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Dear Mayor Ferrini, City Councilors and City Manager Bohenko, 
 
 As you are aware, 56 residents and 13 Portsmouth High School students have been hard 
at work on the City Budget Dialogue since the first week of March.  As is customary with 
Portsmouth listens dialogues, each group has produced their own written report.  The written 
reports will be published in the Portsmouth Herald, and each group will present their findings 
Wednesday evening at 7PM at the Portsmouth High school Library.   
 

On behalf of the participants, it is our great pleasure to provide you with each group’s 
written reports and to invite you the public presentations on Wednesday evening. 

 

This was by far the most demanding and complex dialogue Portsmouth Listens has 
facilitated.  Participants attended six two hour deliberative and work sessions and spent 
considerable additional time on the City Budget.  The vast majority of participants reported that 
their knowledge of the City Budget was increased and that their views about the City Budget 
changed as a result of the dialogue.  

 

This would not have happen without contributions from the City.  Budget 101 set the 
stage by priming participants for the task at hand and starting an open-ended and respectful 
discussion about the City Budget.  The “Work Sessions” with each of the four Departments 
created another opportunity for participants to expand their knowledge of the City Budget 
through direct interaction with representatives from each Department.  Meeting with City 
Councilors enhanced participants’ knowledge of the City Budget and provided a direct and 
candid assessment of what City Councilors were thinking and why.  

 

We would like to extend our sincere appreciation and gratitude to City Manager, John 
Bohenko and the Department representatives for extending these opportunities to the dialogue 
participants, and to you and the City Council for unhesitatingly engaging participants in 
meaningful dialogue.  With the City’s cooperation and the participants’ commitment, this 
dialogue drilled deeper than ever before in Portsmouth. 

 

We hope to see you Wednesday evening for the group report out.  Thank you for your 
commitment to our community. 
 

Sincerely, 
 

Jim Noucas and John Tabor, Co-chairs 
Portsmouth Listens Steering Committee 

Bert Cohen, Diane Stradling, Inga Wyman, Jeff Cooper, Jennifer Meister, 
Kim O’Connell, Leo Gagnon, Lori Gagnon and Shaun Rafferty 
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PORTSMOUTH LISTENS CITY BUDGET DIALOGUE 

SUMMARY REPORT 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

 A declining economy has put tremendous pressure on the private and public sectors.  

Creating the local budget has become a more difficult and contentious process with over 200 

people speaking at an FY11 public hearing on the City Budget.  People in the community were 

speaking at one another but not with each other.  Facing difficult and often emotional issues, 

Portsmouth Listens presented the opportunity for Portsmouth citizens to come together, learn 

more about the City Budget process and collaborate on input for the City’s FY12 Budget. 

 Portsmouth Listens goals for this dialogue were three fold.  First and foremost, 

Portsmouth Listens wanted to create an opportunity for citizens to become more aware and 

knowledgeable about the City Budget process.  Second, Portsmouth Listens hoped to produce 

good information to help the City Councilors in their deliberations.  And third, as with any 

dialogue, PL sought to create an even stronger community.    

 

 The study circle process for the City Budget Dialogue was framed by the following 

question: 
 

“How do we balance the tax burden and level of services needed to 
make Portsmouth the best place to live and work for everyone?” 

 
 Due to the complexity of the City Budget and budget process, Portsmouth Listens limited 

the scope of the City Budget Dialogue. The deliberation excluded “non-operating costs” and 

focused on the operating budgets of the Municipal, Fire, Police and Schools departments.  

Municipal included the City Manager, Public Works, Recreation, the Library, Finance, Welfare 

and Human Resources.  These departmental budgets are 75% of the city budget.  

 Participants were tasked to come up with two budgets.  First,  came a Flat Cost/No Tax 

Increase budget based on the City Council’s mandate to the Departments.  Not increasing the tax 

rate is particularly difficult when there several factors over which the City has no control, such as 

the County Tax, reduced aid from the state and state downshifting of costs.  While the amount of 
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these costs was not known through the dialogue, for the purpose of the exercise, the County Tax 

was assumed to be fixed at a $250,000 increase.  This created a variable that forced participants 

to offset these costs through the other four department operating budgets. 

 Participants were also tasked to create their own “Citizens Budget” which could increase 

or decrease by any amount.  Participants had to achieve consensus – or a majority vote – to put 

forward their budget. This challenged each member of the group to go beyond his or her own 

agenda, and work with others to create a shared final product.  This summary is followed by the 

written reports from each study circle group.  Portsmouth Listens hopes that this information and 

process will serve the community in a positive way in these fiscally difficult times. 

 

II.  THE PROCESS 

 The process began in January with the City’s presentation of “Budget 101”, a 90 meeting 

information session from the City Manager, John Bohenko, and Department heads.  It was 

followed by a 40 minute discussion that set the tone for this Dialogue.  Attendees with a very 

diverse set of opinions engaged the City in a respectful and productive dialogue about the budget 

process and budget issues.  The City taped Budget 101 and made it available on the City website.  

All participants were asked to watch in so that everyone would be working from the same base.  

This event alone substantially enhanced community knowledge about the budget. 

 From there, seven groups of six to twelve participants were formed for a study circle 

dialogue.  They met six times: 

·  Week 1: The group decided values and priorities to balance services and the tax burden, 

and broke into teams to do homework on the four departments’ past and present budgets. 

·  Week 2: The teams within each group educated the others on past and present operations 

and budgets, looking at head count and service increases and reductions over the past few 

years. They also chose “liaisons” to meet with the leaders of those departments. 

·  Week 3: The liaisons and leaders of the department met at a work session to learn 

firsthand what the impacts on services would be in a level-funded budget, and ask 

questions they had prepared. 

·  Week 4: The groups deliberated on their Flat Budget and Citizens Budget. 

·  Week 5: The groups met with several City Councilors at a time in a work session, 

learning how the council saw the budget versus department managers who owned them.  
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·  Week 6: At this final deliberative session, each study circle finalized their budget 

proposals and set about writing their reports that follow this summary.   

 Each group will also report their findings and conclusions to the public on Wednesday 

evening, May 4 from 7 to 9PM at the Portsmouth High School Library.  The general public is 

welcome to attend. 

 The participants commitment to this process was intense.  The material was not easy and 

the issues were complex.  The Exit Survey, completed by 42 of the participants showed that 35 

spent an hour or more of their own time outside of the deliberative sessions working on the 

budget issues.  Fifteen of them spent 2+ hours outside time per week on the Dialogue. It is 

estimated that participants committed over 1000 hours of deliberation to the City Budget 

Dialogue over the course of eight weeks.  
 

III.  PARTICIPANTS  

By mailing postcard invitations to every city household, resulting 139 citizens initially signed up 

to be in the study circles. Between signup and the first sessions, the group reduced to 60. In the 

end, 56 residents in six groups finished. In addition, a group of Portsmouth High School students 

also met all six times, making total participants 69.  

In a follow up survey, explanations for the attrition were “conflicts arose after I signed up” 

(100%), “was not what I anticipated in terms of time,” (22%) and “did not like the proposed 

process” (11%). 

The final 56 participants had the following demographics: 
 

Gender                                                                City                         Study Circles  
Male                                                                     50%                        59% 
Female                                                                 50%                        41% 
 

Age 
18-44                                                                     48%                        16% 
45-65                                                                     35%                        55% 
64+                                                                        17%                        29% 
 

Education 
High School Only                                               27.8%                    7% 
Some College                                                    24.6%                    3.5% 
College Graduate and higher                           51.5%                    89.5% 
 

Families with kids <18 
With                                                                    25%                        35% 
Without                                                               75%                        65% 
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Portsmouth Listens was able to balance the groups so each had 1-2 participants from the “scarce” 

demographics (18-44, and non-college). More important, the groups had diverse views about city 

services and tax burdens.  Notably, many of those with higher education levels were self-

employed. Three groups closely matched city demographics: Borthwick, Daniel-Elwyn and 

Fleet-Gosling. 

 

In final surveys, a striking 81% said they changed their views from the start to finish of the 

process. As one report said, “Some of us became more liberal and some became more conservative” as 

they arrived at a balanced budget. All participants also commented on how much they had 

learned about the city budget, and many expressed a desire to continue their involvement. 

 

IV.  VALUES AND PRIORITIES  

To guide their deliberations, all the groups began by framing their priorities. Facilitators did 

open-ended brainstorming, followed by dot voting. By creating a score for each value’s place (6 

for first, 1 for last) and multiplying by an “intensity factor” (the number of groups that cited that 

value), the following table reflects the values across all the groups: 

Group 
    

Score 
Quality education 21 
Affordable taxes 17 
Infrastructure well maintained 16 
Sustainability 13 
Public safety 11 
Economic growth & vitality 9 
Livability/amenities 9 
Arts, history & culture 1 

 
Other values and priorities which were represented, but were not in the “top 5” were: 

attractiveness as a tourist destination, vibrant, walkable downtown, recreation facilities, green 

space, diversity, a safety net for the disadvantaged, civic dialogue, and support for the arts. 

 

Overall, the groups framed budgets that reflected their top priorities. They held close to the 

council’s level funding objective. Four of six groups added back positions for the schools. Three 

of six groups chose to increase the fire department budget, two to level fund and one to decrease. 
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Likewise, four groups chose to add back positions for police, and two to decrease further than 

flat 

 
 

V.  THE WORK SESSIONS 

 

 The Work Sessions with the Departments and City Councilors took dialogue in 

Portsmouth to a new level.  These Sessions crossed the line from the traditional public hearing 

process with thoughtful, interactive and respectful communication.  Participants had the 

opportunity to ask questions and receive direct and immediate answers.  They were able to hear 

what Department representatives and City Councilors were thinking and why.  In past dialogues, 

questions to city officials were transmitted and answered in writing between deliberative 

sessions.  Study circles were able to report their findings to City Councilors, but there was not 

much time for interaction, and their reports were already “final”.  These Work Sessions were 

completed before final reports were done and allowed both participants and City officials to drill 

down to new and deeper levels of understanding. 

 The Department Work sessions created an opportunity to meet and converse with 

Department representatives.  Typically, there was not enough time to answer all questions.  The 

more participants learned, the more they wanted to know.  Many felt the experience could be 

even better more information available ahead of time such as the Schools Budget Report that 

came out just prior to the Work Sessions.  Because the Municipal Department includes so many 

different departments, there was not enough time to gain access to more particular information 

about each department such as Public Works, the Library or the recreation Department.  Next 

time these sessions will be even better.  

 The City Council work sessions were terrific for participants and councilors.  With the 

restraints of the pubic hearing process gone, participants and city councilors engaged like never 

before.  Participant questions were answered with detail that supplemented the Department Work 

Sessions.  Councilors were candid with their opinions and their reasoning.  All sides of issues 

were discussed frankly and openly, and largely free from tensions.  There was an unusual sense 

of commonality in the air.  The fact that participants were immersed in a study and dialogue 
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process helped create a more productive environment.  More such opportunities need to be 

created on a regular basis.   

 
 

VI.  PROPOSED  FLAT BUDGET 
 

 All study circle groups were asked to produce a Flat Budget with no tax increase as 

mandated by the City Council.  Based on an estimated 3% increase in fixed costs from FY11 to 

FY12, the mandate of a Flat Budget means that each Department is facing a 3% cut to start with.  

Also, to offset the $250,000 county tax increase, each group had to actually reduce the city 

operating budget from $67.4 million to $67.15 million to avoid a tax increase. 

 There was some variation across the groups as to how they made adjustments with 

Department Budgets to meet the overall mandate, while determining the needs of each 

department. In every case, they used their research and discussions with city officials to make 

informed decisions about what positions and services they wanted to restore. 

 For the Municipal Department Budget, one group stayed with the FY11 budget of $15.4 

million.  Six other groups proposed reducing the FY12 budget.  Three groups proposed decreases 

of less than 1% (between $30,000 and $125,000).  Two groups proposed decreases of 3.2% 

($500,000) with the final group proposing a 5% reduction ($800,000).   

 For the Fire Budget, three groups kept the Budget flat at $6.7 million, two groups 

suggested negligible changes of less than ½% ($20,000 to 30,000), one proposed an increase of 

4.5% ($300,000) and one a decrease of 3% ($200,000). 

 For the Police Department, one group stayed with the FY11 Budget of $8.4 million, and 

two supported increases of approximately 1% ($85,000 to 100,000).  Four recommended cuts to 

the Police Budget with three of the four proposed decreases in the 1.5% to 6% range ($125,000, 

$130,000 and $500,000).  

 For the School Department, two held the line at the FY11 level ($36.9 million) while two 

supported decreases of .4% ($140,000).  The other three all recommended increases in the 

School Budget ranging from .3% ($100,000) to 1.2% ($465,000) and 2.6% ($950,000). 

 Each group’s reasoning for their proposed increases or decreases is set out in their 

reports.  There is no clear cut consensus across the groups for specific cuts to specific 
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departments.  This reflects the complexity of the issues and the difficulty of the task.  There is no 

universal answer to the budget dilemma.   

 
 
 

 
VII.  THE CITIZENS’ PROPOSED BUDGET  

 
 All groups were given the opportunity to build their own your Proposed Budget. They 

could increase or decrease the Budget as they saw fit but were asked to explain “How and Why” 

they came up with their Budget and calculate the impact their Budget will have on the tax rate 

and tax bills.  Each group’s Proposed Budget is set out in the chart below, along with the impact 

it will have on the tax rate and a tax bill for a property valued at $300,000. 

 Three of the seven study circle groups recommended a Flat Budget that would not result in 

any increase in the Tax Rate or Tax Bill from the Operating Budget (and County Tax in this 

exercise).  A fourth group proposed a $100,000 increase in the Operating Budget that would only 

increase the Tax Rate by a little over three cents.  Two of the remaining three groups proposed 

increases of less than .1% resulting in increases in the Tax Rate of approximately $ .20 to $ .24 per 

 
Service 
Area 

 
A. 
FY 

2011 
Budget 

 
B. 

Projected 
Cost FY 
2012** 

 
 

Atkinson/ 
Cabot 

 
 

Borth-
wick 

 
 

Daniel/ 
Elwyn 

 
 

Fleet/ 
Gosling 

 
 

Heritage 

 
 

Isling-
ton 

 
 

PHS 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 
$14.6m 

 
$15.275 

 
$14.9m 

 
$15.34 

 
$15.4 

 
$14.9m 

 
$15.37m 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

 
$6.7m 

 
$ 6.7 

 
$6.5m 

 
$6.68 

 
$6.7 

 
$7.0m 

 
$6.73m 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

 
$8.485m 

 
$8.275 

 
$7.9m 

 
$8.37 

 
$8.4 

 
$8.5m 

 
$8.27m 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

 
$37.365 

 
$36.9 

 
$37.85m 

 
$36.76 

 
$36.9 

 
$37.0m 

 
$36.76m 

Dept. 
Sub-total 

 
$67.4 

 
$70.25 

 
$67.15 

 
$67.15 

 
$67.15 

 
$67.15 

 
$67.4 

 
$67.15 

 
$67.13m 

 
County* 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35 

 
$4.35 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

 
$71.5m 

 
$71.5m 

 
$71.5m 

 
$71.50 

 
$71.75 

 
$71.5m 

 
$71.48m 

*County tax uses a working assumption of 6% increase. 
**Projected Cost is the cost to fund all current services and staffing with contract labor cost increases. 
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thousand, impacting the Tax Bill on a $300,000 property by $62 to $72 per year.  The seventh group 

proposed an increase of $2.44 million that would result in an $ .84 increase in the Tax Rate, adding 

$252 onto the annual Tax Bill for the $300,000 property. 

 There appears to be very strong support across the study circles for maintaining a Flat 

Budget that will have little or no impact on the local property tax for FY12.  However, the groups do 

differ somewhat on how to distribute the Budget dollars.  See the group reports for their choices.      

VIII.  LONG TERM ISSUES AND SOLUTIONS  

 

 
Service 
Area 

 
A. 
FY 

2011 
Budget 

 
B. 

Projected 
Cost FY 
2012** 

 
 

Atkinson/ 
Cabot 

 
 

Borth-
wick 

 
 

Daniel/ 
Elwyn 

 
 

Fleet/ 
Gosling 

 
 

Heritage 

 
 

Isling-
ton 

 
 

PHS 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 
$14.6m 

 
$15.27 

 
$14.9m 

 
$15.34 

 
$15.4 

 
$14.9 

 
$16.4m 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

 
$6.7m 

 
$ 6.7 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.78 

 
$6.95 

 
$7.0 

 
$7.0m 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

 
$8.485m 

 
$8.075 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.37 

 
$8.5 

 
$8.5 

 
$8.99m 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

 
$37.365 

 
$37.1 

 
$37.75m 

 
$36.76 

 
$37 

 
$37.0 

 
$37.2m 

Dept. 
Sub-total 

 
$67.4 

 
$70.25 

 
$67.15 

 
$67.15 

 
$67.75m 

 
$67.25 

 
$67.85 

 
$67.4 

 
$69.59m 

 
County* 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35 

 
$4.35 

 
$71.5 

 
$4.35m 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

 
$71.5m 

 
$71.5 

 
$72.10m 

 
$71.60 

 
$72.2 

 
$71.5 

 
$73.94m 

 
TAX IMPACT 

        

 
Budget change in $ 

 
+$3.1m 

 
$0 

 
$0 

 
+$ .6m 

 
+$ .1m 

 
+$ .7m 

 
$0 

 
+$2.44m 

Increase in 
Tax Rate 

 
+$ 1.07  

 
$0 

 
$0  

 
+$.207  

 
+$ .034 

 
+$ .24 

 
$0 

 
+$ .84 

New Tax Rate FY12 
($17.41 + Increase) 

 
$18.48 

 
$17.41 

 
$17.41 

 
$17.617 

 
$17.444 

 
$17.65 

 
$17.41 

 
$18.25 

Tax Bill for 
$300,000 Property 
(300 X Tax Rate) 

 
$5544 

 
$5223 

 
$5223 

 
$5285.10 

 
$5233 $5295 

 
$5223 

 
$5475 

Increase in FY12 
Tax Bill*** 

(FY12 Bill - $5223) 

 
+$321.00 

 
$0 

 
$0 

 
+62.10 

 
+$10 +$72 

 
$0 

 
+$252 
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Throughout the City Budget Dialogues, each group kept a “Parking Lot” list of long term issues 

affecting our city budget. Here is a summary of those, based on how many groups mentioned the 

issue. 

 

Issue Mention 

Contract labor costs – “city is hamstrung,” “work rules that require overtime,” 

“pensions and benefits above private sector” 

6 

Further creative ways to find efficiencies – participants want to see “out of the box 

thinking” to keep services without continue cost escalation 

4 

Pensions and benefits – concerns about health care and pension costs that drive up 

cost 

4 

State downshifting – Concord reducing aid to cities and towns for pensions, other  3 

Fee for services – “pay per throw” trash, recreational fees, parking, etc. to raise 

revenue 

3 

Visitors to Portsmouth help share cost burden they create 2 

Lower cost, on-call help for police and fire (requires contract changes) 2 

Review capital spending and attendant costs for new or expanded facilities 2 

Use surplus “rainy day” funds to reduce taxes 2 

Regionalizing services to reduce cost 1 

 

Participants said contract labor cost growth is the number one long-term issue. No participants 

spoke against collective bargaining, but nearly every group urged labor and management 

cooperate to reduce the growth in cost. If this is not done, the city will have to continue to reduce 

staff to hold the tax rate down, and gradually dismantle services, participants noted. Likewise, 

they urged efficiency studies (such as that being done for the Police Department) and even 

citizen involvement in efficiency task forces. A significant number of participants sought a 

moderation of high benefit costs, and ways to reduce high pension burdens such as limiting 

pensions to be based on straight pay, not W-2 income, ending the practice of “spiking” an 

employees last three years of pay with overtime and sick-time buybacks, etc. On the revenue 

side, there appeared to be support in several groups for a fresh look at pay-per-bag trash, parking 

fees, and other ways to recoup revenue for usage of services. 



 

 10 
 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 There is no substitute for reading all of the group reports in their entirety.  The quality 

and quantity of the information conveyed in the reports provides the City and City Councilors 

with good information to consider in finalizing the FY12 Budget as well as important 

information on going forward from here.  The goal of this summary is to highlight some of the 

more common and important conclusions from the City Budget Dialogue. 

 

1.  The FY12 Budget – The reports consistently acknowledge the vastness and complexity of 

the budget, making it extremely difficult, if not impossible to digest in just eight weeks.  There is 

near unanimity that the FY12 Budget should be flat or only minimally increased.  However, one 

group reflected that they did not have enough time or information “to make fully valid 

recommendations as to exact dollar figure.”  Nevertheless, the exit survey showed that the 

Dialogue increased participants’ knowledge of the Budget (90%) and influenced their opinions 

(81%).  The groups’ stated “Priorities and Values” provide citizens’ commitment to a high 

quality of life that is affordable.  Through the exercises and dialogues with Departments and City 

Councilors, the groups’ gained substantial insight and then provided their input about what they 

considered to be some of the most important services or positions. 

 

2.  The Current Reality – The reports reflect a clear understanding that, “in the long term, 

downward pressure on the tax rate and increasing wages and benefits in contracts will force 

continued reductions in staff and cuts to vital services” adversely impacting the quality of life the 

community desires.  It is not enough to address the current economic crisis on annual basis.  The 

problems require long term solutions that require a “new creativity”, thinking “outside the box”, 

and “breaking the paradigm”.   There was rightful frustration from the fact that the Dialogue, due 

to time constraints, limited deliberations to the Operating Budget.  But, each group maintained a 

“Parking Lot” listing of long term issues and recommendations.  The groups’ expressed 

significant interest in further exploration of the “Parking Lot” for long term, sustainable changes 

in how our City can meet the needs and desires of our citizens.  City presentations and citizen 

input recognized that Portsmouth is a city of 21,000 residents that support an average daily 

population of 42,000 that explodes to over 100,000 several times during the year.  This makes it 



 

 11 
 

 

difficult to compare Portsmouth with other communities.  The revenue side also needs to be 

explored with one group suggesting that Portsmouth must “look for ways to increase revenue to 

the City from the ‘people who PLAY here’ but don’t live here”.   

 

3. Citizen Input  – After eight weeks of complex and time consuming deliberations, virtually 

every group indicated that they were ready to do more.  They are prepared to do more study 

circles, particularly to mine the collective wisdom of the community reflected in the “Parking 

Lot” of long term issues and recommendations.  Budget 101, the Department Work Sessions and 

the meetings with City Councilors created a new and much deeper sharing knowledge and 

recommendations than ever experienced.  Citizens enjoyed and want more and similar access to 

elected officials and City departments.  .  The City must supplement the traditional public 

hearing process to engage citizens in a meaningful and productive way.  Citizens must be 

prepared to think and act beyond their own agendas to find common solutions.  The synergy of 

City and citizenship partnerships that have made Portsmouth what it is will also provide the 

creativity and community capital for Portsmouth to not only survive current economic 

difficulties, but prosper. 

 

4. The Contracts – There is no escaping the reality that salaries and benefits drive the budget.    

One group aptly described the common sentiment about current times as follows: 

 “We remain in difficult economic times which require shared 
sacrifice.   
Many capable individuals remain unemployed, social security 
recipients and individuals who are employed have gone without 
any increases in their retirement benefits or salaries for several 
years while the cost of food, gasoline, etc. and the City’s share 
of county and state expenditures have increased … many people 
will no longer be able to live in Portsmouth.” 

       

Groups expressed a strong and common desire to learn more about employee contracts and the 

collective bargaining process through a dialogue structure.  Union employees did not participate 

in the Dialogue.  Perhaps a dialogue among union employees and citizens would provide the 

needed opportunity to learn more about the contracts and share the common experience of these 

difficult economic times.  Suggested considerations ranged from how to compare Portsmouth 

salaries and benefits to comparable communities and whether public employment contract and 
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benefits should be consistent with the private market.  By working together, citizens and 

employees may be able to come up with a common understanding that could lead to creative 

solutions that will permit Portsmouth to maintain its desired quality of life in an affordable way. 

 

 Portsmouth citizens are fortunate to enjoy a quality of life that is among the best in the 

nation.  It got there through the common efforts of citizens and government working together.  

The participants in this Dialogue, including the City, reflected the same commitment and 

intelligence that made Portsmouth what it is today.  By continuing to work together, there is little 

doubt that this community can overcome the current financial dilemma and maintain a high 

quality of life that is affordable.  If nothing else, this Dialogue demonstrated that people with 

very diverse opinions have a lot to offer and can work together to find common solutions.  

Portsmouth needs to continue to explore and utilize this community capital to continue to make 

Portsmouth the best place to live and work for everyone.  

THANK YOU!  
 Portsmouth Listens extends its gratitude and appreciation to everyone that participated in 

the City Budget Dialogue or made it possible.  Thank you to the 56 citizens and 13 high school 

students that committed an extraordinary amount of time and energy to the Dialogue.  Without 

the efforts and skills of our eleven facilitators, the Dialogue would not have happen – they are 

the best!  Special thanks to John Bohenko, the Department representatives and City Councilors 

who took this process to a new level through their collaboration and commitment.  Thanks to 

Portsmouth High for making their facilities available and engaging PHS students in this process.  

And, thank you to Portsmouth for being Portsmouth.  Let’s all continue to work together to keep 

it that way for everyone. 

Sincerely, 

Portsmouth Listens 

Jim Noucas and John Tabor, Co-chairs 

Bert Cohen, Diane Stradling, Inga Wyman, Jeff Cooper, Jennifer Meister, 

Kim O’Connell, Leo Gagnon, Lori Gagnon and Shaun Rafferty 
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Portsmouth Listens City Budget Dialogue 
Final Report 

 

 
 

“How do we balance the tax burden and 
 level of services needed to make Portsmouth 

   the best place to live and work for everyone?” 
 

The members of the Atkinson/Cabot Group included: 
 

Charles Griffin, Robin Normandeau, Becky McBeath,  
Jim Eiffe, Bill St Laurent, Amy Dutton, Steve Barndollar, 

Andrea Allen, Jack McGrath, and Amy Dutton. 
 

The Facilitators were: Jeffrey Cooper and Michael Shea 
 

I.  PRIORITIES AND VALUES  
 
   “What are the five most important (things) that 
   must be sustained to make Portsmouth the best 
   place to live and work for everyone?” 
 

 The Atkinson/Cabot Group’s top five priorities or values were: 
 

1. Portsmouth should be a family-friendly community that provides quality schools 
and recreational facilities as well as support for the arts. 
2. Portsmouth should be an affordable community for a diverse socio-economic 
citizenry, characterized by sound management, responsible decision making from 
all levels of government both elected and appointed and responsiveness to those in 
need. 
3. Portsmouth should be a safe, clean, aesthetically pleasing and walkable 
community with a vibrant downtown. 
4. Portsmouth should an environmentally responsible community with an up to 
date and well-maintained infrastructure. 
5. Portsmouth should be an economically vibrant community, attractive to large 
and small businesses providing jobs of varying levels. 
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Developed through consensus, these priorities and values are not listed in order of 
ranking but rather represent what the group felt were the “five most important 
things that must be sustained to make Portsmouth the best place to live and work 
for everyone.”  

II.  DEPARTMENT WORK SESSIONS 
 

Liaisons from our group attended Work Sessions with representatives from 
each of the four departments (police, fire, schools and municipal).  Here is a 
summary about each Work Session: 

 

Police:  The police session provided some beneficial insight into the operations of 
the department.  Discussed were the challenges that the police face in making their 
reduced budgets while continuing to provide the community with the policing we 
have come to expect.  The budget process has required reduced services including 
downtown patrols, school resource officers, the traffic car (an enforcement unit 
which generates traffic violation revenue benefiting the State revenue and not local 
city revenue) and other patrols and positions.  One of the challenges the residents 
of Portsmouth face is the financial and operational transparency which will allow 
the required insight into the efficiency and productivity of which our tax dollars 
are being spent.  Unfortunately the police efficiency study currently taking place 
will not be complete in time for this report, however these results (to be published 
on the city web-site) are intended to provide the citizens of Portsmouth with the 
necessary insight to determine productivity of our police department when 
benchmarked with police departments in like communities.  The quality of our 
police department is impressive, we have top notch men and women protecting 
Portsmouth and that is something which we can all agree upon and be very proud. 

  

Fire:  The Fire Department is under the oversight of the Fire Commission. To 
meet the requirement that there be a zero increase in the FY 2012 budget, increases 
related to wages (step increases), health and dental insurance and retirement must 
be offset by budget reductions elsewhere. This may require that the Pease station 
be closed and that the number of available ambulances be reduced from two to 
one. Also, the amount of overtime will need to be controlled. 

 

Schools:  The School Department representatives were very transparent and 
provided a lot of helpful information including  a 25 page report describing  the 
reductions which had been made, enrollment data, teacher collaboration, 
achievement outcomes budget and finance comparisons with other districts, as 
well as describing initiatives to address merit pay, teacher evaluations, bus 
transportation ,the AREA Agreement ,and cost controls. 
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Municipal :  The municipal staff presented an extensive detailed power point 
presentation that emphasized the complexity of the budget process.  They spoke in 
great detail about the various rules and procedures in which they adhere to.  A 
question was posed relative to reviewing other options for the outside audit 
process that gained an unfavorable response from the staff.   

 

All expenses and revenue in the city flow directly in and out of the general 
fund.   The finance department is directly responsible with this task.  Basically, the 
enormity of the task is far too complex for the average person to comprehend.   

 
III.  OUR PROPOSED  FLAT BUDGET  

 

 All study circle groups were asked to produce a Flat Budget with no 
tax increase just as mandated by the City Council.  Our exercise was limited to the 
Operating Budget (municipal, police, fire and the schools) and the County Tax.  
We were also instructed to assume for the purpose of this exercise that the increase 
in the County Tax would be $250,000 and would not be made up by non-property 
tax revenue or reductions in the non-operating budget.   

 

 To achieve the mandate of a Flat Budget and no tax increase, the total 
of the four departments and the County Tax could not exceed the total budget for 
those five categories in FY 11 or $71.5 million.  Given the assumed increase in the 
County Tax, the total Budget for the four Departments has to drop from the FY11 
budget of $67.4 million to $67.15 million. Our Proposed Citizens’ Flat Budget is: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Columns/ 
Rows 

 
Service 
Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012** 

C. 
Citizen Flat 

Budget  
FY 2012 

 
1. 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 
$14.6m 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

 
$6.7m 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

 
$8.485m 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

 
$37.365 

 Department 
Sub-total 

 
$67.4 

 
$70.25 

 
$67.15 

 
5. 

 
County* 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

 
$71.5m 



 

 16 
 

 

To accomplish the goal of a Flat Budget with no tax increase, we made the 
following increases or decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set 
forth below:  
       

The Municipal Budget went from $15.4 million to $ 14.6 million, a 
decrease of $800,000.  We made this change through exercising an option 
which includes coordinating and consolidating services among departments, 
eliminating one lawyer, and reducing the redundancy in various departments.  
General administration budget “incorporates expenditures that are not directly 
attributed to the operation of any particular municipal department”.  

However, account #s 014041,016001,019002,022001,022501,0023001 all 
appear to be related to payroll expense to a department that has no payroll.  
Eliminating these items from the budget would decrease the FY11 by $450,234.  
     

The Fire Budget remained the same or at $6.7 million. There was however a 
desire to keep the Pease station open and to maintain two ambulances under this 
budget. 
 

The Police Budget went from $8.4 million to $8.485 million, an increase  
of $85,000.  We made this change to maintain the school resource officer. 
 

The School Budget went from $36.9 million to $37.365 million, an increase 
of  $465,000.00. We made this change because we want to retain the three 
elementary guidance positions.  We felt their elimination would mean students 
in need of assistance would not receive it which would adversely impact all 
students. We wanted to retain the Special Services Director as the failure to 
have someone capable of making decisions on the district’s ability to 
accommodate students with special needs can result in costly out of district 
placements. We wanted to retain the Director of Technology as we believed 
technology is a critical element of 21st century education and it made no sense 
to eliminate this position     
 
We recommend a Flat Budget with no tax increase because we remain in 
difficult economic times which require shared sacrifice. Many capable 
individuals remain unemployed, social security recipients and those individuals 
who are employed have gone without any increases in their retirement benefits 
or salaries for several years while the cost of food, gasoline, etc and the city’s 
share of county and state expenditures has increased. Without a flat budget, 
many people will no longer be able to live in Portsmouth.    
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IV. OUR PROPOSED BUDGET 
 

A. FY12 Budget:  Based on what we have learned and considered, we 
propose the following budget for FY 2012: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
B. The impact of Our Proposed FY12 Budget is: 
 

1.  Total Dollars Change from FY11:  $0 million 
 

  2.  Percentage Change from FY11:   0% 
 
C.  How and Why?  To arrive at our Budget, we made the no changes in 
Department Budgets from the Citizens FY 2012 Flat Budget for the reasons 
set forth below:  

       
The Municipal Budget remained at $14.6 million. We made no 
change from the FY 2012 Flat Budget because we wanted to restore 
funding to the School Department.  

 
The Fire Budget remained at $6.7 million. We made no change from 
the Citizen Flat Rate 2012 Budget.       

 
Columns/ 

Rows 

 
Service 
Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012 

D. 
Citizen  
Budget 
FY2012 

 
1. 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 
$14.6m 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

 
$6.7m 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

 
$8.485m 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

 
$37.365 

Department 
Sub-total 

  
$67.4m 

 
$70.25 

 
$67.15 

 
5. 

 
County 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

 
$71.5m 
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The Police Budget remained at $8.485 million, the same as in the 
Citizen Flat Budget which added back the school resource officer 
position. 

 
The School Budget remained at $37.365 million, or no change from 
the FY 2012 Citizen’s Flat Budget previously discussed. 

 
 
D.  The Tax Impact:  Our Proposed Budget has the following impact on the 

FY12 tax rate and the tax bill for a property appraised at $300,000. 
 

1.  Tax Rate:  In FY11, the tax rate was $17.41 per thousand.  Under 
our Proposed FY12 Budget, the Tax Rate will not increase.  

  
    

2. Tax Bill:  For a property assessed at $300,000: 
 

(a) The tax bill for FY11 was:   
 

300 X $17.41 = $5223 
 
(b) The tax bill for FY12 remains unchanged. 

 
E. General Comments:   

Overall, the budget is significantly comprised of expenses that are not 
necessarily able to be significantly changed from one year to the next.  
Our community, with our friends in Concord, faces true financial 
challenges with the benefits packages currently included in the union 
contracts.  It is these costs which are locking our budget into such a 
restricted structure.  Our city leadership needs to tackle these, and other 
State issues, head on and ensure that through the necessary channels we 
are able to have enough of a voice in Concord to influence the future 
financial commitments of our community.  Status quo is no longer an 
option which the community is willing to accept.  The community is 
asking for a change in the costs to run the city, and this will require a new 
way of manage.  The city, and city leaders, will need to adapt to meet the 
challenges of future budgets, as these issues are here to stay until 
resolved.    
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V.  OTHER ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS:  
 
 Our Proposed Budget reflexes only what happens in the next Fiscal Year, 
July 1, 2011 to June 30, 2012.  We believe that the following long term 
strategies, ideas, issues or solutions could impact the Budget on an ongoing 
basis and should be considered before the next City Budget cycle.   
 

-Bring pensions and benefits more in line with the private sector. 
-Explore incentives for saving money. 
-Conduct efficiency studies beyond the Police Department 
-Evaluate more fee based services; e.g. School Transportation, Library use, 

etc. 
-Identify the impact on tax rates of future changes. 
-Use of excess dollars in the General Fund to reduce the overll debt service 

 
 

VI.  HOW THE DECISIONS WERE MADE?  
 

 In our group, we were able to arrive at our budget recommendations by both 
consensus and by vote.  The Citizen Flat Budget was agreed to through consensus. 
The Proposed Budget was voted on, with the majority favoring no change from the 
Flat Budget. The vote was 4 to 3.  
 
 In our Group, there was substantial agreement on many issues.  These 
included cuts to the municipal budget, leveraging the “rainy day fund’ to help 
offset some of the budget shortfalls, and the need for increased insight into the 
financial information of the city.  We had consensus that the school department 
provided the level of transparency that was well received and insightful.  
Unfortunately, all other departments did not provide the necessary financial insight 
to make truly informed decision about their budget requirements.   
 
 By a vote of 4 to 3, the majority favored making no changes in the Proposed 
Budget from the Flat Budget. The minority supported an increase of $1.4M or from 
$67.15M to $68.55M. This would fund the School, Fire and Police Departments to 
deliver the same level of service as provided in the FY 2011 budget. The tax rate 
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would increase by $0.36 per thousand and result in an overall annual increase of 
$108.00 on a property assessed at $300,000.00.   
 
The minority favored funding the Police budget for the necessary resource officers 
in the schools and the Fire budget for the ambulance in the Pease station. The 
minority also supported reducing the Municipal Department budget by an 
additional $550,000.00 over the level in the majority Proposed budget. Both the 
majority and minority supported adding back the three elementary school 
Guidance positions, the Special Ed Director and the IT Director positions.  
However, the minority determined that with the state of the schools, any further 
personnel and budgetary reductions from those in FY 2011 are not prudent.   

 
VII.  GENERAL OBSERVATION/COMMENTS  

 
�  It was difficult to evaluate departmental budgets, given the 

information available   
 and the time allowed. 
 
�  There is a desire to continue this citizen input process, by 

focusing on some of the long term budgetary issues (listed in 
Section V), such as pensions and benefits, which have the 
greatest impact on costs. 

 
�  Create separate committees or study groups to examine parking 

lot issues, or those identified in Section V. 
 

�  -Make participation in exercises like the Citizen Budget 
Dialogue more user friendly for participants who work. 
Develop volunteer opportunities in this process which might 
require a lesser commitment of time, but still provide the 
benefit of citizen experience and input.         
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Portsmouth Listens City Budget Dialogue 
Final Report 

 

 
 

The members of the Borthwick Group included: 
 

Mark Brighton, Katherine Clarcq, Patrick Ellis, Marie Lyford, 
Norm Olsen, Daniela O’Neill, Gregg Spaulding and Morey Stettner 

 

The Facilitator was Maria Sillari. 
 

I.  PRIORITIES AND VALUES  
 
“What are the five most important (things) that must be sustained to make 
Portsmouth the best place to live and work for everyone?” 
 
The Borthwick Group’s top five priorities or values were: 

1. Education is valued;  Good, strong schools; high quality educators;  (9) 

2. Vibrant Business Climate – retail and restaurants make it a nice place to live 

and visit; local jobs are available; focus on local ownership;  Economic 

Growth (7) 

3. Clean, well-maintained environments that foster sense of safety and 

community; cleanliness; improved infrastructure, which ties into a livable 

community. (7) 

4. Sustainable city – both “green” and economically and socially and in terms of 

affordability (tax burden) – (7) 

5. Livable Community – pedestrian friendly, nice parks, the things that make us 

unique and different from other Seacoast NH communities – this results in a 

strong sense of community;  Strong sense of community – safety, knowing 

your neighbors, Portsmouth Listens (6) 
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 Other priorities and values that were mentioned by our group included: 
 

Safety – lots of overlap with other areas;  an outgrowth of a livable community (4) 

Historic preservation (4) 

Social services safety net for those in need (2) 

Maintain arts, music and restaurants (2) 

Maintain arts and music; maintain city activities – National Night Out, holiday 
parade, Market Square Day (2) 

Lost sense of history; transformation of the city from a working class community 
to an upper class community; we’ve lost connection with the culture we’ve come 
from;  big loss to Portsmouth natives (1) 

Maintain current level of city services (1) 

Responsive governance (1) 

Nurture our rich and eclectic cultures and multi-generational and multi-cultural 
community (1) 

Collaboration and/or synergy of community action groups to look at issues as a 
community – systems-based approach 

Strong tourism 

Good, strong library 
 
 

II.  DEPARTMENT WORK SESSIONS 
 

Liaisons from our group attended Work Sessions with representatives from 
each of the four departments (police, fire, schools and municipal).  Here is a 
summary about each Work Session: 

 
Police: 
 

Core Mission: keep people safe, respond to crimes, investigate crimes and 
prosecute. 
 

Some of the current and past cuts to the budget include: 
Each officer has donated 8 hours of training 
Previously 5 Captains, now there are 3 
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Loss of the ‘Community Diversion Program’, a nonprofit which diverts 
youth “criminals” to community service. Now youth “criminals” will be 
diverted to the justice system = not effective 
Department has reduced working officers by 4 positions, eliminated 
downtown “beat” officer, eliminated traffic cars, cut overtime and all but 1 
school resource officer 
Eliminated 2 School Resource Officers (SROs) at the Middle School and 
High School. Used the School Resource Officers to solve crimes 
Eliminated the Accident Investigation Team, the Explorers Program, a FT 
Animal Control position 
Eliminated the Crossing Guard positions(positions were picked up by the 
City Parking Department) 
Eliminated an IT Manager position ($44K/yr.) IT operations absorbed by 
City Hall. (no reported compromised service). 
 
Other Issues: 

Portsmouth has a federally-funded grant for Internet Crimes Against 
Children that employs 1.5 detectives.  This program serves as a model for 
the nation. 

A local task force has been formed to choose an independent outside 
consulting firm to determine the department’s efficiency metrics and 
evaluate performance. 

The minimum staffing requirements are set by Police Standards and are 
based per/1,000 people.  Portsmouth is unique in that, due to its status as a 
tourist destination,  its population fluctuates as there are approximately 
22,000 residents, but there may be 46,000 people in the City on any given 
day. 

Currently the department has a total staff of 88, of which 64 are officers 

The leave at termination pay is being phased out. 

93% of the budget is personnel related 

Crime incidents spike during full moon’s, on Fridays at night after 1:00am 
when the bars close. 

CAD reports have shown an increase in more serious crimes; criminals are 
getting smarter (Recent drug bust, house was in a trust, police could not 
capture property, internet crime is up) 
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Pension – There is now a cap on accumulated sick-leave time, and buy out. 
The State sets the retirement level, not the Police Dept. Their health 
insurance carrier options are BCBS and Matthew Thornton. Currently 
pensions are determined on 3-year highest averages, and based on their W2s 
(including off-duty income); The Police Commission would like to see the 
pension based off of ‘departmental hours and overtime. 

Workman’s compensation payouts have decreased due to better / more 
training. Officers donate 8 hours for training per their contract. The $38,000 
in the budget is just for minimum qualifications. 

Previously, workman’s compensation was 35% state-funded, now it is 25% 
state-funded. The 10% is now being made up by the Police Dept. 

TBA Officers (To-Be-Assigned) are used when they are not at minimum 
staffing levels. 

 
Fire: 
The Fire Dept personnel showed us around and explained how each truck has only 
3 personnel on it to go to fires and the ambulances have 2.  There are 56 floor 
personnel. There is a fire truck at all 3 stations and an ambulance at the downtown 
station and the Lafayette Road station.  20% of the budget is for overtime. 
 
They also explained that the ambulance revenue for 2010 was $675,552.   
 
As the presentation did not answer the questions we had sent to them ahead of 
time, we had to try and get answers to those questions the night of the presentation 
and that did not work very well. 
 
Below are the questions prepared by our group with associated summary of 
answers obtained from the Fire Department meeting. 
 

1. What is the comparable data for fire dept pay in similar cities? 
Most neighboring towns use volunteer personnel. Detailed comparison 
data was not provided. 
 

2. Can we have consistent disclosure process for the following information in 
the budget? 

What is being added – Other than increases in compensation, Health 
costs, and pension, there were few additions.  
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What is being deleted – The Chief outlined the reductions proposed 
which included closing Station #3.  
 

3. What are the current contractual obligations and when do they expire 
Firefighters are working under the rules of a contract that expired 2-3 
year ago.  A new contract is under negotiation with the city council. 

4. Head count of employees with consistent definition. 
Fire fighter head count was presented by the Chief. 
 

5. Can the budget be presented in Excel format? 
The city council has not released the budget in excel format. 
 

6. How do we compare in meeting NFPA standards in relation to other 
similar communities (i.e. 2 in/2 out) 

Portsmouth does not meet all the standards.  Per the chief many other 
communities also miss the standard.  Some cities like Cambridge Mass 
have a city size that allows them to meet the criteria more easily. 
 

7. What is the impact if we miss these standards (i.e. W/C, liability, etc) 
Dramatic changes in Fire coverage can affect insurance rates.  
 

8. What role do fireman union play in creating these standards - Not discussed. 
 
9. Do we need 3 fire stations? 

Some part of the city would have longer response times if station # 3 
were closed.  
 

10. Can the Fire Dept make sure 911 is compatible with the State 911 and what 
are the budget implications. 

 
11. How many employees are on the payroll that require the leave at termination 

fund? 
 
12. How does Portsmouth firefighters pay compare with those in similar cities 

including overtime (using the comparisons of lowest paid to lowest paid, 
highest to highest paid? 

Not discussed. 
 

13. Please compare our Overtime costs to other similar communities OT costs? 
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The Matrix report done a few years ago examined Fired Dept overtime 
and stated that is not excessive. One recommendation of that report was 
to hire more fire fighters. 
 

14. When were Volunteer Firefighters eliminated and why? 
Volunteer fire fighters were terminated in 2000 due to costs pre the 
Chief. 
 

15. Has the Fire Dept. compared the costs of Public vs Private run? 
Private Fire Department options were not discussed. 
 

16. How often does your dept ask for supplemental appropriations and please 
give an estimate of the amount of these requests and the nature of cost (i.e. 
overtime). 

Most recent supplemental appropriation was last month to pay for the 
ambulance. 
 

17. Does the PFD allow shift swaps?    Not discussed. 
 
 
Schools: 
The Portsmouth School Department, along with the School Board, has been 
working hard to mitigate dramatic changes to their budget. The schools put 
forward a zero percent budget which trimmed some 1.9 million dollars from a 
"Status Quo" budget. To do this they established a set of similar school districts to 
compare themselves to, and they have worked hard to evaluate their staffing levels. 
The result of this effort traced a path for the schools to further trim staff levels. 
Overall school population has remained relatively level over the last 10 years 
(overall school population is down just 1% (33 children) from the 10 year high). 
As it relates to staffing levels over the last 2 years, the total number of school 
children has risen 2.5% (from 2600 to 2667), while the school board has reduced 
the staffing level by 8% (from 373 down to 344). 

The Schools continue to focus on "core education". Recent cuts to the budget have 
targeted central office, and the guidance department (an area they found to be over 
staffed compared to the peer districts they identified) as well as the operating 
budget. Despite this focus there appear to be slow, but steady, increases to school 
class sizes, though it was noted that the elementary school population is projected 
to begin to drop over the next few years. This may give the schools an opportunity 



 

 27 
 

 

to trim additional teachers while maintaining their goal of reasonable student to 
teacher ratio. 

It has been generally recognized that the existing, and unresolved, union contracts 
contain many provisions that make it difficult to level fund any department. The 
Schools noted that some of these issues do not impact them as much as other 
departments (there is relatively little overtime). They noted, of course, that other 
items are outside their ability to control (retirement costs). With that in mind they 
also talked about the fact that they are already preparing for their next negotiations 
with the teacher. They have implemented a teacher evaluation system now, in 
hopes of having buy in by the teacher union for the next contract. They hope that 
this will allow the implementation of some form of merit pay for the teachers 
during the next contract negotiations. 

Municipal : 
Unfortunately the group members assigned to the Municipal Department did 
not continue with the study circle after the department meetings, and did not 
submit any information to the group. 
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III.  OUR PROPOSED  FLAT BUDGET  
 

 All study circle groups were asked to produce a Flat Budget with no tax 
increase just as mandated by the City Council.  Our exercise was limited to the 
Operating Budget (municipal, police, fire and the schools) and the County Tax.  
We were also instructed to assume for the purpose of this exercise that the increase 
in the County Tax would be $250,000 and would not be made up by non-property 
tax revenue or reductions in the non-operating budget.   
 
To achieve the mandate of a Flat Budget and no tax increase, the total of the four 
departments and the County Tax could not exceed the total budget for those five 
categories in FY 11 or $71.5 million.  Given the assumed increase in the County 
Tax, the total Budget for the four Departments has to drop from the FY11 budget 
of $67.4 million to $67.15 million. 
 

Our Proposed Citizens’ Flat Budget is: 
 

 
Columns/ 

Rows 

 
Service Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012** 

C. 
Citizen Flat 

Budget  
FY 2012 

 
1. 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 
$15.275 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

 
$ 6.7 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

 
$8.275 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

 
$36.9 

 Department 
Sub-total 

 
$67.4 

 
$70.25 

 
$67.15 

 
5. 

 
County* 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

 
$71.5m 

*  County budget for FY12 is set for the purpose of this exercise at a 6% increase or $250,000. 
** These numbers are estimates of what the same services provided in FY11 will cost in FY12 based on increases in 
fixed costs. 
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To accomplish the goal of a Flat Budget with no tax increase, we made the 
following increases or decreases in Department Budgets fro the reasons set 
forth below:  

 
       
The Municipal Budget went from $15.4 million to $15.275 million, a decrease 
of $125,000. We made this change because we believe the Finance Department 
can cut some staff and there is a need for more revenue generation through pay-
to-throw and/or increased recycling. Additionally our Municipal Department 
liaisons did not complete the Study Circle and therefore we had very limited 
information and discussions regarding this department. 
     
The Fire Budget stayed flat at $6.7 million. We did not adjust this budget 
because we felt that the department should at least explore the possibility of 
filling shifts without using overtime.  The group did not feel confident that the 
department has creatively cut costs through adopting potential cost cutting 
measures such as some volunteer firefighters or evaluating whether it would be 
less expensive to hire another firefighter rather than paying overtime,etc. We 
also felt that by closing Station #3, or keeping it open but eliminating overnight 
staffing, $6.7 million was adequate. 
 
The Police Budget went from $8.4 million to $8.275 million, a decrease of 
$125,000. We made this change because we believe the changing demographics 
of Portsmouth (i.e. the increased age of its residents) contributes to making 
Portsmouth a safer community.  
 
The School Budget stayed flat at $36.9 million. 
  
 
We recommend a Flat Budget with no tax increase. 
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IV.  OUR  PROPOSED BUDGET 
 

A. FY12 Budget:  Based on what we have learned and considered, we propose the 
following Budget for FY12: 

 
 

Columns/ 
Rows 

 
Service Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012** 

C. 
Citizen Flat 

Budget  
FY 2012 

 
1. 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 
$15.275 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

 
$ 6.7 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

 
$8.075 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

 
$37.1 

 Department 
Sub-total 

 
$67.4 

 
$70.25 

 
$67.15 

 
5. 

 
County* 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

 
$71.5m 

 
 
 

B. The impact of Our Proposed FY12 Budget is: 
 

A. Total Dollars Change from FY11:  $0 
 

B. Percentage Change from FY11:   0% 
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C. How and Why?  To arrive at our Budget, we made the following increases or 

decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set forth below:  
 

       
The Municipal Budget went from $15.4 million to $15.275 million, a decrease of 
$125,000. We made this change because we believe the Finance Department can cut 
some staff and there is a need for more revenue generation through pay-to-throw and/or 
increased recycling. Additionally our Municipal Department liaisons did not complete 
the Study Circle and therefore we had very limited information and discussions 
regarding this department. 
 
The Fire Budget stayed flat at $6.7 million. We did not adjust this budget because we 
felt that the department should at least explore the possibility of filling shifts without 
using overtime.  The group did not feel confident that the department has creatively cut 
costs through adopting potential cost cutting measures such as some volunteer 
firefighters or evaluating whether it would be less expensive to hire another firefighter 
rather than paying overtime,etc. We also felt that by closing Station #3, or keeping it 
open but eliminating overnight staffing, $6.7 million was adequate. 
 
The Police Budget went from $8.4 million to $8.075 million, a decrease of $325,000.  
We made this change because the group is not confident that the department has 
considered cutting costs through creative measures such as using community 
policing/outreach and looking at the total number of patrol officers on duty relative to 
call for services. 
 
The School Budget went from $36.9 million to $37.1 million, an increase of $200,000 
million.  We made this change in order to: 

·  Maintain or reduce current class sizes, particularly at the elementary level 
·  Reinstate the technology director position 
·  Provide operating budget resources for classroom instruction, i.e. adequate 

supplies, transportation for field trips 
·  Adequately maintain the physical facilities 
·  Add paraprofessional positions 

  
D. The Tax Impact:  Our Proposed Budget has the following impact on the FY12 tax 

rate and the tax bill for a property appraised at $300,000. 
 

1) Tax Rate:  In FY11, the tax rate was $17.41 per thousand.  Under our Proposed 
FY12 Budget, the Tax Rate will increase by $0 per thousand. 

  
2) Tax Bill:  For a property assessed at $300,000: 
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a) The tax bill for FY11 was:  300 X $17.41 = $5223 

 
b) The tax bill for FY12 based on our Proposed Tax Rate of $17.41 per thousand, 

the tax bill for FY12 will be: 300 X $17.41 per thousand = $5223 
 
General Comments:   
 
One individual proposed an additional 5% reduction to the Police and Fired 
Departments. The rationale for these reductions included a high staffing per capita 
figure, a low calls for service figure, and no data on the impact of community policing 
and outreach on crime prevention. 

 
V.  OTHER ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS:  

 
Our Proposed Budget reflexes only what happens in the next Fiscal Year, July 1, 2011 
to June 30, 2012.  We believe that the following long term strategies, ideas, issues or 
solutions could impact the Budget on an ongoing basis and should be considered before 
the next City Budget cycle.   
 
The Borthwick group recognizes that current union contracts limit the City Council’s 
ability to contain costs. 
 
The Fire Commissioners and Fire Chief need to further review staffing and be more 
creative in this area, particularly as it relates to  

·  The potential to increase staff to offset overtime expenses and thus reduce overall 
staffing expenses. 

·  The potential to utilize volunteers, particularly as back-up staff. 
·  Aggressively pursue reimbursement for ambulance calls. 

 
Departmental studies and audits need to b conducted by independent, unbiased third-
party contractors. 
 
Pensions should be calculated on an employee’s base salary and should not include 
overtime.   
 
The City Council must advocate at the state level for fundamental changes to how 
pensions are calculated and administered. 
 
Eliminate all sick-time buy back. 
 
The Police Department is encouraged to review and consider: 
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·  A reduction in some of the community policing protocols 
·  Use of volunteers and/or interns  
·  Identification of non-core police functions that could be handled by non-union 

personnel, i.e. flaggers 
 
Union contracts that have not been finalized should negotiate out any work rules that 
excessively burden the taxpayer, i.e. “first refusal” of overtime by senior employees  
 
Increase recycling – the metric should be to see recycling increase and solid waste 
decrease 
 
Investigate ways to save money and generate revenue via increased recycling and/or 
instituting pay-to-throw 
 
There is a lack of data and information regarding the impact of community policing on 
crime prevention. 
 
The changing demographics of Portsmouth are making it a safer community. 
 
The use of police interns during the summer at Hampton Beach is an example of a 
creative alternative to staffing departments. 
 
Continue pursuing a merger or collaboration with the Newington Fire Department. 
 
The Police and Fire Departments are encouraged to investigate opportunities for: 

·  Train the Trainer models to provide training  
·  Cross training between Fire and Police 

 
There was a “missing piece” in the discussion in terms of an “other than union” 
perspective as to how to reduce budgets. 
 
Conduct a technology systems assessment to determine if there are  opportunities to 
outsource or consolidate functions or update systems to reduce costs. 
 
Under funding annual maintenance can lead to overspending in some years and 
increased costs later. 
 

VI.  HOW THE DECISIONS WERE MADE?  
 

In our group, we were able to arrive at our budget recommendations by consensus. 
 
In our Group, there was substantial agreement on these issues: 
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·  Lack of creativity in the Fire Department 
·  Discomfort between trusting department heads as the “experts” vs. seeing them as 

“union defenders” holding positions of always needing more funding. 
 
In our Group, there was substantial disagreement on these issues: 

·  School funding 
 
  VII.  GENERAL OBSERVATION/COMMENTS  

 
Increase opportunities for public interaction and dialog with City Councilors and 
department heads, similar to the periodic informal sessions held by the School Board 
and the sessions held as part of Portsmouth Listens. 
 
It would be helpful to have comparative data for departments in towns similar to 
Portsmouth. 
 
A consistent disclosure process is needed in presenting budget proposals and data and at 
a minimum should include: 

·  What is being added 
·  What is being eliminated 
·  Current contractual agreements and when they expire 
·  Consistent definition of headcount and current headcount 

 
A clear description of the number of employees in each department for which funds 
need to be set aside for the leave-at-termination fund. 
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Portsmouth Listens City Budget Dialogue 
Final Report 

 

 
 
 

The members of the Daniel Elwyn Group included: 
 

Urs Berger, John Fairbairn, MaxEne Feintuch, Stephen Lichtenstein, 
Chris Mulligan, Tim Myles, Geoff Spitzer, Barbara Ward,  

Brian Wazlaw, and Harold Whitehouse 
  

Facilitators:  Robin LeBlanc and Rose Sulley  
 

I.  PRIORITIES AND VALUES 
 

“What are the five most important (things) 
that must be sustained to make Portsmouth 

the best place to live and work for everyone?” 
 

The Daniel/Elwyn Group’s top priorities or values were: 
 

1. Vibrant, walkable downtown (8 votes) 
2. Education (6 votes) 
3. Safety (5 votes) 
4. Robust, local economy (5 votes) 
5. Arts and Entertainment (5 votes) 
6. Historic Preservation (5 votes) 

 
 Other priorities and values that were mentioned by our group included: 
 

7. Parks and Recreation (3 votes) 
8. Quaintness (3 votes) 
9. City Services (2 votes) 
10. Waterfront (2 votes) 
11. Diversity (1 vote)  
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II.  DEPARTMENT WORK SESSIONS 

 
Liaisons from our group attended Work Sessions with representatives from each 
of the four departments (police, fire, schools and municipal).  Here is a summary 
about each Work Session: 

 
Police: 

·  Plan is to cut the downtown walking beat and resource officer(s) if budget 
is not increased 

·  Union contracts continue to tie hands and limit ability to negotiate benefits 
Fire: 

·  3000+ medical calls (requires 4-5 people and both ambulance and fire truck in 
case they have to go to a fire) 

·  2500+ fire calls 
·  To maintain a flat budget of $6.722MM, requested budget of $6.967MM must 

decrease by $245K.  If the $245K request is added it would add 6.2 cents to the 
tax rate and increase the tax on a $300K home by $18/year. 

·  A flat budget of $6.722MM might required: 
o Leaving open Deputy Chief position vacant 
o Closing Station 3, taking one engine out of service 
o Eliminating one ambulance 

·  Based on the line item budget for FY11 there does not seem like much to cut: 
o Flat FY12 budget already reduces overtime budget by $118K 
o There are currently 60 firefighters (includes Chief, Asst Chief, Deputy 

Chief, and Inspector) 
o There are four shifts with 14 firefighters per shift 
o Minimum staffing deemed necessary by Chief: 12-13 per shift 
o Currently: 

�  District 1: Five per shift w/ one ambulance 
�  District 2: Five per shift w/ one ambulance (40% of calls) 
�  District 3: Four per shift w/ no ambulance 

·  We are not meeting National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) standards  
·  Unanswered Questions (ran out of time or not addressed):  

o How realistic are these NFPA standards and how many other NH 
municipalities meet these standards? 

o How many times per year does the FD respond to a three alarm fire 
in Portsmouth requiring full engagement of all fire houses, which 
seems to be the worst case scenario we prepare for. 
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Schools: 
·  A wide range of excellent qualitative and quantitative information was 

provide in the booklet “FY 2012 Budget Context” 
·  Already using group purchasing to buy utilities and consumables in bulk 
·  85% of budget is fixed to contracts (salaries, benefits, etc.) so, besides 

layoffs, only 15% is malleable  
·  Special education has a high cost/pupil, 15-17% of the School budget 
·  Leaders have rejected suggested cost savings measures (increasing class 

size, pay to play, reconfiguring elementary school groupings, etc.), largely 
because in each case they thought they would hurt the students 
 

Municipal : 
·  Budget in MS Excel is “unavailable” and cannot be extracted from city’s 

financial software, Pentamation.  This despite the full time IT professional on 
staff, the $200K annual IT support contract, and an estimated $60K-$80K in 
annual technical support paid to Pentamation.   

·  It is difficult to outsource anything currently done by the unions.  The job 
description, not just the job, is protected by the union contract.  Also, moving the 
other way in recent years, the city fired Waste Management and brought the 
recycling contract in house.   

·  The finance department (within Municipal) has 17+ employees, many of whom 
are cross-trained.  However, some tasks must by statute be done by different 
people to ensure checks and balances.  School dept. has four finance people of 
their own in their dept/budget. 

·  The City Manager gives the Fire, Police, and School departments specific budget 
guidance in advance so what comes out as “Dept. Requested” is typically in line 
with what he has recommended.  This is why the City Manager Recommended 
budget usually matches the Dept. Requested budget. 

·  Municipal has no one between their dept. head (City Manager) and city council to 
scrutinize budget. 

·  Consolidated Municipal budget made available for first time at this meeting. 
·  City wants to see how single stream recycling works out before considering a 

“pay-by-bag” trash system 
·  Ongoing Sustainability Initiatives: Energy Star Audits, Biodiesel fleet (B-5 

Winter B-20 Summer), Variable Drive Pumps, Parking garage Lighting, Discover 
Portsmouth Center Energy Retrofits (Energy Efficiency Block Grant $140k), 
LED Traffic Lights, City Green Buildings (Library, Fire Station, Water Treatment 
Plant, Middle School), Green Street Infrastructure (Tree Box Filters, Rain 
Gardens), Single Stream Recycling 

·  10 years since the city auditor contract was put out for RFP/bid!  The partner at 
current firm is rotated every five years. City Manager thinks this is sufficient.  
There is no formal requirement for putting this out for bid regularly.  Cost is 
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approx. $45K/yr., and would increase if a new firm was brought in.  Not many 
municipal auditors in NH. 

·  Seacoast Computers provides 24/7 tech support for $200K/yr. for the city’s 400+ 
workstations and software.  Same company for eight years.  There is no formal 
requirement for putting this out for RFP/bid regularly. 

·  City Manager said, no, you could not hypothetically fire an entire union and he 
wouldn’t want to if he could.  After the meeting one city counselor questioned 
whether this was really true. 

·  City must cover all welfare budget overages per state statute. 
·  Inspection dept. pays for itself. 
·  City health insurance is more or less self-insured.  They pay a 3% administration 

fee. 
·  Fact finding reports on union negotiations are available at the library.  
·  Job descriptions are updated every five years (rotating 20% of descriptions 

annually) 
·  Municipal dept. is less personnel/salary intensive than other depts. 

 
Unanswered Questions (ran out of time or not addressed):  

·  Why was there a recent increase in the City Clerk’s department staff? 
·  City Manager’s (and others?) deferred compensation plan – what is this??  
·  How does our municipal budget compare to other towns in regards to # of 

employees or dollars spent per citizen?  What additional metrics can we use to 
compare to others? 

·  Has the city considered shifting more of the costs of tourism to those who 
benefit from it the most, e.g. downtown businesses? 

·  What is in the $2.4MM in “other operating expenses”?  Where is the 
breakout of this? 

·  Are you concerned about building up unsustainable salaries and overhead 
by bringing more work in-house as you did when Waste Management was 
fired? 
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III.  OUR PROPOSED  FLAT BUDGET  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
  
  
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
To accomplish the goal of a Flat Budget with no tax increase, we made the 

following increases or decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set forth 
below:  

 
 The Municipal Budget went from $15.4 million to $14.9 million, a decrease of 
$0.5 million.  We made this change because we felt there was considerable room for 
reduction here given the flat budget mandate and higher priorities in other 
departments.  See citizens budget explanation below for details. 
 

The Fire Budget went from $6.7 million to $6.5 million, a decrease of $0.2 
million.  We made this change because we felt there was room for reduction here 
given the flat budget mandate and higher priorities in other departments.  See 
citizens budget explanation below for details. 
 

 
Columns/ 

Rows 

 
Service 
Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012** 

C. 
Citizen 

Flat 
Budget  
FY 2012 

 
1. 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 
$14.9m 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

 
$6.5m 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

 
$7.9m 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

 
$37.85m 

 Department 
Sub-total 

 
$67.4 

 
$70.25 

 
$67.15 

 
5. 

 
County* 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

 
$71.5m 

*County budget for FY12 is set for the purpose of this exercise at a 6% increase or $250,000. 
** These numbers are estimates of what the same services provided in FY11 will cost in FY12 
based on increases in fixed costs. 
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The Police Budget went from $8.4 million to $7.9 million, a decrease of $0.5 
million.  We made this change because we felt there was considerable room for 
reduction here given the flat budget mandate and higher priorities in other 
departments.  See citizens budget explanation below for details. 
 

The School Budget went from $36.9 million to $37.85 million, an increase of 
$0.95 million.  We made this change because the majority, but not all, of the group 
felt that of the four departments, this was the most important and deserving.  They 
prepared well for the budget discussions, provided more information than most, and 
genuinely seemed to be working hard to keep costs down.  While this is below their 
requested/projected budget, it was the most we could allow given the allocations 
above and the flat budget mandate.   See citizens budget explanation below for 
details. 
 
We do not recommend a Flat Budget with no tax increase because there may be a 

little room to increase the school budget while keeping the others flat.  However, all 
departments need to reassess their priorities and business practices to bring their costs 
down.  Given the restrictions of this flat budget exercise our group spent the majority of 
our time discussing the citizen’s budget below. 
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IV.  OUR  PROPOSED BUDGET 

 
A. FY12 Budget:  Based on what we have learned, we propose the following 

Budget for FY12: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

B. The impact of Our Proposed FY12 Budget is: 
 

1.  Total Dollars Change from FY11:  $0.6 million 
 

    FY11 Budget   $71.50 million 
    Proposed Budget      $72.10 million 
           $    .60 million 
  2.  Percentage Change from FY11:  
 

$ 0.6MM   =  .00839  x 100% = 0.84%                         
$71.5MM 

 

 
Columns/ 

Rows 

 
Service 
Area 

A. 
FY 

2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012 

C. 
Citizen 

Flat 
Budget  

FY 
2012 

D. 
Citizen  
Budget 
FY2012 

 
1. 

 
Municipal  

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 
$14.9m 

 
$14.9m 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

 
$6.5m 

 
$6.7m 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

 
$7.9m 

 
$8.4m 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

 
$37.85m 

 
$37.75m 

Department 
Sub-total 

  
$67.4m 

 
$70.25m 

 
$67.15m 

 
$67.75m 

 
5. 

 
County 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

 
$71.5m 

 
$72.10m 
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C.  How and Why?  To arrive at our Budget, we made the following increases or 
decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set forth below:  

       
The Municipal Budget went from $15.4 million to $14.9 million, a 
decrease of $0.5 million.  We made this change because:  
    
·  Lack of transparency, difficult to understand and assess, least 

forthcoming with data (late consolidated budgets, late projected 
budgets, no data provided in MS Excel, etc.).   

·  Lack of formal periodic RFP/Bid process (and apparent lack of concern 
from management) for audit services, technical support contracts, and 
probably other services.   

·  Lack of critical review because there is no board, commission, or 
manager outside of the department to scrutinize Municipal Dept. and 
budget, and a city council made up of volunteers is not realistically 
going to have time for this.   

·  Decrease city hall hours or close one day a month 
·  Decrease library hours and utilize more volunteers 

 
  Unanimous decision: 9-0 
 

The Fire Budget went from $6.7 million to $6.7 million, staying flat.  We 
made no change because: 

         
·  The proposed cuts to maintain a flat budget are regrettable, but 

necessary and manageable.   
·  Closing Station 3 makes the most sense given that: 

o It primarily services Pease where there are few, if any, residences. 
o The buildings at Pease are newer, commercial ones with built in 

sprinkler systems. 
o These buildings are occupied primarily during the daytime. 
o Greenland, Newington, and (possibly) Air National Guard fire 

stations can assist. 
·  Consider hiring more full-time fire fighters to eliminate overtime costs.   
 
Majority Decision: 7-2 (minority position was to fund proposed budget) 

 
The Police Budget went from $8.4 million to $8.4 million, staying flat.  

We made no change because:     
      

·  The proposed cuts to maintain a flat budget are necessary and 
manageable. 
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·  Decrease training costs by limiting to courses offered within a 100 mile 
radius of Portsmouth. 

·  “Other operating” costs (currently $373K) may be open to cuts, need a 
breakdown of this figure. 

·  Overtime must be better managed (particularly with a reduction in staff) 
by mandating reports get written during regular hours, the day after if 
necessary, by staggering shifts better, and removing the four hour 
minimum overtime guideline. 

·  Consider bringing in contract uniformed officers (or “rent-a-cops”) 
armed with only a badge and radio to assist with seasonal and event 
needs as other towns do. 

·  Studies and anecdotal accounts indicate the department has a higher 
ratio of officers to residents than other neighboring “tourist” towns and 
spends an inordinate amount of time and resources patrolling rather than 
servicing calls. 

·  While an effective police department is a critical component of a livable 
city, it is not the abundance of officers on the street that keep us safe on 
a daily basis.  Rather it is the good people, common civility, and general 
high standard of living we enjoy in Portsmouth.  We are not going to 
become a crime ridden city by losing five officers. 

 
Majority Decision: 7-2 (minority position was to fund proposed budget) 

 
The School Budget went from $36.9 million to $37.75 million, an increase 
of $0.85  million.  We made this change because: 

  
·  This is a critical component of what attracts people to Portsmouth, and 

retains them. 
·  This dept. did the best job of providing useful, complete budget 

information to the public.   
 
However, we feel strongly that the School Department needs to be thinking 
about future reductions, and needs to reassess their priorities, core 
curriculum, and way of doing business.  The 20+ year trend of soaring 
school budgets while population and number of students remain flat is 
unsustainable.  Areas of consideration include: 

 
·  Adjusting student to teacher ratios at higher grade levels while 

maintaining them at lower ones (where it is said to have a measureable 
impact). 
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·  Re-examine the bussing issue and re-open discussions regarding sharing 
resources with COAST while discussing workarounds or modifications 
to state law with our legislators. 

·  Raise tuition for towns sending students to Portsmouth High School.   
·  Re-think the textbook budget – should we be moving to e-books? 
·  Use empty classrooms throughout city for PEEP program rather than 

spending $70K to rent space 
·  Look at high-level changes, not just line item cuts (restructure grade 

groupings, K-2 consolidations) 
·  Examine Pay-to-Play 
·  Re-examine curriculum while protecting core class programs from cuts 
·  Share school nutritionist with all Ports. or Rockingham Cty schools.  

This is an important job but may not require a full-time person, in 
addition to the other food director/administrators.   

 
Majority Decision: 6-3 (minority position was to maintain flat budget) 
 

It is important to note that, as a whole, our group was impressed with the 
high-level of professional mindedness of each of the department heads and 
the city councilpersons.  We were extremely grateful that they took after-
hours time out to meet with us and open a dialog so that we might better 
understand the city budget process.  Further we also acknowledge and 
appreciate the services of all of the city’s workers, teachers, firefighters and 
police force.  We firmly believe that to truly grasp the city budget process 
and ultimately control what some perceive as out of control spending, the 
citizens of Portsmouth should become more intimately involved in the 
process. 
 
D.  The Tax Impact:  Our Proposed Budget has the following impact on the FY12 

tax rate and the tax bill for a property appraised at $300,000. 
 

1.  Tax Rate:  In FY11, the tax rate was $17.41 per thousand.  Under our 
Proposed FY12 Budget, the Tax Rate will increase by $0.154 per thousand 
to $17.564 per thousand. 

  
   $600,000 increase X  $ .10  =  $ 0.154 per thousand 
        $390,000 

 
2. Tax Bill:  For a property assessed at $300,000: 
 

(a) The tax bill for FY11 was: 300 X $17.41 = $5223 
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(b) The tax bill for FY12 based on our Proposed Tax Rate of 
$17.564 per thousand, the tax bill for FY12 will be: 300 X $   per 
thousand = $5269.20 

 
E. General Comments:  See Other Issues and Recommendations below. 

 
V.  OTHER ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS:  

 
1. Re-negotiate Union Contracts:  This is the #1 critical issue with all of these 

departments now and for the foreseeable future.  It is almost futile to discuss 
reigning in spending if this cannot be addressed, or is outside the scope of the 
discussion (as it was in this exercise).  The city manager, city counselors, 
negotiators, and union members all point the finger elsewhere or blame past 
administrations but the reality is that we have done this to ourselves and must 
take a stand to change it for the better.  Don’t blame the employees.  They are just 
trying to get the most for their families as all of us would.  We are NOT anti-
union, but if we do not force negotiations on this issue now it will cripple 
Portsmouth in the near future.  Better to do so now than in ten years when we’re 
less financially stable. 
 

2. New Gym:  Several, but not all, members of the group felt the city council is out 
of touch with the urgency the residents are feeling about controlling the budget.  
All members of the group felt that there were many unanswered questions about 
this project.  Most believe Parrott Avenue is too congested and we are creating a 
parking and pedestrian safety issue.  Also, when 25 people are being thrown out 
of work, it seems insulting and insensitive to spend money this way.  If the city 
has the money for a gym why couldn’t the “Undesignated Fund Balance” be used 
as a “rainy day fund” to save jobs or help keep tax rates down?  Committing this 
money to a gym that may not be critical at this time is seen by many as short-
sighted and symbolic of the overspending we are now trying to scale back.   
 
Re-modeling the Connie Bean Center or using the Army Reserve Building on 
Cottage Street should be thoroughly explored.  And, if the Connie Bean Center is 
abandoned the city must sell or lease it for full market value and put it back on the 
tax rolls to help offset the gym funding.  This new gym appears to be a luxury in a 
time of financial urgency and should be re-thought.  
 

3. Increase Transparency:  Greater transparency is needed to understand the city's 
budget, operations, debt and how it's structured.  Despite its award winning 
budget documents, there are overwhelming amounts of information in places and 
little or none in others.  The complete budget and operations are still very opaque.  
The city should spend more time working with community groups (such as 
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Portsmouth Listens) to provide more clarity and detail.  At a minimum, they 
should produce budget documents (historical, actual, and projected) in MS Excel 
with “drill down” capabilities so the average citizen can see the details of where 
their money is going. 
 

4. Citizen’s Advisory Committee:  Establish a standing volunteer committee of 
citizens and employees to research cost-savings measures and topics of 
importance to the city.  Committees could help explore issues, and consider 
options, possible solutions, ramifications, cost savings, and feasibility.  They 
would bring fresh ideas and expertise to the issues.  It can take years to study and 
make changes – but our talented citizenry can offer help and time needed for 
exploration, research, and feasibility studies, and make non-binding proposals to 
city council. 
 

5. Other Questions/Recommendations: 
 

·  Capital Expenditures: 
o What are the ongoing operating costs of whatever we build? 
o What part of the net costs are offset by revenue? 
o What exactly is the Undesignated Fund Balance?  Where does it come 

from?   
o A significant portion of the budget each year goes to pay down our 

debts.  Current feeling seems to be that we need to always have a certain 
amount of debt in order maintain our bond rating, but taxpayers see this 
policy as something that costs us millions of dollars every year and 
makes up about 10% of the city budget.  If we have to borrow money 
for essential services or to maintain or remodel existing facilities, that is 
one thing, but if we are constantly borrowing money in order to increase 
the amount of building space that we have to maintain, then the 
taxpayers are being saddled with future burdens with each new facility 
erected with borrowed funds.    

·  Revenue:   
o How much revenue is brought in by companies who hire police as 

"flaggers"? 
o What does Portsmouth receive in grant money? 
o What is the revenue from ambulance calls? 
o Where does this revenue go? (general fund?) 

·  Quality Control: 
o When work is done on city buildings, who checks the work for quality 

and completeness?  
·  Police and Fire Departments: 
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o Is there something productive that can be done when firefighters are 
waiting for a call?  How much time is there between calls?   

o Why can’t volunteer firefighters be used to supplement paid 
firefighters?   

o Downtown walking beat is an important component of the police 
presence and community outreach.  Better to retain this position and 
lose a patrolling officer. 

·  Fiscal Flexibility: 
o How fungible are accounts?  Is this by statute or local practice?  Who 

decides when a fund can be rolled over to the next year or moved from 
one budget to another? 

o What happens when a department doesn’t spend its entire budget in a 
year, or in one area?  Are they carried over to another year or moved?  
Generally, this should be discouraged because departments should 
request what they need.  We noted that many departments’ actual 
expenditures for 2010 showed that they did not expend all of the funds 
allocated in their budgets.  If and when this is the case, departments 
should look carefully at those areas of their budgets, and make realistic 
projections for the coming year, rather than maintaining old levels just 
so there will be excess funds available. 

·  Layoffs: 
o Despite the apparent need for downsizing, we do not want to cut back 

jobs too drastically, because putting people out of work only worsens 
our economic situation as a community.  The best course of action is to 
reduce positions through natural attrition.  Each time someone retires, 
their position should be fully studied to see if it is necessary to continue 
it.   

·  General: 
o Portsmouth has the third highest total taxable land valuation in the 

state behind only Manchester and Nashua, so you would expect that, 
given our population is 5-6 times smaller than these cities, we would 
have plenty of revenue and our tax rate would be close to the lowest 
in the state.  Instead it is one of the highest and we are struggling to 
maintain services. 

o We were only asked to compare recent budgets and with this small 
amount of data it appears that the city is dramatically reducing 
personnel.  However, it appears that between 2005 and 2007 the city 
added approximately 30 positions, all while our population remained 
flat.  What we are doing now is simply adjusting to the economic 
reality we lost sight of years ago. 

o It is highly likely that additional costs will be pushed down to 
Portsmouth from the State and County at the “11th hour.”  There are 
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ways to estimate and anticipate these and we hope the city council 
and city manager will not feign ignorance and absolve themselves of 
responsibility while tacking this on to the tax bill at the last minute. 

 
VI.  HOW THE DECISIONS WERE MADE?  

 
 In our group, we were able to arrive at our budget recommendations by consensus 
and vote.  Generally, there was substantial agreement on the overall direction the budget 
needs to take (down/flat) and most observations were agreed upon by consensus.  
However, we voted on all the budget numbers as a matter of course and noted these 
votes above.  Those in the minority on the Fire and School budget votes felt strongly 
about an increase (Fire) or zero increase (School), however, they deferred to the others 
and accepted the majority position. 

 
VII.  GENERAL OBSERVATION/COMMENTS  

 
 We might have more meaningful suggestions if each discussion group specialized 
in one department’s budget, giving us several weeks to discuss specific aspects of that 
budget, or if we had a follow-up meeting with other liaisons focusing on particular 
departments after our work session with the departments.   

It is extremely difficult to carefully scrutinize the city’s expenditures when you 
are not clear on which areas generate revenue.  A revenue schedule (and perhaps a 
similar grant schedule) per department would dramatically help assess appropriate 
changes. 

We also felt that being asked NOT to look at capital expenditures, while 
understandable for expediency, handicapped us because these expenditures DO impact 
us as city residents in a myriad of ways.   

Additional consideration should be given to report formats in the future.  The 
tables, pre-formatted questions and formulas, and outlines made it difficult to fit six 
weeks of research into one document.  A more free-flowing format that allows for half a 
page for an introduction, one page per department, and a half a page for conclusion 
might make more sense.   
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Portsmouth Listens City Budget Dialogue 
Final Report 

 

 
 
 

“How do we balance the tax burden an  level 
of services needed to make Portsmouth the 
best place to live and work for everyone?” 

 
The members of the Fleet/ Gosling Group included: 

 

Nancy Andrews, Diane Beaupre, Carol Elliott, Roy Helsel, 
Stephanie Krenn, Dan Main, Susan O’Grady, Catherine Stone, 

Ed Valena, Bill Webb, Don Winterhalter 
 

The Facilitators were: 
 

Bert Cohen and Jen Meister 
 

I.  PRIORITIES AND VALUES  
 

“What are the five most important (things) that must be sustained to 
make Portsmouth the best place to live and work for everyone?” 

 
The F/G Group’s top five priorities or values were: 

·  Maintain City’s Infrastructure  
·  Maintain affordability for all citizens 
·  Assure Safety for all (no graffiti & no crime)  
·  Provide cradle to grave “quality” educational opportunities 
·  Attract business to increase tax base 

 
 Other priorities and values that were mentioned by our group included: 

·  Green space/blue space accessible to all 
·  Historic preservation 
·  Sustainability 
·  Small town with  big feeling 
·  Walkability 
·  Cultural amenities 
·  Maintain property values 
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·  Entertainment 
·  Recreational activities 
·  Diversity 
·  Beauty abundant (music, art, nature, theatre) 
·  Convenience 
·  Respect for property/space 
·  Common sense community management 
·  Appropriate representation 
·  Adaptations/accommodations for older citizens  

AND……. 
·  Keep services from lower level personnel vs. top management 
·  Look Broad Scope across city to increase/establish better use of 

resources/continuity of services 
 

II. DEPARTMENT WORK SESSIONS  
 

Liaisons from our group attended Work Sessions with representatives from 
each of the four departments (police, fire, schools and municipal).  Here is 
a summary about each Work Session: 

 
Police: 

·  Only one Commissioner was present so info limited to group 
·  “Police will spend what they are given” 
·  There will be less police presence walking around…fewer police on 

each shift 
·  The city could become less warm and friendly 
·  Concern to keep resource officer in the schools to keep the peace 

(1000-1) 
 

Fire: 
·  All firemen and commissioners were present 
·  Overtime is cheaper than adding personnel 
·  Close District 3 Fire Station planned= concern of group 
·  Only 1 or 2 of 3 ambulances can be fully staffed = concern of group 
·  Trucks and ambulances paid out of Capital budget 
·  11 firefighters retiring soon 
·  2 Deputy Chiefs are inspectors 
·  IDEA…suggestion:   Keep one deputy chief and add fire fighter and 

keep Pease open 
·  Why does overtime = time +1/2??? 
·  Salaries now competitive so is time and ½ necessary? 
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·  Overtime issue is concern the way contracts are written 
·  Fire Department generates revenue due to ambulance.  Insurance 

companies billed based on Medicare pays= 2010 $700K to general 
fund 

·  IDEA…suggestion: Allow fire department to use revenue they 
generate to fund the fire departments operations; ex: $2,700,000 in 4 
years! 

·  2000 hours per year = what business looks at as a standard work year 
·  IDEA…Suggestion:  Inspections could be contracted to returning FD 

employees to do inspections per diem vs. expensive Deputies. 
 
Schools: 

·  IDEA…Suggestion:  Look at policies/contracts re: class size 
guidelines vs. “philosophy” of school board members…increased 
class sizes could save $ 

·  Transportation: IDEA:  Survey to determine if we need to bus to 
support all students.   (Many are walkers and HS students often 
drive) 

·  Revenue…School Dept. does not look at many options to make 
revenue 

·  Tuition:  Fixed price is stated to be a good deal for sending towns & 
city…5 year contract exists 

·  Shared Savings:  school department plows own snow and pays for 
schools trash pick-up.  Why not consolidate city services with public 
works? 

·  Consolidation of services?  Personnel … 2013 is the next contract 
negotiation.  80% of the school budget is personnel! 

·  1996 phase out…only 68 remaining personnel are eligible for 
accumulated leave.  This will provide money saved over time. 
 

Municipal : 
·  Head of Finance and HR attended…provided review of Budget 101 
·  Finance… “you can only cut so many positions; segregation of 

duties is necessary as an internal control/audit requirement” 
·  City has used the same auditing firm for the last 10 years:  they are 

comfortable with the auditing firm…F/G questions there are 
pros/cons to this??? 

·  We observed a mindset:  “What we know and are doing is best” vs. a 
search for possible new, better, and more cost effective approaches 
to city management 
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·  Seacoast Computer does all IT for city…but they don’t go out to 
bid…group sees this as concerning!!! 

·  Efficiencies Committee recommended all school admin functions be 
moved to City Hall…but this will take years to accomplish??? 

·  Payroll functions are separate….City doesn’t have the same software 
as the schools 

·  Things in every department are questioned: 
-$9,000 for Mayor but only $4,500 used 
-$5,000 for visiting dignitaries 
-cell phones cut 
-Repairs to office equipment cut 

·  HR increasing 3.7% because employee contracts and other benefits 
are rising 

·  Salaries and benefits = major portion of this budget, too 
·  Welfare Department is down to one and there is on “elder affairs 

department” 
·  Cost:  $2,724,000 

 
Budget Considerations Overall… 

·  Safety is our group’s #3 top value … yet the budget projects safety 
cuts!!! 

·  We want Station #3 to stay open 
·  Add $100K to the budget to keep Station 3 open without taking away 

from other departments 
·  Recommend keeping mosquito control in the municipal fund and 

take something else out instead…safety/walkability/recreation…all 
priorities of this group 

 
 

III. OUR PROPOSED FLAT BUDGET  
 

 All study circle groups were asked to produce a Flat Budget with no tax increase 
just as mandated by the City Council.  Our exercise was limited to the Operating Budget 
(municipal, police, fire and the schools) and the County Tax.  We were also instructed 
to assume for the purpose of this exercise that the increase in the County Tax would be 
$250,000 and would not be made up by non-property tax revenue or reductions in the 
non-operating budget.   
 

To achieve the mandate of a Flat Budget and no tax increase, the total of the four 
departments and the County Tax could not exceed the total budget for those five 
categories in FY 11 or $71.5 million.  Given the assumed increase in the County Tax, 
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the total Budget for the four Departments has to drop from the FY11 budget of $67.4 
million to $67.15 million.   

 
Our Proposed Citizens’ Flat Budget is: 
 

 
 

Columns/ 
Rows 

 
Service 
Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

($millions) 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012** 

 

C. 
Citizen 

Flat 
Budget  
FY 2012 

 
1. 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.40 

 
$15.90 

 
$15.34 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
6.70 

 
6.90 

 
6.68 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
8.40 

 
8.65 

 
8.37 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
36.90 

 
38.80 

 
36.76 

 Department 
Sub-total 

 
$67.40 

 
$70.25 

 
$67.15 

 
5. 

 
County* 

 
4.10 

 
4.35 

 
4.35 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.50 

 
$74.60 

 
$71.50 

 
* County budget for FY12 is set for the purpose of this exercise at a 6% increase or $250,000. 
** These numbers are estimates of what the same services provided in FY11 will cost in FY12 based on increases in 
fixed costs. 

 

To accomplish the goal of a Flat Budget with no tax increase, we made the 
following increases or decreases in Department Budgets fro the reasons set forth 
below:  
       

The Municipal Budget went from $15.40 million to $15.34 million, a decrease of 
$60,000.  We made this change because: 

 
In order to maintain a flat budget, the four city departments need to absorb the 

increase of $250k to the County budget by collectively decreasing their budgets by 
$250k.  Each department was allocated a percentage of this decrease, based on the 
ratio of their FY2011 budget to the total FY2011 operating budget. The Municipal 
share of the decrease is $60,000. 
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The Fire Budget went from $6.70 million to $6.68 million, a decrease of 
$20,000.  We made this change because: 

  
In order to maintain a flat budget, the four city departments need to absorb the 

increase of $250k to the County budget by collectively decreasing their budgets by 
$250k.  Each department was allocated a percentage of this decrease, based on the 
ratio of their FY2011 budget to the total FY2011 operating budget. The Fire 
Department share of the decrease is $20,000. 
 

The Police Budget went from $8.40 million to $8.37 million, a decrease of 
$30,000.  We made this change because:     

   
In order to maintain a flat budget, the four city departments need to absorb the 

increase of $250k to the County budget by collectively decreasing their budgets by 
$250k.  Each department was allocated a percentage of this decrease, based on the 
ratio of their FY2011 budget to the total FY2011 operating budget. The Police 
Department share of the decrease is $30,000. 
 

The School Budget went from $36.90 million to $36.76 million, a decrease of 
$140,000.  We made this change because: 
  

In order to maintain a flat budget, the four city departments need to absorb the 
increase of $250k to the County budget by collectively decreasing their budgets by 
$250k.  Each department was allocated a percentage of this decrease, based on the 
ratio of their FY2011 budget to the total FY2011 operating budget. The School 
Department share of the decrease is $140,000. 
 
 We do not recommend a Flat Budget with no tax increase. 
 
   

IV. OUR PROPOSED BUDGET 
 
Citizen Budget: 

·  Balance interests of taxpayers and values to citizens 
·  Suggestion:  Keep budget flat with $ for Fire Station #3 
·  Recommend that City Council look for other places to cut vs 

services…when contracts are up for renewal set base line…we don’t 
want to lose services! We want morale to be maintained…don’t always 
get rid of the “little guy”…the direct service provider. 

·  Look at efficiencies…from a whole perspective….across all cost areas 
·  Best goal:  cut at the top rather than at the bottom of the personnel pools 
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·  Too many citizen services are being cut  to support top positions in 
municipal services 

·  Don’t eliminate people…reduce salaries across all categories 
 

A. FY12 Budget:  Based on what we have learned and considered, we propose 
the following Budget for FY12: 

 
 

Columns/ 
Rows 

 
Service 
Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

($millions) 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012 

C. 
Change 
to FY 
2011 

Budget 

D. 
Citizen  
Budget 
FY2012 

 
1. 

 
Municipal  

 
$15.40 

 
$15.90 

 
($0.06) 

 
$15.34 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
6.70 

 
6.90 

 
0.08 

 
6.78 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
8.40 

 
8.65 

 
(0.03) 

 
8.37 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
36.90 

 
38.80 

 
(0.14) 

 
36.76 

Department 
Sub-total 

  
$67.40 

 
$70.25 

 
($0.15) 

 
$67.25 

 
5. 

 
County 

 
4.10 

 
4.35 

 
0.25 

 
4.35 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.50 

 
$74.60 

 
$0.10 

 
$71.60 

 
B.  The impact of Our Proposed FY12 Budget is: 
 

1.  Total Dollars Change from FY11:  $0.10 million 
 

    FY11 Budget   $71.5 million 
    Proposed Budget      $71.6 million 
     
  2.  Percentage Change from FY11:  
 
  $0.10 million  = .0014 x 100% = 0.14%                $71.50 million 

 
 
C.  How and Why?  To arrive at our Budget, we made the following increases or 

decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set forth below:  
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The Municipal Budget went from $15.40 million to $15.34 million, a decrease of 
$60,000.  We made this change because: 

 
As noted in the Flat Budget above, the reduction in the Municipal budget to offset 

the increase in the County budget is $60,000.  Our group made no further changes to 
the Municipal budget. 
 

The Fire Budget went from $6.70 million to $6.78 million, an increase of 
$80,000.  We made this change because: 

  
As noted in the Flat Budget above, the reduction in the Fire budget to offset the 

increase in the County budget is $20,000.  Our group then decided to increase the 
Fire budget by $100,000, in support of efforts to maintain the proper levels of fire 
safety and ambulance services.  The net increase to the Fire budget is $80,000. 
 

The Police Budget went from $8.40 million to $8.37 million, a decrease of 
$30,000.  We made this change because:     

   
As noted in the Flat Budget above, the reduction in the Police budget to offset the 

increase in the County budget is $30,000.  Our group made no further changes to the 
Police budget. 
 

The School Budget went from $36.90 million to $36.76 million, a decrease of 
$140,000.  We made this change because: 
  

As noted in the Flat Budget above, the reduction in the School budget to offset 
the increase in the County budget is $140,000.  Our group made no further changes 
to the School budget. 

 
F.  The Tax Impact:  Our Proposed Budget has the following impact on the FY12 

tax rate and the tax bill for a property appraised at $300,000. 
 

1.  Tax Rate:  In FY11, the tax rate was $17.41 per thousand.  Under our 
Proposed FY12 Budget, the Tax Rate will increase by $0.03 per thousand 
to $17.44 per thousand. 

  
   $100,000 X $ .10 = $0.03 per thousand) 
   $390,000 

 
3. Tax Bill:  For a property assessed at $300,000:  

(a) The tax bill for FY11 was:  300 X $17.41 = 
$5,223 
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(b) The tax bill for FY12 based on our Proposed Tax Rate of $17.44 
per thousand, the tax bill for FY12 will be: 

 
300 X $17.44 per thousand = $5,232 

G. General Comments:   
 

Our Group appreciates the challenges that the Department Heads face in 
balancing the level of services required with maintaining an affordable budget. 

 
V.  OTHER ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS:  

 
 Our Proposed Budget reflects only what happens in the next Fiscal Year, July 1, 
2011 to June 30, 2012.  We believe that the following long term strategies, ideas, 
issues or solutions could impact the Budget on an ongoing basis and should be 
considered before the next City Budget cycle.   
 

Parking Lot Ideas from Group F/G: 
 

·  Look for ways to increase revenue to City from “people who PLAY here but 
don’t live here”. 

·  Eliminate the use of overtime…as it increases retirement costs…use part-time 
instead. 

·  Monitor the County Budget…develop input discussions way before budget 
time…lobby for ways for county to assist Portsmouth vs. take from city. 

·  Look at Census data as guide to allocating city revenues. 
·  Review city charter re: regionalization 
·  Consider  restructuring so elected counselors represent Wards vs. at-large 
·  Look at best practices for overall governance 
·  Why are lights on in city/schools when not used? (tennis courts/school 

fields/classrooms) 
·  Why do we continue to bus High School students? 
·  Look at eliminating cost of school overtime/equipment to remove snow…schools 

close or open late on snow days…why can’t the city remove snow? 
·  Why can’t the city handle the schools’ trash…get rid of the dumpsters…put trash 

removal on a rotating basis…mandate that the schools increase recycling 
efforts…Save $ 

·  Look at combining IT support services across the city…do we get the best deal 
now…why not develop a bid process and see what could be saved? 

·  Use revenue earned for internal fund requests like…ambulance 
·  Considering outsourcing the inspectors…fire…to retired personnel 
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·  Look at the city audit situation…Is this best practice…if so keep it…if not 
consider change to new  system 

·  Look at ways to combine payroll operations across the city/schools…may mean 
looking at IT overall…software overall…could provide savings 

·  Consider developing more equal footing for mayor and city manager…like 
COO+CFO set ups.  May mean more $ so Mayor can be more available by day… 
better checks and balances in government 

·  Set up office hours for the 9 councilors…to be more available to the citizens 
·  Set up Mayor office hours…if they don’t already exist…or increase hours 
·  Community outreach to neighborhood groups as early part of budget process 
·  Get Listening Circle type groups together earlier 
·  Capitol Improvement Issues need more citizen input…consider Study/Listen 

Circle 
·  Look carefully at the upcoming parking issues…have we studied to see what our 

parking needs are for those who live and work here…Have consideration not to 
price workers out of Portsmouth re: parking fees!! 

 
VI.  HOW THE DECISIONS WERE MADE?  

 
 In our group, we were able to arrive at our budget recommendations by consensus   
    
  We used active dialogue and active listening.  We recognized and used the 
expertise of each of the members of our group.  We are a diverse but cohesive group.   
 
 In our Group, there was substantial agreement on these issues: 

·  The need to know more and that this has been a learning process. 
·  We all love Portsmouth and want it to stay a great place to live. 
·  We want to make it even better for the future. 

 
 In our Group, there was substantial disagreement on these issues: 

·  We agreed to disagree on cuts/additions to various budget areas. 
·  Some were concerned taxes are too high (ideal taxes would be 

Newcastle/Rye/Newington) 
·  Some felt $17.41 is a reasonable rate for the services we get…and a better deal 

than Durham, Exeter, Dover, Somersworth etc. 
 

VII.  GENERAL OBSERVATION/COMMENTS  
 

·  We were all frustrated with the appearance of rigidity on the part of those 
department heads who desired to maintain the status quo. 
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·  We were surprised at the lack of creativity to embrace opportunities/suggestions 
to change. 

·  Union contracts seem to hog tie the city in arriving at constructive solutions to 
financial dilemmas. 

·  We don’t know the details of laws and negotiations involved and that has been 
frustrating for us in trying to understand “the whole budget picture”.  

·  It was frustrating and non-productive to be restricted to the non-salary related 
budget items. 

·  We’d like a crack at the capital improvement items, too. 
 
Re: Listening Circle Process: 
·  Too much paper! 
·  Too many rules! 
·  Too late a start in the budget process. 

 
·  Positive experiences for us all. 
·  Some of us became more liberal and some became more conservative 
·  We all learned to ask…What are fixed costs? …as this term encourages a broader 

look at “What’s happening here?” in our city governance/budget. 
·  We all learned to listen and we learned from open discussion and listening. 
·  We generally all made most of the meetings. 
·  Our facilitators were well prepared and supportive of group needs/wishes. 
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Portsmouth Listens City Budget Dialogue 
Final Report 

 

 
 

The members of the Heritage Group included:  
 

Warren Goddard, Suzy Ierardi, Shaun Rafferty,  
Margie Wachtel, Teri Weidner and Bob Wilkinson.  

 

The facilitator was John Tabor. 
 
I. PRIORITIES AND VALUES  
 
The Heritage Group’s top five priorities or values were: 
1. Keeping Portsmouth housing and property taxes affordable. (9 votes) 
2. Having well-educated children. (5 votes) 
3. Having a broad array of amenities for residents: cultural, recreational, library, etc. 
 (4 votes) 
4. Maintaining public open/green space. (3 votes) 
5. Keeping the community attractive to visitors. (2 votes) 
 
Other priorities and values that were mentioned by our group included: 
·  One vote each: safety, maintaining infrastructure, public transportation, 
ecological sustainability, walkability/bikeability, having a diverse community: income, 
age, views etc. 
·  No votes: cultural amenities and historical sites, clean (no trash), meeting 
everyone’s basic needs, dedication to an open government, pet friendliness, noise 
reduction, civility as a community value (not being polarized, respecting differences), 
keeping small businesses vital. 
 
II. DEPARTMENT WORK SESSIONS  
 
We learned that the following positions and/or services would need to be cut in order to 
keep the budget flat this year: 
 
Municipal:  The City Manager said that with a large part of the budget being salaries 
and benefits, and budget discipline/staff reductions having already taken place over the 
last several years, the only way to have a flat budget is to cut program(s) and related 
staff. But he was not able to give information on potential cuts, as the Municipal 
Department budget had not been released at the time of the meeting. The Department 
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structured the session to focus more on general background information on the structure 
of the budget than on the specifics of this year’s budget, and little or no time was 
available for Portsmouth Listens members to ask questions. Without knowing what was 
at stake, it was difficult for our group to make any reasoned decisions about what to 
budget for when it came time to propose our budget.  
 
Fire: The budget would be kept flat by closing the Pease station, cutting one 
ambulance, eliminating one fire engine, and eliminating the Assistant Fire Chief 
position. 
 
Police: The budget would be kept flat by cutting a School Resource Officer, accident 
investigation, not filling five open positions, and cuts to downtown foot patrols. 
 
School: The budget would be kept flat by cutting several guidance counselor positions, 
including the college counselor; eliminating the special education director; and 
eliminating the IT director. Department officials noted that the IT Director position is a 
big loss, and another full-time employee will have to try to pick up this job in addition 
to his job. They also noted that the loss of the Special Education Director could leave 
the city more vulnerable to lawsuits, that the college counselor will be missed, and that 
the loss of two counselors at elementary school level will be hard to quantify, but may 
be damaging. 
 
III. OUR PROPOSED FLAT BUDGET 
 

 Service Area A. FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 
Cost 
FY2012 
 

C. Citizen 
Flat Budget 
 

Municipal  $15.4 $15.9 $15.4 
Fire 6.7 6.9 6.7 
Police  8.4 8.65 8.4 
School 36.9 38.8 36.9 
Department Sub-total 67.4 70.25 67.4 
County 4.1 4.35 4.35 
TOTAL  71.5 74.6 71.75 
 
To accomplish the goal of a Flat Budget with no tax increase, we made the following 
increases or decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set forth below: 
 
We did not make any increases or decreases in Department Budgets. We chose to mirror 
the budgets decided upon by the departments, as we felt that they were better informed 
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than we were about what was best to trim within their own workplace. 
 
We do not recommend a Flat Budget with no tax increase because we believe it cuts 
vital services that we would like to keep, as reflected in Our Proposed Budget. 
 
IV. OUR PROPOSED BUDGET 
 
A. We propose the following Budget for FY12: 
 

Service Area  
A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 
Cost 
FY2012 
 

C. Citizen 
Budget 
FY2012 

Municipal  $15.4 $15.9 $15.4 
Fire 6.7 6.9 6.95 
Police  8.4 8.65 8.5 
School 36.9 38.8 37 
Department Sub-total 67.4 70.25 67.85 
County 4.1 4.35 4.35 
TOTAL  71.5 74.6 72.2 
 
B. The impact of Our Proposed FY12 Budget is: 
 
1. Total Dollars Change from FY11: +$700,000 (consisting of $250K for the County 
and $450K for City Operating Budget). 
2. Percentage Change from FY11: +1% 
 
C. How and Why? To arrive at our Budget, we made the following increases or 
decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set forth below: 
 
The Municipal Budget was kept the same, at $15.4 million (based on a unanimous 
vote), because we felt we didn’t have enough information to contribute our input to this 
section of the budget. This is the case because: 
�  The municipal budget had not yet been released at the time of the Portsmouth 
Listens/Department Work Sessions, and indeed was only released very shortly before 
the final Portsmouth Listens group meeting. We did not have information from the 
Department on what the repercussions of the proposed cuts would be, as we had from 
other departments.  
�  This budget contains many sub-department budgets and is difficult to understand 
without explanations from city personnel. 
�  From what we could tell based on our limited understanding of the cuts that the 
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Municipal Department proposed in order to get to a flat budget, these cuts would not 
affect programs that impact residents’ quality of life. There seems to be more room to 
cut here than in other departments. 
 
The Fire Budget went from $6.7 million to $6.95 million (based on a 5-1 vote), an 
increase of $250,000. As we understand it, this amount would allow the Department to 
add four staff positions (one per shift), which would in turn enable them to keep the 
third station and both ambulances operating.  
�  We want to keep the third station open because residents of this area would be at risk 
from longer response times if it is shut down. We also have heard that the insurance 
premiums the city pays could increase if response times go down. 
�  We want to keep the second ambulance in part because there is an opportunity to 
generate more revenues for the city if we have two ambulances available to take people 
to the hospital, rather than relying on mutual aid.  
�  We hope that having additional firefighters on the payroll will reduce the need for 
expensive overtime. 
�  We would like to see the Fire Department meet the recommended federal standards 
for number of firefighters sent on each call. We do not know if the additional $250,000 
is enough to get us there, but we recommend it as a goal. 
 
The Police Budget went from $8.4 million to $8.5 million (based on a 5-1 vote), an 
increase of $100,000, because we would like to add 1 full-time-equivalent (FTE) officer 
position. Approximately half of the hours of this position would be for a School 
Resource Officer at the Middle School, and the other half for an officer to do foot 
patrols downtown on weekend evenings and in the summer. 
 
The School Budget went from $36.9 million to $37 million, an increase of $100,000 
(based on a unanimous vote), because we would like to restore the position of Special 
Education Director. This is to serve students better and also because we heard at the 
School Department Work Session that not having this position would leave the city 
more vulnerable to lawsuits. 
 
D. The Tax Impact 
1. Tax Rate: Would increase by $0.179 (18 cents) per thousand to $17.59 per thousand.  
2. Tax Bill: For a property assessed at $300,000, the tax bill for FY12 based on our 
Proposed Tax Rate of $17.59 per thousand will be $5,277.  
 
E. General Comments 
 
As noted above, we did not feel we had enough information to suggest an increase or 
decrease in the Municipal budget. However, we would like to strongly urge the city, if 
at all possible, to find additional savings in Municipal to offset the additional expenses 
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that we are recommending that bring the Schools, Police and Fire department budgets 
above a flat level. 
 
V. OTHER ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
Cutting Expenses: Union Contracts 
In the long term, downward pressure on the tax rate and increasing wages and benefits 
in contracts will force continued reductions in FTEs and cuts to vital services. To avoid 
this in the future, we recommend trying to: 
�  Reduce expensive benefits 
�  Set and achieve an objective of labor agreements that hold cost increases to the 
increase in the cost of living over the last 10 years. 
�  Institute a time limit for settling contracts, and go to binding arbitration if the contract 
is not settled by the deadline. 
�  Obtain public input on union contracts. Two ideas: 1) Hold Portsmouth Listens Study 
Circles dealing with the city's union contracts. These discussions would be concerning 
current and/or expired contracts and would not deal with any ongoing contract 
negotiation. Both union and city representatives would be requested to meet with the 
study circles in these discussions in the same manner as the City Departments and City 
Councilors participated in the current Operating Budget Study Circles. 2) Efficiency 
studies by citizens; tap local brainpower. Some areas like public safety may require 
specialists, but other areas are subject to common sense and financial expertise. Citizens 
have a stake both in low taxes and good services. 
�  Allow City Council member(s) to be present during contract negotiations for the Fire, 
Police and Municipal contracts, as there currently is no representative of the city’s 
highest elected body at the table during these negotiations. 
 
Cutting Expenses: Other 
�  Evaluate whether there is an opportunity to save money by privatizing certain city 
services, such as school lunches and snowplowing. 
�  Continue to look for opportunities to save through bulk purchasing and consolidating 
contracts with outside vendors across as many city departments as possible. 
 
Increasing Revenues 
�  Look at funds in non-operating budget and evaluate whether the things they are 
designated for are still needed and/or still reflect public priorities. If not, see if it is 
possible to reallocate any of these funds to the operating budget (or to a non-operating 
expense that will take pressure off the operating budget).  
�  City should continue to advocate with the State for fairness in returning a portion of 
the Rooms & Meals tax that the State collects to Portsmouth, in recognition of the city 
resources that we expend in providing services for visitors in order to generate the 
rooms/meals proceeds. 
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�  Consider opportunities for generating revenues by collecting fees for service, asking 
big users to pay a bigger share (i.e. pay per bag for trash collection). 
�  Charge more for Spinnaker Point and the outdoor pool (but there should be a 
maximum per-family fee at the pool, and the fee should be kept low for the last hour or 
so of each day). 
�  Find ways to increase parking revenues. 
�  During the next round of negotiations with the towns that send students to 
Portsmouth Middle School and High School, make an effort to ensure that the fees these 
towns pay for each student cover Portsmouth’s full cost to educate those students.  
 

Public/Government Communication 
To enable the public to more easily ask questions and give input into the budget process 
and other city affairs, we recommend that consideration be given to: 
�  Hosting an online forum for citizen Q&A or comment on the City of Portsmouth 
website and/or on Seacoast Online 
�  Having an “Ask the Council” column in the Portsmouth Herald 
�  Enabling citizens to send email to city councilors.  (Note: All other nearby towns 
already do this. Exeter, Greenland, Hampton, Stratham and Kittery list the address for 
each councilor or selectman on their website; Dover, Seabrook and Rye have a central 
address for the entire council or board.) 
 
VI. HOW THE DECISIONS WERE MADE  
 
We arrived at our budget recommendations by consensus in most cases, but we did vote 
on the specific budget recommendations for the four departments. There was substantial 
agreement on most issues, particularly the need to get better control of costs through 
renegotiating labor contracts in the future. As noted in section IV C, there was some 
disagreement on whether tax increases were acceptable in order to maintain certain 
services that some of the group wanted.  
 
VII. GENERAL OBSERVATIONS/COMMENTS  
 

We did not feel we had enough information to make fully valid recommendations as to 
exact dollar figures. For instance, we could agree or disagree with the cuts that the 
Departments proposed in order to reach a flat budget, but we do not have enough 
knowledge of the entire budget to know if there were other areas that we would have 
preferred to see cut in order to maintain the services that the Department was proposing 
to cut. 
 

The timing for these study circles would have been better after all four Departments had 
released their budgets. 
 

Benchmarking of city expenses against other similar towns is helpful. We appreciated 
having this information in the document that the School Department created. 
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Portsmouth Listens City Budget Dialogue 
Final Report 

 

 
 
   “How do we balance the tax burden and 
level of services needed to make Portsmouth 

  the best place to live and work for everyone?” 
 

The members of the Islington Group included: 
 

William Gindele, Paul Mannie, Martin Ryan, Larry Thorp, Leslie Brenner, 
Rob Braswell, Bill Schefer, Robin Bettencourt, Michal Twine, Carol Hollis 

 
The Facilitators were:  Rob McDowell, & Wes Tator 

 
I.  PRIORITIES AND VALUES  

 
   “What are the five most important (things) that must  

be sustained to make Portsmouth the best place to live 
and work for everyone?” 

 
The  Islington Group’s top five priorities or values were: 
 

1)Fair Property Tax rates 
 

2)Fiscal Responsibility 
 

3)Trash and snow removal 
 

4)Decent Parks and recreation facilities 
 

5) Quality Schools 
 

 Other priorities and values that were mentioned by our group included: 
 

1) Adequate public safety resources 
2) Street repair and municipal maintenance 
3) Sustainability and environmental compliance of City services 

and public works practices 
4) Keeping housing affordable for working people 
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II.  DEPARTMENT WORK SESSIONS 

 
Liaisons from our group attended Work Sessions with 

representatives from each of the four departments (police, fire, schools and 
municipal).  Here is a summary about each Work Session: 

 
Police:  There will be 5 vacant positions in FY-2012. It may be 

better to staff positions than pay extra overtime. Portsmouth is hard to 
compare to other communities of similar size due to its water-front and 
Federal and State facilities that exist in town. Buy-outs at retirement are 
very expensive and retirements should not be based on extra details 
worked.  Federal money for law enforcement actually goes to the State then 
gets allocated back. 

 
Fire: ISO/insurance rates in the City are tied to FD response times. 

Ambulances generate revenue. FD is almost the only Dept that has a 
revenue-generating capability. Revenue vs public safety is an issue. 

 
Schools: At presentation the Superintendent answered pre-emailed 

questions. Most issues were addressed in the publication from the School 
Department . The Flat budget cut 13 positions. Teacher salaries are due to 
State guidelines. Students from surrounding towns generate revenue thus 
School Dept must maintain a good overall impression in order to attract 
those students. 

 
Municipal :  Union contracts and collective bargaining are a major 

cost factor. Most City employees do not believe that there is no reserve 
budget money. Retirement rules are changing. Auditing standards dictate 
that some City employee’s duties may not overlap. The City maintains a 
AA+ bond rating that saves money when we borrow or obtain loans. There 
are many open contracts currently for City employees. 

 
III.  OUR PROPOSED  FLAT BUDGET  

 
 All study circle groups were asked to produce a Flat Budget with no tax increase 
just as mandated by the City Council.  Our exercise was limited to the Operating Budget 
(municipal, police, fire and the schools) and the County Tax.  We were also instructed 
to assume for the purpose of this exercise that the increase in the County Tax would be 
$250,000 and would not be made up by non-property tax revenue or reductions in the 
non-operating budget.   
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To achieve the mandate of a Flat Budget and no tax increase, the total of the four 
departments and the County Tax could not exceed the total budget for those five 
categories in FY 11 or $71.5 million.  Given the assumed increase in the County Tax, 
the total Budget for the four Departments has to drop from the FY11 budget of $67.4 
million to $67.15 million.   

 
Our Proposed Citizens’ Flat Budget is: 
 
 

 
  
  
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

To accomplish the goal of a Flat Budget with no tax increase, we made the following 
increases or decreases in Department Budgets fro the reasons set forth below:  
      

The Municipal Budget went from $15.4 million to  $14.9   million,  decrease of $ 
0.4   million. We made this change because:   

     

$400,000 was found in the Municipal Budget that was not allocated for any specific 
purpose. 

 

The Fire Budget went from $6.7 million to $ 7.0 million, an increase of  
of $  0.3  million.  We made this change because: 
         

These funds were taken from the $400,000 in the Municipal Budget and given to the 
Fire Dept. to maintain levels of service/staffing. 

 

The Police Budget went from $8.4 million to $ 8.5  million, an increase  
of $  0.1  million.  We made this change because:     
 

 
Columns/ 

Rows 

 
Service 
Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012** 

C. 
Citizen Flat 

Budget  
FY 2012 

 
1. 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 
$14.9m 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

 
$7.0m 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

 
$8.5m* 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

 
$37.0m* 

 Department 
Sub-total 

 
$67.4 

 
$70.25 

 
$67.15 

 
5. 

 
County* 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

 
$4.35m 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

 
$71.5m 

*  County budget for FY12 is set for the purpose of this exercise at a 6% increase or $250,000. 
** These numbers are estimates of what the same services provided in FY11 will cost in FY12 based on increases in 
fixed costs 
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This increase of $0.1 million to pay for a foot-patrol officer for the downtown area and 
to split the cost of the HS School Resource Officer with the School Dept.  

 

The School Budget went from $36.9 million to $  37.0   million, an increase of $  
0.1million.  We made this change because: 

 

To split the cost of the High School Resource Officer with the Police Dept.  
 

 We recommend a Flat Budget with no tax increase because: Currently there 
is sufficient funding for all Departments as indicated above. 

 
IV.  OUR  PROPOSED BUDGET 

 
A. FY12 Budget:  Based on what we have learned and considered, we propose 

the following Budget for FY12: Remain a flat budget that will cover the 
costs of Union contracts 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
C. The impact of Our Proposed FY12 Budget is: 
 

1.  Total Dollars Change from FY11:  $ 0    million 
 

    FY11 Budget   $71.5 million 
    Proposed Budget      $71.5    million 
           $     0 

 
Columns/ 

Rows 

 
Service 
Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012 

  

 
1. 

 
Municipal 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

  
$14.9 

 
2. 

 
Fire 

 
$6.7m 

 
$6.9m 

  
$7.0 

 
3. 

 
Police 

 
$8.4m 

 
$8.65m 

  
$8.5 

 
4. 

 
Schools 

 
$36.9m 

 
$38.8m 

  
$37.0 

Department 
Sub-total 

  
$67.4m 

 
$70.25 

  
$67.4 

 
5. 

 
County 

 
$4.1m 

 
$4.35m 

  
$71.5 

 
6. 

 
TOTAL 

 
$71.5m 

 
$74.6m 

  
$71.5 
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  2.  Percentage Change from FY11: 0% 
 
 C.  How and Why?  To arrive at our Budget, we made the following increases or 
 decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set forth below:  
 

SEE “HOW AND WHY” ABOVE FOR FLAT BUDGET 
 

  
H.  The Tax Impact:  Our Proposed Budget has the following impact on the FY12 

tax rate and the tax bill for a property appraised at $300,000. 
 

THERE WAS NO CHANGE IN THE TAX RATE DUE 
TO OUR FLAT BUDGET. 

  
 The majority of our group voted for the flat budget, but one member of our group 
advocated for a .10-cent per thousand increase in order to cover increased employee 
costs and thus avoid layoffs. 
. 

4. Tax Bill:  For a property assessed at $300,000: NO CHANGE 
 
 

I. General Comments:   
 

a. Personnel costs are a major issue that does NOT leave much room for 
adjustments.  

 

b. In the future ALL City employee contracts should come up for renewal at 
the SAME TIME. 

 

c. The Police Dept should consider hiring part-time officers for the summer 
tourist season like Hampton and York. 
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V.  OTHER ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS:  

 
 Our Proposed Budget reflexes only what happens in the next Fiscal Year, July 1, 
2011 to June 30, 2012.  We believe that the following long term strategies, ideas, 
issues or solutions could impact the Budget on an ongoing basis and should be 
considered before the next City Budget cycle.   
 

�  These flat budgets will eventually result in decreases in services due to 
increased labor costs. This needs to be taken into consideration during 
contract negotiations. We need to renegotiate union contracts and control 
costs.   

 

�  Portsmouth “takes a beating” from the State and County in that we 
contribute far more to those governments than we get back.   

 

�  Portsmouth has among the highest real estate assessments in the State 
thus Portsmouth is seen as a “cash cow” by Concord. We need to change 
that dynamic.  

 
 
 
 

VI.  HOW THE DECISIONS WERE MADE?  
 

 In our group, we were able to arrive at our budget recommendations by  in-depth 
group discussions and Consensus.  There was lengthy and very in-depth discussion but 
almost no real disagreements. 

 
  

 
VII.  GENERAL OBSERVATION/COMMENTS  

 
 The proposed FY Budget should be made available BEFORE the Discussion 
Groups/P.L. Groups begin their deliberations so that we can take an in-depth look at the 
revenues, expenditures and allocation of City funds and resources. This round of 
discussions did not really allow for that. 
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Portsmouth Listens City Budget Dialogue 
Final Report 

 

 
 
“How do we balance the tax burden and 

 level of services needed to make Portsmouth 
   the best place to live and work for everyone?” 

  
The members of the Group included: 

 

 Isabella Cotrupi, Sam Lichtenstein, Gregg Burzynski, Eliza Mcleod, Sophie 
Ruesswick, Alena Naimark, Chloe Lesieur, Katy Riddle, Delaney Cole, 
Emily Costa, Henry Wager, Julia Comeau, Riley Sullivan,   
 

The Facilitator was:  Sam Tombarelli 
 
 

I.  PRIORITIES AND VALUES  
 
   “What are the five most important (things) 
   that must be sustained to make Portsmouth 
   the best place to live and work for everyone?” 
 

The Group’s top priorities or values were: 
 
We aimed to protect as many jobs and to cut as few complete programs as 

possible. We also hoped to promote environmentally friendly values through our 
decisions.  
 Other priorities and values that were mentioned by our group included: 
 
The ideals listed in the 2005 master plan by the Portsmouth Listens group were kept 
close in mind throughout this process. 
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II.  DEPARTMENT WORK SESSIONS 
 

Liaisons from our group attended Work Sessions with representatives from each 
of the four departments (police, fire, schools and municipal).  Here is a summary about 
each Work Session: 

 
Police: We attended department meetings with the chief of police regarding the 

FY12 budget. It was learned that since 2010, there have been five vacant positions that 
can not be filled due to funding, it was also learned that while Portsmouth is not a huge 
city on it’s own, the 22,000 population doubles during the day especially in the summer 
due to tourists. Unfortunately, it was difficult to obtain information regarding officer 
pensions as we realized this to be a matter of the state.  

 
Fire: While attending a budget meeting for the fire department, we learned that 

the Portsmouth Fire department is drastically understaffed and under funded. It was also 
learned that without significant increase in budget, Station 3 would need to be closed. 
With this looming so closely, we were surprised by the fact that ambulance fees do not 
go back to the department but rather to the city.  

 
Schools: While meeting with representatives from the school department, we 

realized that very little attention was being paid to the students and how changes would 
effect them. In example it was suggested that class sizes could be up to 30 students, and 
that the newest teachers should be removed first.  

 
Municipal: When meeting with the municipal department, it was clear to see just 

how complex and multi-faceted the department is.  We also realized that while 
significant cuts have been made regarding personnel, barely any cuts had been made 
regarding salaries. This was a frustration for our group because we learned that many 
salaries are contractual and cannot be altered under any circumstances.  

 
III.  OUR PROPOSED  FLAT BUDGET  

 
 All study circle groups were asked to produce a Flat Budget with no tax increase 
just as mandated by the City Council.  Our exercise was limited to the Operating Budget 
(municipal, police, fire and the schools) and the County Tax.  We were also instructed 
to assume for the purpose of this exercise that the increase in the County Tax would be 
$250,000 and would not be made up by non-property tax revenue or reductions in the 
non-operating budget.   
 

To achieve the mandate of a Flat Budget and no tax increase, the total of the four 
departments and the County Tax could not exceed the total budget for those five 
categories in FY 11 or $71.5 million.  Given the assumed increase in the County Tax, 
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the total Budget for the four Departments has to drop from the FY11 budget of $67.4 
million to $67.15 million.   

 
Our Proposed Citizens’ Flat Budget is: 
 
 

 
 
  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To accomplish the goal of a Flat Budget with no tax increase, we made the 

following increases or decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set forth below:  
 

       
The Municipal Budget went from $15.4 million   to $15.37 million, a decrease of 

$.03 million.  We made this change because:      
    
The public pool and Connie bean center have been the source of much controversy in the past few 
years and based on their functionality at the moment, we determined that finances would be better 
suited elsewhere seeing as these two buildings are clearly past their prime. Seeing as cuts needed to be 
made no matter what, we deemed that this was a reasonable, though sad, place to make the majority of 
the municipal cuts. 
 

The Fire Budget went from $6.7 million to $6.73 million, an increase  
of $.03 million.  We made this change because: 
         

The Portsmouth fire department is already significantly understaffed thus we did not want to make cuts 
regarding personnel. We found that due to cuts in the past, there really wasn't much left to take from 
and we decided instead to add to the budget in hopes of saving station 3. 

The Police Budget went from $8.4 million to $8.27 million, a decrease  

 
Columns/ 

Rows 

 
Service Area 

A. 
FY 2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012** 

C. 
Citizen 

Flat 
Budget  
FY 2012 

1 
 

Municipal 
 

$15.4m 
 

$15.9m 
 

$15.37m 
 

2 
 

Fire 
 

$6.7m 
 

$6.9m 
 

$6.73m 
 

3 
 

Police 
 

$8.4m 
 

$8.65m 
 

$8.27m 
 

4 
 

Schools 
 

$36.9m 
 

$38.8m 
 

$36.76m 
 

 Department 
Sub-total 

 
$67.4m 

 
$70.25m 

 
$67.13m 

5 
 

County 
 

$4.1m 
 

$4.35m 
 

$4.35m 
 

6 
 

Total 
 

$71.5m 
 

$74.6m 
 

$71.48m 
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of $1.3 million.  We made this change because:     
      

When we were researching the police department, we were shocked by the average spike in officers 
overtime and detail work in the last three years before they retired, only to realize that pension is based 
on an officers best three years. We understood that the state controls how pension is determined thus 
we chose to cut from the budget allotted towards overtime, in order to cut back on what officers 
receive after they retire.   
 

The School Budget went from $36.9 million to $36.76 million, a decrease   
of $1.4 million.  We made this change because: 

  

In our meeting with the school department, they presented a zero percent budget which we found to be 
very similar to ideas of our own. We then expanded on that budget cutting small amounts from a 
variety of areas so as to not incapacitate any one area. By making these additional cuts, we were able 
to provide the fire department with the funding it needed. 

 

IV.  OUR  PROPOSED BUDGET 
 

A. FY12 Budget:  Based on what we have learned and considered, we propose 
the following Budget for FY12: 

 
 

Columns/ 
Rows 

 
Service 
Area 

A. 
FY 

2011 
Budget 

B. 
Projected 

Cost  
FY 2012 

 D. 
Citizen  
Budget 
FY2012 

 
1 
 

 
Municipal 

 

 
$15.4m 

 
$15.9m 

 

  
$16.4m 

 
 
2 
 

 
Fire 

 

 
$6.7m 

 

 
$6.9m 

 

  
$7.0m 

 
 

3. 
 

Police 
 

$8.4m 
 

$8.65m 
  

$8.99m 
 

 
4 
 

 
School 

 

 
$36.9m 

 

 
$38.8m 

 

  
$37.2m 

 
 

Department 
Sub-total 

  
$67.4 

 

 
$70.25m 

 

  
$69.59m 

 
 
5 
 

 
County  

 

 
$4.1m 

 

 
$4.35m 

 

  
$4.35m 

 
 
6 
 

 
TOTAL  

 
$71.5m 

 

 
$74.6m 

 

  
$73.94m 

 
 
 



 

 77 
 

B. The impact of Our Proposed FY12 Budget is: 
 

1.  Total Dollars Change from FY11:  $2.44 million 
 

    FY11 Budget   $71.5 million 
    Proposed Budget      $ 73.94 million 
     

  2.  Percentage Change from FY11:  
 

     ($ of increase or decrease)  = .04 x 100% = 4%           
                                   $71.5 million 

 

C.  How and Why?  To arrive at our Budget, we made the following increases or 
decreases in Department Budgets for the reasons set forth below:  

       
The Municipal Budget went from $15.4 million   to $16.4 million, an 
increase  of $1.0 million.   We made this change because:   
     

We still feel that the current Connie bean center is not something worth throwing money at 
but as there are plans in the works for a new center, it would be great to keep the previous budget 
to go towards the construction and maintenance of the new building. This would also allow for the 
indoor pool to remain open and perhaps help with some of the necessary repairs. 
 

The Fire Budget went from $6.7 million to $7.0 million, an increase 
of $ 0.3 million.  We made this change because: 

         

It was incredibly disheartening to hear that station three might be closed due funding issues 
and disturbing to hear that we do not meet standards regarding adequate numbers of personnel. 
 Through this slight increase we should be able to keep station three and perhaps keep the job of 
deputy fire chief.  
 

The Police Budget went from $8.4 million to $8.99 million, an increase   
of $0.59 million.  We made this change because:  
 

Again, it was upsetting to realize how many officers have been cut in order for the police 
department to remain within their budget. Through this increase the city could fill the five 
vacancies as well as hire an additional school resource officer.     
      

 
The School Budget went from $36.9 million to $37.2 million, an increase 
of  $0.3 million.  We made this change because:  
 

Through this slight increase, we would be able to implement an idea that we came up with 
through this process which is the kindle. The additional funding would cover the cost of purchasing 
kindles for every student grades 7-12 to replace textbooks.   
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D.  The Tax Impact:  Our Proposed Budget has the following impact on the FY12 
tax rate and the tax bill for a property appraised at $300,000. 

 
1.  Tax Rate:  In FY11, the tax rate was $17.41 per thousand.  Under our 
Proposed FY12 Budget, the Tax Rate will increase by $    per thousand to $       
per thousand. 

  
 
           (2,440,000 X $ .10  =  $ 0.61  per thousand) 
     $390,000 

 
2. Tax Bill:  For a property assessed at $300,000: 
 

(a) The tax bill for FY11 was:   
 

300 X $17.41 = $5223 
 
(b) The tax bill for FY12 based on our Proposed Tax Rate of $18.02  

per thousand, the tax bill for FY12 will be: 
 

300 X $18.02   per thousand = $5,406 
 

E. General Comments:   
 

As a group, we have every understanding of the burden that taxes hold 
over a Portsmouth family, however, after closely examining the monthly 
budget of an average family we have found that while significant, the 
additional tax would not be such that the family couldn't manage.  

 
 

V.  OTHER ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS:  
 

Our Proposed Budget reflexes only what happens in the next Fiscal Year, July 1, 
2011 to June 30, 2012.  We believe that the following long term strategies, ideas, issues 
or solutions could impact the Budget on an ongoing basis and should be considered 
before the next City Budget cycle.   

 
 As students ourselves, we are able to see the pure benefits that switching to 
kindles in our school would have. Through this change, we would be able to greatly 
reduce the costs needed every year for books because online versions are much cheaper. 
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VI.  HOW THE DECISIONS WERE MADE?  
 

 In our group, we were able to arrive at our budget recommendations by 
consensus.  As a group, we broke into sections to research the individual departments 
and from there, made decisions based on each others expertise. There were slightly 
varying opinions in some regards but no one made any outrageous suggestions and thus 
we were able to come to compromises in each area. 
  
 In our Group, there was substantial agreement on these issues: 
 

 Without even needing much conversation, everyone was in agreement that we 
needed to do whatever we could to help the fire department. 
  
 In our Group, there was substantial disagreement on these issues: 
 

 For a short time, there was difference of opinion in relation to cuts made from the 
municipal department but when the rationale was explained, we were able to come  to a 
consensus. 
  

VII.  GENERAL OBSERVATION/COMMENTS  
 

 As a group, we observed this process to be exceptionally beneficial in our deeper 
understanding of local government. I believe that our one down fall was becoming 
slightly overwhelmed by the vastness of the assignment. As we were able to narrow 
down our goals and compartmentalize our tasks, we became much more efficient. 
 


