners) for three months.
If continued, the program will cost $18,000 annually. These cameras will assist with traffic data
collection for grant applications, identify high-risk areas, and improve road safety. No citations would
be issued under this initiative. Existing speed signs throughout the town also collect valuable traffic
data.

Chief Luth noted that the department has operated with 20 officers for the past decade, which is below
recommended staffing levels. The current structure includes four Sergeants, 14 patrol officers, and
one Detective. However, there are still five unfilled shifts per week, resulting in periods without
supervisory oversight. The lack of supervision increases the town'’s liability due to potential training
and oversight failures. Investigations, particularly sensitive cases, would also benefit from additional
supervision. The department has only one Detective, and the investigative workload continues to grow.
Background investigations alone require 40 hours per case, with 10-12 conducted annually—equating
to approximately 10 weeks of work just for these responsibilities.

With four new officers recently hired, nearly 40% of the department has less than two years of
experience, underscoring the need for mentorship and training. Deputy Chief Bielecki emphasized that
without a Sergeant on duty, case follow-ups can be delayed. The absence of supervisory oversight
presents operational challenges, particularly on evening shifts, where having an investigator or
Sergeant available would greatly improve efficiency and response to critical incidents. Concerns were
also raised regarding the inexperience of newer officers, which could lead to an increased risk of
injuries. While morale remains high, strong mentorship is essential to ensure proper decision-making
and adherence fo best practices.
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Ms. Pine clarified that the Police Department is requesting the addition of one Detective position in
FY27. By then, the department aims to have a total of 21 officers, improving coverage, mentorship,
and training. Mr. Haddad estimated that adding this position would cost between $90,000 and
$100,000 and emphasized the importance of ensuring a Sergeant is available on every shift to oversee
operations and handle calls appropriately. Mr. O’Reilly supported this, stating that in his experience, a
lack of supervision can lead to officers neglecting responsibilities, operating under the mindset of "it's
not my job." He stressed that every shift should have a designated supervisor.

Mr. Haddad noted that the original budget proposal included a public safety override for both police
and fire, but this year's focus is on fire safety. As a result, requested police department additions would
be phased in over the next several years,

Mr. Green inquired whether software improvements could help manage supervisory duties without
reducing the number of patrolling officers. Chief Luth acknowledged that while technology can
enhance efficiency, adequate supervision remains essential to maintaining proper oversight and
department effectiveness.

DPW Budget

Tom Delaney and Brian Callahan attended the meeting to discuss the Department of Public Works
(DPW) Operating and Capital Budget. A tentative agreement with the DPW union is expected fo result
in a 4.38% increase, excluding contractual obligations, as the town will be covering salaries for two
DPW directors starting July 1st to ensure a smooth leadership transition. An additional $55,000 is
allocated for this transition, while the rest of the budget remains level-funded. A $7,500 stipend is also
included.

Mr. Delaney noted ongoing challenges in filling positions and anticipated additional vacancies due to
upcoming retirements, which would result in a mostly new crew. Board members inquired about
potential partnerships with the Technical High School and whether a summer work program exists.
Mr. Callahan expressed interest in reaching out to contacts at the high school and vocational schools
to identify students with interest in the field and provide them with training and licensing opportunities.
However, it was highlighted that operating certain types of equipment requires employees to be at
- least 18 years old, which presents a challenge for summer hires.

Regarding departmental operations, Mr. Delaney mentioned a shift in responsibilities, potentially
transitioning mowing duties to a designated parks unit. Mr. Callahan reported that a new truck has
been ordered, designed to be operated without a CDL license, allowing all employees to drive it. The
minor capital budget is set at $25,000 for small repairs including roof and furnace maintenance.

Mr. Cunningham inquired about the DPW's electricity use. Mr. Callahan estimated a 10-14% increase
this year but noted that time-of-use rates do not apply to DPW as it is not a residential entity. Mr.
Delaney identified the town’s highest electricity consumers as the Senior Center, Town Hall, Police
Department, and Fire Department. Mr. Delaney reported that recent snowstorms led to a Snow and
Ice budget deficit, with $39,000 spent on overtime with just the last storm. Mr. Haddad mentioned that
a warrant article has been introduced to eliminate the snow and ice deficit and has set aside $150,000.
However, there is no available funding to cover a deficit in FY26.
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There are no changes to the Tree Warden budget, and the DPWV continues its collaboration with GELD.
The municipal building and property maintenance budget includes a 2.01% increase in electricity-
related expenses. Mr. Delaney emphasized the urgent need to replace the dry sprinkler system in
Town Hall due to rust and pinhole leaks. The replacement project is estimated at $118,000. Funding
will come from the reserve fund or municipal building funds, which would later be replenished with free
cash. The Lost Lake facility repairs are less critical and can be completed in phases. The replacement
pipas will be galvanized steel for durability.

In terms of waste management, Black Earth composting has been beneficial, saving both time and
resources. A long-term lease is being explored. Odor reduction efforts have yielded positive results,
with the worst conditions lasting about 30 days. An EPA grant application is being pursued to fund
further improvements.

For the capital budget, the DPW's top-priority equipment includes an excavator, which remains highly
valuable and is due for replacement, a fully electric mini loader, and a pickup truck alsc needs
replacement, with an estimated cost of approximately $400,000 for these items. The battery life for the
electric loader is expected to last approximately 10 years before requiring a replacement. The electric
loader would only be used at the transfer station, while the existing unit would be replaced with a gas-
powered mode.

Fire Department Budget

Mr. Haddad informed the board members that the main issue for FY26 revolves around the addition
of 6 new positions, and requested that the Chief address this specific concern rather than focusing on
any other aspects of the budget.

Mr. Robertson also raised a point regarding the drive to Emerson Hospital, questioning how the Fire
Department can remain level funded with the ambulances now traveling three times the distance.

Chief Art Cheeks emphasized the importance of the community understanding the current challenges
faced by the Fire Department. The department is struggling to provide services effectively and is
experiencing significant shortfalls. Currently, the Fire Department has 8 new probationary firefighters
and 25 call volunteer members, however with the closure of Nashoba Valley Medical Hospital there is
added strain fo its operations.

Despite these difficulties, the department has achieved several successes. Notably, it has obtained
necessary credentials and secured grant awards totaling over $286,000, which have enabled the
purchase of new equipment.

The department has seen a 29% increase in call volume, with 65% of calls requiring emergency
services and 35% refated to fire incidents. This increase in demand, though significant, remains
unexplained.

The department is operating on a level-funded budget. Many expenses, including postage, office
supplies, travel, software, equipment maintenance, and medical supplies, remain unchanged.
However, there have been increases in other areas such as vehicle costs, vehicle maintenance, and
uniforms, resulting in a 6.36% increase, or an additional $13,500.
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To improve efficiency, the department is proposing the installation of a 1,000-gallon diese! fuel tank
on-site, which would reduce the need to travel to the Highway Departiment.

The department's FY26 budget request is $225,646, compared to the $212,146 allocated in FY 2025.
This budget request accounts for a 3% cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) and also had been adjusted
for the two additional Firefighter/EMTs.

The Fire Department is responsible for several additional services, including plan reviews, sprinkler
inspections, home sales, school inspections, S.A.F.E. program, and License renewals. In fotal, there
were 514 inspections conducted in 2024. If an emergency call comes through, that is the priority and
these additional services must be rescheduled. Mr. Green inquired if there is any possibility of
increasing the fees for these inspections. It was confirmed that the fees are already at the States
maximum allowed and cannot exceed the fee schedule. Inspections are typically conducted by Senior
Lieutenants, or the Chief oversees the process. Regarding fire prevention, Chief Cheeks noted that
other towns typically hire a dedicated person for this role, working 8-5, but the cost for such a position
is unknown.

The closure of NVMC has had a profound negative impact on operations, leading to increased
transportation times, delayed response times, overlapping calls, a greater reliance on mutual aid,
escalating overtime costs, and rising fuel and vehicle expenses. The standard protocol requires six
personnel to be dispatched within 14 minutes, but during daytime hours, the department may only
have two personnel available to respond to calls. The first 10 minutes of a structural fire is the most
critical, having only one person operating the truck and another conducting a house sweep is neither
sufficient nor safe. It typically takes 12 firefighters to safely assist an injured firefighter. As a result,
mutual aid is called in, causing delays of 20 to 30 minutes, especially given that neighboring towns
are also understaffed. This staffing shortage is severely impacting the community's service, resulting
in delayed treatment and longer response times for both fire and EMS incidents. Additionally, pre-
hospital care is increasingly delayed. While a proposal to bring in an outside ambulance service was
considered, Chief Cheeks confirmed outside ambulance services found it to be financially unviable.
One of the key advantages of a fire-based EMS system is its ability to integrate seamlessly into the
community. The residents have come to depend on a reliable and efficient response team, and any
disruption to this service undermines community trust and safety.

Between September and December 2024, the Fire Department experienced an 18% increase in
overlapping calls, with 112 incidents. In response, the Fire Department is seeking to optimize staffing
by hiring six additional career firefighters/EMTs. This would allow daily staffing levels to increase from
two to four firefighters/EMTSs, ensuring both ambulances can be fully staffed.

Ms. Pine clarified that the Fire Department’s request for six additional personnel would allow for a
minimum of four full-time personnel on all shifts during a 24-hour period. Chief Cheeks confirmed this,
noting that, from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., both the chief and the deputy chief would also be on shift.

Mr. Green inquired about when the second ambulance is deployed. Chief Cheeks explained that the
second ambulance is used in multi-vehicle accidents or when the first ambulance is already
transporting a patient.
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Mr. Manugian asked about the compensation received from mutual aid. Chief Cheeks clarified that it
is a contract between towns. In the case of a structure fire, the department pays its own personnel.
However, if the department transports a patient from another town, the department is compensated
for the service.

There was a request for data on how often the Fire Department is unable to respond and how many
days the department is impacted by mutual aid to other towns.

Mr. Whitefield questioned whether, when the department is double-staffed, the town would be
subsidizing the response efforts of other towns. Chief Cheeks clarified that when the department
responds, a minimum of four personnel is required. Additionally, a backiill is provided, and the
department receives reciprocal support in return. Mr. Reilly remarked that the deparfment is not
meeting the required standards and stressed the need for four personnel to ensure safe and effective
responses. He shared a personal experience where it ook over 15 minutes for a response to an
emergent situation, highlighting that every minute matters in such circumstances

Additional staffing has been a topic of discussion for the past five years. In FY25, staffing was
increased to 16 personnel and with the closure of the nearest emergency room it has heightened the
need for additional staff. To address these challenges, the Fire Department will require a budget
increase of $555,425, excluding the town's portion of health insurance and pensions.

The closure of Nashoba Hospital has had a ripple effect, significantly increasing travel time for
emergency responses. The average drive time has now risen to 82 minutes, compared to the previous
37 minutes. As the Fire Depantment is responsible for life safety, it is failing to meet these critical
needs, which could be considered negligent if the service is not provided. Chief Cheeks raised the
question: "What does the community expect when they call for help? The department’s ability to meet
those expectations is increasingly compromised due to staffing shortages and extended response
times.

Mr. Robertson noted that there has historically been a 14% overlap in calls, which has now increased
to 18%. He inquired about the projected reduction in this percentage once the six additional positions
are added. Chief Cheeks clarified that the rise in overlapping calls is due to an increase in call volume
and longer ambulance return times which is causing that second caller to wait longer for a response.
However, with two fully staffed ambulances, response times will improve. Mr. Green agreed that those
two significant factors are contributing to the situation and suggested that further investigation into
factual data is needed to determine whether adding six personnel would be justified.

Mr. Haddad emphasized that, regardless of Nashoba's closure, there is still an ongoing issue with the
increased call volume and inadequate response times, underscoring the need for the six additional
personnel. He raised the question of whether it is worth asking voters to approve $800,000 in taxes to
hire these six personnel, noting that the full amount would not be required in the first year, as the
increased assessment from county retirement would not materialize for two years.

Mr. Cunningham pointed out that a letter requesting staffing support over the next two years had been
submitted to the state, but there has been no response. Chief Cheeks expressed frustration with the
state's lack of engagement regarding the impacts of Nashoba’s closure. Mr. Haddad confirmed that
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the task force formed by the governor did not provide any assistance. It is still crucial to maintain a
public understanding of the situation and what the state has allowed to happen.

Mr. Manugian asked about the priorities regarding life and property safety. Chief Cheeks explained
that life safety always comes first, followed by incident stabilization. Once stabilization is achieved, it
influences the ability to conserve property.

Ms. Manugian stressed the importance of comimunicating to the public that the current level of service
is what can be provided under the existing circumstances.

Ms. Pine asked if the town would be impacted by any federal grants. Mr. Haddad responded that the
town is applying for two federal safety grants, which would provide approximately $600,000 in funding.

Other Issues: Town Manager Summary, Revenue Update, Snow & Ice Deficit, School District

Mr. Haddad introaduced Lacey McCabe, Chair of the Groton-Dunstable School Committee, and Sherry
Kersey, Director of Business and Finance for the Groton-Dunstable Regional School District, to
provide a brief update on the district's budget shortfall, which has been reduced from $880,000 to
$820,000. He clarified that while the level-service budget remained unchanged; adjustments were
made to the funding mechanisms.

Mr. Green expressed concern about the potential long-term impacts of budget cuts on student
outcomes, noting that while the effects may not be immediately apparent, they could negatively impact
the community over time. Ms. McCabe acknowledged the challenge of gathering concrete data on
these impacts, emphasizing that such information often only becomes available after negative
consequences have already occurred. She highlighted concerns about student mental health, pointing
out that if counseling services become inaccessible, issues may go unnoticed. She also noted that
while no immediate crises have emerged, there is a foreseeable risk of negative outcomes. The staff
is experiencing significant stress, and overall morale is low, To address these concerns, a district-wide
culture and climate study—including input from parents, students, and staff members—is currently
underway, with resuits expected in the coming months. Additionally, school principals are actively
working with staff to implement internal improvements.

Mr. Robertson commented on the recurring budget shortfall, noting that it remains an unresolved issue
year after year. He highlighted the disparity between the Town's annual revenue growth of 3% and the
school district's 6.5% increase in expenses, creating a persistent million-dollar gap. He questioned
how this structural deficit could be effectively addressed.

Mr. Green pointed out that while an audit in 2017 identified cost savings, it was a one-time solution
rather than a sustainable fix. He alsc noted that in previous years, many veteran teachers who had
reached the highest salary steps retired and were replaced by first-year teachers, temporarily easing
salary pressures.

Mr. Haddad emphasized that a significant portion of recent funding came from ARPA funds, which are
not a long-term solution. He stressed that the state needs to take greater responsibility in providing
additional funding for the schools.

Ms. Manugian raised a fundamental question: Is the education being provided truly satisfactory? The
members collectively agreed that the current funding formuia is placing undue strain on the community
and is ultimately unsustainable.

9|Page
S:\Private\FinCom\FinComMins022225v2.docx




Ms. Kersey explained that in August, the district had estimated funding levels, but when the Governor
released the budget in January, Chapter 70 funding was set at $75 per student. This adjustment
helped reduce assessments. Additionally, the School Committee decided to hold off on subsidizing
$150,000 for full-day kindergarten, further easing budget pressures. Other state revenue sources,
including transportation reimbursements outlined in the Cherry Sheets, also contributed to the financial
picture. The state's net minimum contribution for the town of Dunstable notably changed by
$35,000, resulting in a financial benefit for the Town of Groton.

A School Committee meeting is scheduled for Tuesday, February 25, 2025, with the Finance
Committee to discuss the budget.

Mr. Haddad reported that the Town of Dunstable has decided to include an override question on the
ballot, though the specific amount has yet to be determined. Ms. McCabe confirmed that Dunstable is
prepared to move forward with an override if needed to maintain a level-service budget. The School
Committee must certify its final budget by March 12th.

Mr. Haddad also noted that the Groton Select Board must post a specific override amount on the
ballot. Dunstable will wait for Groton's decision before finalizing its own approach. Ultimately, the
Select Board must determine the school budget and whether an override will be necessary.

FY26 Budget Deliberation

Mr. Haddad reported that the health insurance provider remains firm on a 14.8% increase. He noted
that there is still an outstanding budget gap of $25,000 to $50,000, which may be resolved through
revenue adjustments without impacting the tax rate. However, there may be a need to allocate more
than the current $475,000.

Mr. Haddad stated that the Select Board and the Finance Commitiee are scheduled to meet with the
School Committee on Tuesday, February 25, 2025.

On March 3, 2025, the Finance Committee will convene to discuss the proposed override and would
need fo finalize the town budget by March 17, 2025

Mr. Haddad has requested that the Finance Committee finalize the Town Budget by March 17, 2025.
The meeting adjourned at 12:52 PM.

Respectfully submitted by Kristine Fox, Per Diem Minute Taker
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~Grroton Fire Departuent
Fire ~ EMS ~ Rescue
“Together We Serve the Community”

45 Farmers Row
Mailing Address: 173 Main Street
Groton, Massachusetts 01450
Tel: (978) 448-6333
Fax: (978) 448-1116

Fiseal Year 2026 Budget Naryative

As the Groton Fire Department looks back on the last few years, we have experienced a constant
increase in calls for service and our department members have been able to step up to meet the
need. Fiscal Year 2025, however, has hit us with a new challenge. With the closure of Nashoba
Medical Center the department has been stretched to provide level services. In fact, one could
argue that without adding an additional shift during the overnight hours, we would essentially have
-reverted-our response to the days prior to establishing a 24/7-staffed department.” - S
This new challenge has created extended transport times that have more than tripled the amount
of time our ambulance is unavailable for the next request for service. With incidences whete time
is of the essence, a delay due to the lack of available response will prove to be costly.

To approach this situation, the question that needs to be asked is “What is the community's
expectation when individuals pick up the phone and call 91177 The easy answer is that our citizens
expect an immediate response and for ambulance or fire crews 1o arrive within 5-8 minufes
depending on the location of the incident. When assessing the need for 24/7 staffing, one of the

- driving forces for the change was response times. If you recall, when the response time study was . .

done the average response fime during the evenings was an average of 12 minutes in 2017. If we
now take into account a transport to Emerson Hospital, the possibility of a delay in getting an
initial response to the scene of up to 15 minutes is not out of the question.

Our on-call personnel remain engaged and active; however, we do continue to experience
inactivity of several members at any given time. Our mosi recent recruit class of 8 on-call
firefighters continue to be all-in on training and responding to calls for service. What we do lack
is depth of on-call EMT personnel. We currently have three EMT only on-call personnel, one is
on a leave of absence and another is in the on-boarding phase of their probationary period. The
remaining on-call firefighter/EMTs take on per-diem shifts and respond when available. With the
increased demands and transport times due to the Nashoba closure, the EMT response of the on-
call personnel becomes more problematic and a decrease in response of those individuals for 2nd
or 3td requests for medical assistance can be considered a direct correlation.

Providing professional, efficient, and committed service to our community is the goal of the
Groton TFire Department. In order to accomplish this pledge, we need to be able to provide a
consistent level of service regardless of the time of day. Emergencies are unpredictable and if we
wish to maintain our ability to provide immediate response for the citizens of the Town of Groton,
 we need.to_grow as a.department. Over the last 5 years one of the consistent messages that the

- Jeadership of the Groten Fire Departniént hiad trampeted i This heed for an. increase of career:

R




staffing. The immediate need. for_staffing levels to be bolstered, was immediately felt with: the
closute of Naghoba Medical Center. This can be viewed as a curse and a blessing. Tt is unfortunate’
that our community emergency, rautine, and inpatient care facility closed its doors and the ripple
offect continues to be felt by all of our surrounding communities. The blessing however is that;
One: this has brought all of our community stakeholders together for a shared single purpose of
exploring a solution to re-open the doors of the hospital at some level; and Two: the closure has
opened the eyes of all of our communities to the need for increased staffing for our emergency
service providers.

The Groton Fire Department has been very fortunate that out community has stepped up to
support the request for increased career staffing. With the approval to hire two additional career
firefighter/EMTs, we have made a small step toward achieving the goal of level service. Our on-
call personnel will remain a key component of our departmental response. That message should
never be misconstrued. With that said however, being able to continue to have the department
staffed to provide an immediate response while one of our ambulances is delayed due to the
increased {ransport times becomes more of a reality with the new hires. We will continue to work
with our on-call members, mutual aid partners and stakeholders to maintain cfficient and expedient
response, but they are feeling the same pressures of the hospital closure and are experiencing their
own staffing shortages as well.

Even with-the two additional hires, we will not fully achieve-alevel of service of care and response. -
Tn order to successfully achieve level service day or night we would need to hire an additional 6
career Firefighter/EMTs to bring our staffing to a total of 16. This allows both ambulances to be
staffed for response, as well as provides an expedient and safer initial response to fire calls. Calls
for EMS categorized response totals approximately 75% of our call volume. Coupled with the
growth of the community, we have hit the inflection point where this staffing is now needed. To
agsist with the plan to budget for more staffing, we will be applying for the Staffing for Adequate
Fire and Emergency Response (SAFER) Grant. If awarded, this grant will create some relief for
the community by having 3 years of the staffing paid for upfront. At the end of the 3-year
timeframe, the town however would have to absorb these positions. . , _

Payroll

The increases to the payroll are to reflect contractual obligations and to provide a 3% increase to
the on-call staff. This is reflected in the net chiange of $32,345.84 for FY25 to FY26. As stated
previously, the staffing issue has reached a critical point and, in an effort, to create a bit of a stop
gap in staffing as a result of the Nashoba closure the request was made to hire on two additional
firefighter/EMTs. This addition of two firefighter/EMTs will increase the payroll by another
$135,353.92 : oo - ‘ .

Overtime has taken a significant hit during the first half of FY*25. This was the result of a move
to add one staffed shift during the overnight hours to provide some form of guaranteed response
with two firefighter/EMTs being out of town and unable to respond due to the extended transport
times. With this provision, the need to look closely at the amount allocated for overtime is
warranted. With. increased staffing and firefighters required to attend the Massachusetts Career
Firefighting Academy, overtime is expected to be utilized in effort to create a continuity of
coverage.




The call department continues 1o, be a critical part of our department. The Groton Fire Department.
was founded as a call-volunteer department and many of us began our time on the fite service as
call members. Our on-call personnel strive to maintain a high level of preparedness and have
proven themselves time and time again as being ready to provide second due and, in some
ingtances, first due fire coverage for the town. We as a department have remained strong in out
ability to keep our call members engaged and foster their growth in fire related skills. The
seriotsness of the decline in volunteerism snationwide is a real challenge and [ am proud to say that
despite the dwindling numbers, we ate still able to attract new on-call personnel. Attrition has been
an issue in recent years, and given the youth of the newest recruits we may again see a bandful of
them seek out full time career opportunities. It would be great to keep some of our “homegrown”
talent.

Trajning is the backbone of what we do as emergency response providers. Lack of training leads
to knowledge gaps, inability to perform the simple tasks on the firegrounds and medical scenes, ot
PIOpET response in rescue operations. It can also lead to loss of property, injury or even death. Itis
easy to state that training should be as much a part of our job as responding to emergencies is. We
continue to hold a high standard of proficiency of skills and the training requirements and
encourage continued learning.

Fxpenses:
The FY '26 operating budget bas been developed to include the addition of 2 firefighter/EMTSs.

Also reflected are required increases to the line items for fuel and vehicle maintenance. These
increases are due to the extended travel times and wear and tear that our two ambulances will
encounter. In the 3 short months that Nashoba Medical Center has been closed, the mileage that
each ambulance has driven bas matched the number of miles for the previous 8 months. The
positive note is that, with the delivery of the new expected this month, our oldest ambulance will

only be two years old. This places us in a good position having newer and more reliable medical
apparatus.

Postage is unchanged. Postage is utilized for delivery of letters of violation or other certified
mailing needs.

Office Supplies s unchanged to support office product needs.

Dues and Memberships 13 unchanged. The Groton Fire Department maintains memberships to
the National Fire Protection Association, Tnternational Fire Chiefs, Massachusetis Fire Chiefs
and District 6 Fire Mutual Aid. These entities provide extensive resources such as continuing
education, access to fire codes and standards and resources from other communities.

Travel and Conferences is unchanged and is used to pay for members to attend classes'and
conferences.

Equipment Mainfenance is unchanged. This allocation matches our current need to provide
more maintenance and testing on our SCBA (breathing air), hoses and ladders. These tests are
required to adhere to NFPA guidelines. The primary driver of this increase is the SCBA which is
on the capital plan for replacement. We have applied for the Assistance to Firefighters Grant
(AFQG) the last four years and have yet to be selected for the award. We are currently in the
process of reapplying for the grant again for this cycle. These systems are responsible for
providing fresh breathing air in hazardous environtgents.




Software is unchanged. The account is used for maintenance of software for staff scheduling,
EMS reporting, as well as fire reporting and tracking.

Training is unchanged. The account is used for training of new members to the department,
leadership training, on-line education, National Core EMS training, and supplies for training of
department members.

Vehicle Cost is increased to $25,000 (85,000). This line is used for fuel and is often found to be
short and has been addressed by transfers later in the year. With the increased trave! times for
transports, there will be an increase in fuel expendifures.

Other Fxpenses is unchanged. The account provides for items not classified under other lines

uch as incident rehab materials, drinking water and decontamination supplies. This line could
sustain a small decrease however could become detrimental to the wellbeing of personnel if it

compromises our ability to provide decontamination and rehabilitation at fires.

Vehicle Maintenance is increased to $40,000 (84,000). Vehicle maintenance covers the cost to
keep EMS and Fire vehicles in service and safe for operations. We typically range between
$40,000 and $46,000 for yearly maintenance.

Medical Supplies is unchanged. Medical supplies are the costs associated with keeping the
ambulances stocked with oxygen, bandages, and medications needed for patient care.

Uniforms is increased to $29,550 ($2250 per person first year) to meet the needs of the
additional career personnel. A majority of this money is contractually obligated. The remaining
will be used to supply on-call staff with uniforms.

Books and Periodicals is unchanged and is used to rmaintain trade journals and purchase books
needed for classes attended by personnel.

Parts and Equipment is unchanged. This line maintaing the non-motorized equipment such as
~ hoses, nogzl_es,_ hand tools, fire extinguishers and ladders.

Minor Capital:

Minor capital is an annual appropriation for the replacement of firefighter gear. We have seen an

increase of over 30% in recent years, however with the call department shrinking the amount

allocated can remain unchanged. It is also important to note that there is a push from the

National Fite Prevention Administration (NFPA), as well as the state level, for fire departments

o make the transition to outfitting their firefighters with PFAS fiec gear. We have made a

~ request for approval through the capital plan to add appropriations for the new gear to the Capital
budget for FY’26. o . | ' . )




Capital: -

. We have continued to delay the purchase of an intetface engine (Forestry 4/Engine 7
replacement) given the budgetary adjustments needed to counter both the replacement of oux
SCBA and the new legislation related to PFAS free geat. With that said, the Interface Engine is
on the capital plan for FY*27. The multirole capabilitics of an interface engine will better serve
the unique challenges when it comes 1o brush fires in Groton. For decades Groton has maintained
3 forestry trucks that are utilized for brush fires. An interface engine again fills the void of a mid-
sized fire engine that can bridge the gap between a full-sized engine and a brush truck. This new
vehicle will be highly capable in attacking a building fire as well as a brush fire. This ability
coupled with a short wheelbase and four-wheel-drive allows the department flexibility that was

previously only achieved by utilizing two vehicles at the same tifhe.

The threat of wildfires in our region became reality this fall. Throughout the months of October
and November, firefighters throughout Massachusetts were deployed to battle over 646 wildfires.
This was an unprecedented number of fires for New England let alone our state. The Groton Fire
Department was able to send several crews to assist DCR and other area departments to battle
these fires covering over 3500 acres of wildland.

A bigger more urgent need is for the replacement of our Self-Contained Breathing Apparatus
-(SCBA): This project would replace our 14+ year old SCBA with new, compliant; apparatus.
The SCBA is necessary for providing clean breathing air to firefighters during fire incidents as
well as hazardous maferials operations. Our current SCBA have gone beyond their useful life
expectancy. They have been serviced and re-certified for the current year, however we are at the
point where they are out of compliance and another cycle of re-certification is no longer an
option for vs. The replacement of fhese units will also require an upgrade to the filling station
which will come at an additional cost over the previous $500,000. While the need for these units
is justified, the replacement of all the components makes it a desirable award for federal grants.
As stated previously, the application for a federal grant to fund the replacement of the SCBA is
in the process. This grant cortinues to be very competitive and is not guaranteed. T his grant
would cover most of the upgrade costs with the town responsible for a small percentage.

The Future:

The Groton Fite Department remains in a strong place. We have remained a cohesive group of
career and on-call firefighters and EMTs and we will continue to focus on a “service first”
mentality. The town’s growth, increased requests for service (projected to top 10% over last
year's totals), and the loss of Nashoba Medical Center has created an increased need for more -
staffing. It is understood that this is a difficult time for budgets not just for the Town of Groton,
but across the Commonwealth, and the request for increased staffing is difficult to fund. T will go
back to my opening statement; “What is the community's expectation when individuals pick up
the phone and call 91177 What is an acceptable response when minutes count? The answer
unfortunately is not with the addition of more volunteer firefighters. When you take into account
the need for institutional knowledge of the town’s buildings, response area, mutual aid and
district information, we cannot make that expectation of our on-~call members. Recruiting career
firefighters/EMTs is now the answer. This is a proactive step to the emergency response request
trends of our town. Our community members deserve the best that we can offer. That is our goal.




Lastly, I wish to quote Author and Nationally Renowned Speaker, Simon Sinek who states, -
“Peaple don't buy what you do, they buy why you do it.”

Why do the members of the Groton Fire Department respond day in and day out? Why do our
on-call members continue to attend training and leave their dinner tables and family time after
working a full day at the job that puts a roof over their heads?

We do it because we are committed to service to others. We do it because of our desire to be part
of something way bigger than us and that can give so much back to our community. We hope to
inspire others to do the same. I’s not about the “T-shirt” or our last name on our geat. It is about
what is stitched over our hearts on the left side of our job shirts and on the uppex back of our

_ gear. “Groton” what it means to be part of ateam and a community.

Art Cheeks
Fire Chief
Town of Gioton.
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6 Firefighters needed. A Justification

Over the last several months you have heard the uptick in requests for increased staffing for the
fire department. It comes without question that life safety and emergency response should be a
‘priority and it is those key components that help drive the staffing request.

Justification for staffing is data driven. Yes, it has become a necessity since the closure of
Nashoba Valley Medical Center, but with a heavy impact on budgets the need to provide
information to the community so that all questions can be answered as to why the need is 80

" iritical at this time, We have graciously been allowed ‘the ability to immediately hire two career
firefighter/EMTs. While helpful, this only serves as a stop gap which the information within this
memo will provide a better insight as to why.

Current Staffing Levels:

The Groton Fire Department is staffed with 4 groups of 2 firefighter/EMTs providing 24/7 fire
and EMS coverage for the community. This means at any given time of day there are only 2
members that are on shift to respond. During the day time hours 8am - 4pm Monday thru Friday,
the Fire Chief and Deputy Chief (for now we are filling this position with a career
firefighter/EMT at their overtime rate) are staffing the building and, there may be a per-diem on
shift to assist. The Call/Volunteer firefighters and EMTs respond to fire and EMS calls as they
are available, but this response will vary on time of day and shall #ot be assumed as a guaranteed
full response. The Call/Volunteer members are a vital part of our department and shall never be
thought of as a less than needed resource.

Current Developments affecting the need for increased staffing:

Over the last six years, the Groton Fire Department’s career staffing levels have been less than
ideal. This has a direct impact on tesponse, life safety and the overall fire protection of the
community. Not to mention the impact it has on our FF/EMTs well-being.

Tn 2024 the Fire Department saw a staggering increase in calls for service, During the last 5
years, the annual increase for fire or EMS response averaged only 2%. This year alone the
increase jumped 16%. This has nothing to do with the closure of Nashoba Medical Center and
quite frankly it is difficult to point out a clear reason for the increase, but what we can say is that
it has put a certain strain on the department’s ability to maintain and keep up with all aspects of
dajly operations.




What the wmajority of the public doesn’t see:: Daily Operations _ T
The fire department performs numetous ofher tasks that make up our datly operations. The
involvement and time needed to perform Fire Prevention activities can take up quite a bit of
time. Over the 2024 calendar year the department was responsible for conducting over 630
Inspections and building plan TEVIews,

o When I served as the Deputy Chief much of the plan review and inspections was part of my
responsibility. I was also considered a riding deputy which meant that I also had to respond to
most calls for service. Once again, if the fire departiment had an emergency call this meant a
disruption in completing the inspections or plan reviews 1 was working on.

s The State of Massachusetts requires that all schools must compléte a mitimurn of 4 fire ot
emergency response drills. We also must do pre-opening of school inspections that are typically
performed in the days leading up to the start of schiool. The town of Groton consists of a total of
over 28 school buildings that need to be inspected. The typical time needed to complete a school
building can exceed 2 hours.

o Fire drills are often forced to be performed when the school’s officials find it convenient, as 0
create the least amount of disruption to the school day which may vary term to term. Thus, the
coordination that it takes to complete these drills takes quite a bit of time and energy. to organize,
and if we receive any emergency call duting those times, the process needed to reschedule the
drill at an appropriate time is often difficult. That totals over 30 if there are /emergency drills that
must be completed thronghout the year.

All of the above must be completed as well as daily trainings and regular maintenance of our
apparatus and equipment. Ensuring that our ambulances are in compliance and stocked with the
appropriate levels of supplies and equipment, completing required training to maintain
certifications and licensures both for individuals as well as departmental, and activities to
maintain our skills with firefighting and EMS operations.

Supporting Data:

As I stated previously the closure of Nashoba has had a tremendous impact on fire department
operations. Simultaneously the department saw a largest increase in requests for service it has
seen in years. To provide further insight we have broken down several data points to also help
justify the need.

The fire department responded to 1,720 calls in 2024 compared to 1,470 calls just one year priot.
Of the 1,720 requests, 53% were classified as EMS which was a 30% increase from 2023. Those
requests were significantly higher than the previous year. One of the worst things we are finding
is that we have had 122 overlapping requests for service. This meant that of the 371 requests that
were made post Nashoba’s closute, 399 involved calls in which we may have not been able to
provide an immediate response due to the lack of staff available. This resulted in delays in
response, initial assessment and essentially a delay in care.

If we take into account that the survival xate of an adult suffering from cardiac arrest decreases
an average of 7-10% for every minute. Simple math then states that if care is delayed for 10
minutes, the likelihood of survival is near 0%. Minutes count.




The rule of thumb is that fire doubles in size every minute. If a 100 sq. ft room contains, a small
fire and the time for the initial appatatiis to be en-route is 10 minutes, that room would be fully
involved by the time that first arriving crew is on scene. This does not take into consideration the
time it may take to deploy hose lines to put water on the fire. Minutes count. For instance, on
September 3" of 2024 we were requested to respond to a fire alarm activation. Our ambulance
was already occupied with a patient and en-route to Emerson Hospital. The time for the first fire
tesponse apparatus to arrive on scene for the alarm activation was aver 18 minutes. There have
heen numerous occutrences of response times north of 12, 15 and even a 20-minute response
time. This is not acceptable.

Over the last 4 months I have often been asked how the Nashoba closure has impacted the
Groton Tire Department. The easy and obvious answer is that when we went to Nashoba it was a
23 -minute turnaround time but now if we go to Emerson Hospital, we are averaging 93 minutes
as well as wear and tear on our vehicles and our firefighters/EMTs.

What the community members need to know and understand that [ stand behind my fellow
firefighters and EMTs and I wouldn’t be doing my job if I don’t express my concerns about the
wellbeing of our Firefighter/EMTs.

I took the position of Fire Chief and in doing so took an oath o male every effort to do what is
__best for the residents of Groton and sometimes-doing-what is right may not be popular. Talso -~ -
have a personal oath and promise to invest in those whom I work with. My position is centered
on being able create and maintain systems that enable our fire department fo continue to provide
the services that our community expects and the care that they deserve. With that in mind,
cannot keep asking our firefighters and EMTS to perform their jobs if they are exhausted and
burnt out. The mental health and wellbeing of our first responders is a responsibility that we need
to recognize is real. Just recently a firefighter paramedic for the town of Avon committed
suicide. The specifics behind his history of mental health issues are not known, but my point is
that being a firefighter, EMT, Paramedic, law enforcement officer, military veteran, comes with
hidden injuries. PTSD is a key component of our mental health, and burnout is another key
contributor as first responders. We as a town are negligent if we do not provide the proper
staffing to allow some relief for our Firefighters/EMTs. Our community expects our responders
to be both physically and mentally prepared to respond at all times. Let’s acknowledge that and
do the right thing for our community and those who serve our community.

Axt Cheeks
Fire Chief
Town of Groton.
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Survey taken February 10-

i4, 2025

1]
]

Dunstabie

Groton

Littleton

Fepperell

Townsend

5q
Population Mileage
8,400 9.8
3,408 16.7
11,315 32.54
10,084 17.6
11,656 22.99

9,000 33.1

Dept
Type

Combo
Call

Combo
combo
Combo

Combo

total

Cali

12

30

33

11

40

29

Total FT  of shift

19

23

10

how
many
cails a
year

2044

447

1720

2458

1668

1506

EMS

1070

173

1125

1510

1069

1100

974

268

585

948

599

406

increase
Hosp
Times

12.36

60

47

call
increase
%

9.3%

5.0%

17.0%

6.7%

4.3%




Head to Head Q4 2023 v. Q4 2024 ]
Q4 2024 Delta % Increase

Call Volume 154 178 24 16%

Transport Time per Call 43 93 50 116%

Total Transport Time 6596 16601 10005 152%

Mileage 1467 6218 4751 324%

Some possible conclusions:

o We have increased our per call average transport by 50 minutes {116%). This led to a 10K minute
increase in Q4 24 alone (152%) which translates to 7 person-days and as we are required by law
to transport with 2 EMTs, 14 additional person-days per quarter in transport time alone.

o At current staffing levels this is a 1::1 correlation of an additional 14 person-days per
guarter the town is not able to staff an ambulance, or safely staff any fire apparatus to
meet the response time standard.

e Mileage on our ambulances is now 3x what it was, possibly indicating we will require
replacement 3x faster than we did before.




