Conference Committee Summary on Municipal Relief

Set SPED Tuition Rates Prior to First of Year- (Section 1) Changes the date the Operational Services Division notifies superintendents of the estimated rate of inflation from December to October.
State Cultural Districts (Section 2, 3, 70) These sections require the Massachusetts Cultural Council to establish guidelines for creating designated cultural districts.  

Sound Business Practices in Bidding (Sections 4-15) Clarifies that procurements for energy management services have competitive bidding safeguards in place. Clarifies that intergovernmental transactions are exempt from 30B. Allows towns to meet procurement requirements through purchase from the GSA supply schedule. Provides new definitions in 30B to reflect other changes to the municipal bidding laws in chapter 30B (i.e., reverse mortgage, sound business practices, electronic bidding, etc.). 

Pension Funding Relief (Section 16-19, 71) These sections extend the funding schedule for municipalities to 2040. This section also allows municipalities to increase the base amount for COLA. This section allows municipalities to increase the COLA base in multiples of $1000.

Municipal Life Insurance (Section 20-21)Increases the maximum optional life and accidental death insurance benefit from $74,000 to $150,000. Eliminates table within the statute restricting the benefit based on salary; municipality has greater discretion to determine the benefit.

Municipal Lease term limits (Section 22) Authorizes cities and towns to lease public buildings for up to 30 years, instead of up to 10 years.

Collective Bargaining and Regional Entities  (Section 23) Collective Bargaining and Regional Entities) A municipality’s decision to enter into an agreement with another municipality to share services shall not be subject to collective bargaining.
Mutual Aid Agreements (Section 24) Establishes a statewide mutual aid agreement to allow municipalities to share fire, police, EMS, public works and other local services in the case of a public safety or public works incident. 
Assessor's Valuation Certification (Section 25)This section allows commissioner of DOR to adjust the scheduled year for triennial certification of local assessing.
Joint or Regional Assessing Agreements (Section 26) This section allows municipalities by vote of their legislative bodies to enter into joint assessing agreements.  It also allows for the creation of a single assessing department for the sharing of staff. Agreements must be approved by the commissioner of DOR.

Flexibility in Municipal and Regional School District Borrowing (Sections 27,32,34,56)Allows municipalities to finance projects over a term matching the asset’s useful life, not to exceed 30 years. Current law fixes different terms for different projects. By spreading out the cost over a longer term of years, the municipality reduces its annual expenses.

Borrowing for Energy Revolving Loan Fund and Betterment Program (Section 28, 36, 64)This section relates to the Energy Revolving Loan Fund.  This section also amends G.L. c. 44, § 7, which permits cities and towns to incur certain debt, to include, as eligible, debt related to a revolving loan fund established under (the newly created) § 53E 3/4 to assist in development of renewable energy and energy conservation projects on privately held buildings, property or facilities within the city or town over a period of 20 yrs.  This too would require a 2/3 vote by the municipality.  
Municipal Borrowing for Dredging Projects (Section 30)This section amends G.L. c. 44, § 7, which permits cities and towns to incur certain debt, to include, as eligible, debt related to dredging tidal and non-tidal rivers, streams, harbors, channels and tide waters over a period of 10 years.  Other sections in the current law have time periods ranging from 1-30 yrs.  The current law also requires that any debts a municipality wishes to incur may only be done after a 2/3 vote.  

Environmental Cleanup (Section 31)This section also amends G.L. c. 44, § 7, which permits cities and towns to incur certain debt, to include, as eligible, debt related to the cost of cleanup/preventing pollution caused by certain existing or closed muncipal facilities, or to the cost of cleanup/prevention activities taken under G.L. c. 21E (Oil/Hazardous Materials) or G.L. c.21H (Solid Waste) over a period of 10 years. Indebtedness must also be approved by a 2/3 vote, and  further (as established in this bill) may not be incurred until plans relating to the cleanup/prevention project are submitted and approved by DEP.  

Elimination of Fee for State House Notes (Section 35)This section would eliminate the fees associated with State House Notes.  These notes are Debt instruments for cities, towns, counties and districts certified by the Director of Accounts at DOR. State House Notes, payable annually, are usually limited to maturities of five years and principal amounts of $2,250,000.
Authorize Cities and Towns to Send Voter Information (Section 37)This section adds a new section to the General Laws, chapter 53, section 18B, which would provide a local option statute which, if accepted, would require municipalities to send certain information to voters, similar to the Information for Voters booklet which is required to be sent out by the Secretary of State before each biennial state election.  If adopted the information would need to be sent to voters for both binding and non binding ballot questions.
Assessor's Abatement Process (Section 38)This section streamlines the process by which local assessors can grant expedited abatements for abandoned property without receiving prior DOR approval.  Under this section the commissioner will issue guidelines granting authority to abate for reasons in the public interest.  Current law requires an informal hearing, limitations on the number of units, and written plan and procedures.
Financial Hardship Property Tax Interest Relief (Section 39)This section allows cities or towns to set a lesser rate of interest for the repayment of property taxes deferred due to financial hardship. The current statutory cap is set at 8%.

Property Tax Exemption for Veterans, National Guardsman, and others (Sections 40-43)This section expands property tax abatement to all veterans, regardless  if they are incapable of working; allows municipalities to adjust the senior exemptions by utilizing income limits on a household basis rather than single applicant basis; establishes property tax abatement of 100% for active National Guard and reservists on duty in a foreign country; and allows towns to set up programs to allow others to work off seniors' property taxes.

Audit of personal Property Returns (Sections 44-49) These sections allows the assessors to subpoena and audit records of taxpayers in order to verify that a taxpayer has filed a true list of taxable personal property.   
Assessors Penalty Fee (Section 48)This section increases the penalty for failure to comply with a request for information to help determine the fair cash value of a property for commercial and industrial property owners from $50 to $250.
Municipal Electronic Billing (Section 54)This section amends G.L. c. 60 by striking out § 3A, and replacing it with a new section that authorizes, at a local option, electronic billing.

Due Date for Motor Vehicle Excise (Section 55) Tax Requires a payment due date to be printed on auto excise tax bills. Current law requires payment within 30 days of issue.

Municipal Borrowing Maximum Life(Section 57)Allows districts to borrow for a term of 30 years, but no longer than the maximum useful life of an asset (useful life is determined by DOR).
Streamline Procedures for Allowing Regional School Districts Access to their Stabilization Funds (Section 58)This section allows regional school districts to draw from their stabilization funds by 2/3 vote of all members of the regional school district.  This section further removes language in the current law which restricts regional school districts to making expenditures which follow a debit issue approval process. This section would facilitate and streamline the process to allow Regional School Districts to access their stabilization funds.

Regional School Districts to Share Superintendents (Section 59)This section allows school districts to share superintendents. This section allows regional school districts to join with municipal districts in a superintendency union.  This would help save costs, find efficiencies and help move toward regionalization for some districts.
SPED Mileage Reimbursement for Parents (Section 60)This section allows school committees to offer a program to reimburse parents who voluntarily choose to transport their disabled child to an approved out of district placement.  In order to offer this program a municipality must demonstrate a cost savings.
Ambulance Staffing (Section 61) The language relates to reducing current requirement of licensed EMTs. 

Payment Bond Relief (Section 62)This section would require construction payment bonds only for contracts of more than $25,000, increased from existing levels of $2,000 for municipalities and $5,000 for the Commonwealth.
Sound Business Tax Threshold (Section 63)This section increases the threshold for repairs and maintenance to public buildings to trigger public bidding laws. This section allows municipalities to award contracts of up to $25,000 based on sound business practices; contracts above $25,000 would require solicitation of at least 3 price quotes.
Abandoned and Unclaimed Checks (Section 65)Allows cities and towns to print a 1-year expiration date (rather than the existing 3 years)  on checks issued by the municipality.  Requirements to contact the recipient by mail and provide public notices prior to the reclamation remain unchanged.  

Optional Early Retirement Program (Section 66)This section creates an optional early retirement program.  Municipalities will have to limit the total number of employees who can participate; an employee must have at least 20 years of service; credit is allowed for up to 3 years of creditable service; capped out at 80% of salary; participant must give up the right to accrued sick and vacation time; sets forth rules for filling positions. Municipalities must demonstrate to PERAC the value of the plan in order to participate. Also allows for the increased pension liabilities as a result of this section to be amortized over 10 years.

MWRA (Section 67)This section exempts the Chicopee Valley Aqueduct (CVA) communities from the standard MWRA application process when a subdivision of a city/town (or even just a few residential plots) needs to access a neighboring town's MWRA-supplied water.  
Local Option Tax Amnesty Program (Section 68) This section allows towns to establish temporary tax amnesty programs, which would expire June 30, 2011. Under the amnesty program, municipalities may waive portions of the penalties and interest due on unpaid taxes, as long as the taxpayer pays the principal amount owed and was not the subject of a criminal investigation for failure to pay taxes.

Education Department Reporting Requirements (section 69) This section would require the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education to revise and consolidate reporting requirements that are imposed on local school districts.

Regional School District Transition (Section 72)Creates a 16- member commission to study efficient and effective strategies for regionalization.

