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TOWN OF EAST HADDAM 
Board of Finance 

Special Meeting Minutes 
March 7, 2020 

Municipal Office Complex Meeting Rooms 1 and 2 
 
 

Mr. DiCristofaro called the Board of Finance meeting to order at 9:20 am.  The Pledge of Allegiance 
was recited and recording devices started. 
 
In attendance:  

Board of Finance Members 
William DiCristofaro, Chairman 
Bruce Dutch, Secretary 
Joseph Corbett 
Todd Gelston 
Tracey Gionta 
Harvey Thomas 
 

Others  
Robert Smith, First Selectman 
Debra Denette, Town Clerk and Recording Secretary 
Brian Reas, Superintendent of Schools 
Marc Pisciotti, Chairman, Board of Education 
Cindy Varricchio, Finance Director 
 

Approximately 15 staff and citizens were in the audience. 
 
BUDGET FORUM 
 

a. Introduction and Overview: 
 

Mr. DiCristofaro thanked everyone for coming and stated that the Board of Finance has just 
received the budget and that today’s meeting will begin with presentations by the 
Superintendent and the First Selectman to explain what is new within the budget.  Mr. 
DiCristofaro introduced the veteran Board of Finance members and key staff working on this 
budget, and further welcomed Board member Mr. Corbett to the budget process who brings a 
new perspective. 

 
Mr. DiCristofaro stated that the Board of Finance will conduct its budget workshops for three 
Saturdays.  He stated that any reductions or additions made will occur at the last meeting.   

 
Mr. DiCristofaro stated that the Board of Finance has two early goals:  The first is to stabilize 
the mill rate; the second is to work within the Board’s policy guidelines.  He noted that the 
budget presented does not fit within the policies developed.  Accordingly, the Board of 
Finance will have a lot of work to do.    
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Mr. DiCristofaro added that the Board of Finance has to balance needs with wants while 
assuring the safety of its residents.  He noted that additional funding opportunities also need 
to be explored.   

 
b. Board of Education Presentation and Review: 

 
Superintendent Reas was invited to present the Board of Education’s budget.  Mr. Reas 
thanked the Board of Finance for its consideration and introduced the Board of Education 
members in attendance.  The presentation highlighted: 

 
• The District’s Strategic Plan 
• Enrollment Trends 
• The theme to maintain and improve great programs as well as new programs, which 

expands a successful math program up to the third grade and increases opportunities in 
online learning of world languages 

• Staffing changes—increases music and physical education positions at the elementary 
school, an additional grade three teacher. Overall 1.8 FTE increase 

• Increases by area—the percentages spent on each program within the system—break 
down of budget increases:  8% due to benefits, 13% due to transportation, 13% due to 
Special Education tuition and 47% due to salary increases.) 

 
Mr. DiCristofaro requested Mr. Reas to provide to the Board at the next meeting what budget 
dollar amounts are contractual obligations and what amounts are not. 

 
A discussion was held relative to Special Education and what the town funds versus what the 
State reimburses.  The State reimbursement formula is 70% after $89,000 per student is 
achieved.  

 
Responsive to enrollment inquiry from Mr. Thomas, Mr. Reas advised that enrollment has 
stabilized.   

 
Additional discussion was held relative to the Special Education budget.  It was noted that 
variables in costs have to do both with the number of placements and the severity of the 
placements.  Currently, the town has several very severe placements.  Mr. Reas spoke of a 
regional opportunity with Colchester for the transition program for 18 to 21-year olds that 
supports the students for the future.   

 
Mr. Gelston inquired what Longitudinal Percentage change meant on the charts documenting 
trends in Language Arts and Math.  Mr. Reas stated that it referenced the rates of 
improvement.  He further noted that East Haddam tests 100% of its students, whereas other 
districts exempt out students that inhibit growth.   

 
Further discussion was held relative to salary increases, transportation (contracts, field trips, 
athletic), a new grade three teacher; a long-term sub was not recommended and magnet 
school trends. 
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Mr. DiCristofaro stated that the Board of Finance was not going to review the Board of 
Education’s budget line by line, but was going to settle on a number and that the Board of 
Education would need to be prepared to make cuts to get to that number. 

 
Mr. Reas moved on to Capital expenditures, he noted that the studies presented were done in 
the fiscal year 2017-2018 and that a 4% inflation escalation rate could be expected.  A timeline 
of past bonding projects was presented. 

 
New projects: 

• Elementary School Envelope Project $1,720,408 
• High School Athletic Complex $1,694,000 
• Nathan Hale-Ray Middle School Air Conditioning $785,476 
• Nathan Hale-Ray High School Air Conditioning $794,624 
• Nathan Hale-Ray High School and Middle School Irrigation $1,000,000 
• Modernization of Learning Environments $100,000 (Annual) 

 
Mr. DiCristofaro stated that new Board policies encouraged all projects to be moved forward, 
recognizing that they will not all be funded at this time.  The intent is to eliminate surprises.  
He further noted that these are just the Board of Education’s projects.   

 
Mr. Reas further noted other items continually need to be addressed such as underground fuel 
storage tanks, boilers, carpeting, gymnasium flooring refurbishment, painting, etc.   

 
Mr. Reas further reviewed vehicles and equipment needs.  He noted that like a club account, 
funds are budgeted each year so the funding is available when the equipment is needed.  He 
noted that a walk-in refrigerator at the high school is aged and remains on the radar.   

 
Mr. Reas expanded on the 18 to 21-year old transition program.  He noted that a transition 
program for special education students is mandated on the district.  He noted the need for 
real-world experiences.  He noted the increases allow for collaboration with Colchester to a 
manufacturing facility. 

 
Mr. Gelston stated that he found a $564,000 cost associated with a concession building 
excessive for the proposed athletics complex.  He further noted he concurred with the need for 
an irrigation system but urged caution that it would tax the existing water supply.  Mr. 
DiCristofaro thanked Mr. Reas for his presentation. 
 

Motion was made by Mr. Dutch to recess at 10:53 am.  Mrs. Gionta seconded the motion and it 
was unanimously approved.  Motion carried. 
 
Mr. DiCristofaro reconvened the meeting at 11:00 a.m. 
 

c. Board of Selectmen Presentation and Review: 
 

First Selectman Smith reviewed objectives and accomplishments, along with future 
opportunities, challenges and highlights. 
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The total proposed budget is $31,467,346.  He noted that more in-depth presentations will be 
provided by the Fire Department and Public Works. 

 
Mr. DiCristofaro requested a breakdown of the budget that was contractual. 

 
Mr. Smith reviewed specific items that represented increases: 

• Tree removal ($351,000 increase) 
• The hiring of one additional staff member at Public Works 
• Human Resources position to full time 
• Fringe Benefits due to more employees utilizing the Town’s insurance 
• The hiring of one additional full-time EMT/firefighter for the fire department 

 
Mrs. Gionta stated that she would like to see a presentation on the technology needs of the 
town.  Mrs. Varricchio advised, responsive to an inquiry, that East Haddam uses a blend of 
lease and purchase. 

 
Regarding the Transfer Station, Mr. Smith noted that he is looking into programs that 
encourage recycling.  He noted that East Haddam had a better recycling rate before single 
stream.  Mr. Gelston suggested composting. 

 
Mr. DiCristofaro stated that there is a big gap between the proposed budget as submitted and 
a stabilized mill rate.  He noted that the gap needs to be closed.  Mr. Smith stated that most 
departments and Boards came in with very flat budgets. 

 
d. Guests and Audience Comments: 

 
Jay Moreau stated that he supported the Human Resources position proposed.  He stated that 
the town’s employees deserve better support in that area.  He reminded the Board of Finance 
that $104,000 was taken out of the Fire Department Reserves for an additional bay outside of 
the firehouse project that the voters approved.  The public was assured at that time that there 
were ample reserves for purchase of the next fire truck and now in this proposal, those 
reserves are being increased because of a shortfall projected in future capital. 

 
e. Public Safety Operating and Capital: 

 
Fire Department Budget: 

 
Commissioner Jennifer Spencer and Captain J.D. Sarnik presented. 

 
Captain Sarnik stated that there has been a decrease in volunteers, both with the ambulance, 
and Fire Department, not just in East Haddam but nationwide.  He stated that with the 
shortage of ambulance volunteers, the Fire Department covers ambulance calls.  He noted that 
the town is now being reimbursed by the East Haddam Ambulance Association 
$50/firefighter/EMT when a patient is transported to a hospital facility.  Responsive to an 
inquiry, Captain Sarnik stated that last year 12 of 20 ambulance members left.  A new person 
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was hired to handle the administrative side of things and that person is no longer employed by 
the Ambulance Association. 

 
The following increases were noted: 

• Additional personnel 
• Uniform allowance 
• New gear purchase (gear ages out and minimal spares) 
• Dryer closet for hoses and gear 
• Apparatus to equip new “quint”, if grant approved 
• Increase reserves to be able to refurbish engine 2-15 (1997) 
• Increase reserves to replace engine 6-15 (refurbished 2006-1978 engine) 
• Jaws of life replacement 
• Air pack replacement 
• Cameras for building security for Company #2 
• Thermal imaging systems 
• Replacement ropes 
• Replacement hoses 
• Coldwater rescue suits 

 
Historical reserves were reviewed.  It was noted that due to the Board of Finance’s new policies, 
several items were brought to light that were not on the capital radar.  It was further noted 
that this was not an anomaly and it is important that the Fire Department eliminate these 
financial surprises. 

 
Commissioner Spencer stated that the Fire Commissioners are concerned with the ISO 
insurance ratings, particularly in the far corners of the town as justification for the 
refurbishment and maintenance of the present fleet.  Mr. DiCristofaro was hopeful that some 
of the vehicles could be combined without an impact on service.   

 
Considerable discussion was held relative to the jaws of life and the ability to repair them 
further.  It was noted that the town still has working equipment, and has put a back-up system 
in place in the event of an equipment malfunction.  Commissioner Spencer offered no 
explanation as to why the equipment was not on the capital plan previously.  The emotional 
needs of emergency personnel were discussed.   

 
Mr. Thomas stated that nothing sounded unreasonable, he raised concern about having new 
snazzy equipment with no one to operate it.   

 
Mr. Smith inquired about the definition of a Class A. engine.  Captain Sarnik clarified. 

 
f. Guests and Audience Comments 

 
Jay Moreau stated that he concurred with three on duty; he noted that it is much safer.  He 
stated that dual certification is important. 
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He noted that if the Quint is acquired, it performs the function of a ladder truck and pumper.  
Accordingly, Engine 2 can be taken offline and its equipment transferred over.  He noted that 
the ISO of the corners of town is not going to change based on the number of trucks because 
the response time is not going to improve.  He also added that the extraction equipment is still 
serviceable; just not repairable.  He noted that the town still has the appropriate equipment to 
respond;  

 
Mr. DiCristofaro called for a motion to recess for lunch.  Mr. DiCristofaro stated that he would like to 
resume at 1:30 pm. 
 
Motion was made by Mr. Dutch to recess for lunch at 1:05 pm.  Mr. Thomas seconded the 
motion and it was unanimously approved.  Motion carried. 
 
Mr. DiCristofaro reconvened the meeting at 1:32 pm.   
 

g. Board Discussion: 
h. Planning for March 14, 2020 and March 21, 2020 Meetings 

 
Mr. DiCristofaro noted that at the next two meetings the Board would dive into the budget.  
He noted that new hires will be scrutinized as those are continual costs with long term impact.   
He noted that some of the operating costs will need to be shifted out.  Mr. DiCristofaro stated 
that the comments offered by Mr. Moreau were very important, and warranted further 
discussion.   

 
Mrs. Varricchio has asked the Town’s Municipal Financial Advisor Bill Lindsay to attend the next 
meeting to discuss the restructuring of debt to free up cash flow as well as to review the 
impact of the several proposed capital projects.  It was also noted that Craig Mansfield will 
attend next week to discuss the needs of the town-wide radio system.  Mr. DiCristofaro stated 
that he would like the Ambulance Association invited. 

 
It was noted that Mr. Reas planned to attend next week’s meeting to hear Mr. Lindsay’s 
presentation.  The Board anticipated that they would have additional questions for Mr. Reas. 
Board members were encouraged to send questions to Mrs. Varricchio so that the 
Superintendent would come prepared to answer said questions. 

 
Mr. DiCristofaro stated that he would like to keep to the same timeframe with next week’s budget 
workshop from 9 am to 2 pm. 
 
APPROVAL OF MINUTES 
 

a. Regular Meeting, January 13, 2020: 
 
Minutes were not provided to the Board and will be approved at another meeting. 

 
CORRESPONDENCE 
 
No correspondence 
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CHAIRMAN’S REPORT 
 
TAX COLLECTOR’S REPORT 
 

a. Tax Collector’s Report—January and February: 
 
There were no questions. 

 
b. Board Subcommittee Reports: 

 
Financial Policies—Debt Management Policy Approval: 
 
Mr. DiCristofaro noted that a Board goal has been to increase the bond rating to an AAA rating 
a key component of that goal is written policies.  The Board has not formally taken action on 
the Debt Management Policy, although they were completed a while ago. 

 
Motion was made by Mr. Thomas to approve the Debt Management Policy.   
Mr. Gelston seconded the motion and it was unanimously approved.  Motion carried. 

 
FIRST SELECTMAN’S REPORT 
 
Mr. Smith noted that many of the town’s gravel roads are being refurbished through FEMA.  Mitchell 
is now in process, East Shore Drive is next.  The Johnsonville Road Bridge is having stonework 
completed.  Neptune Avenue has been redesigned to significantly reduce the cost.  A discussion 
regarding using an aluminum pipe with a 50-year life expectancy or a concrete box culver with a 100-
year life expectancy.  Mr. Smith noted that he ordered the concrete box culvert to be part of the plan.   
 
Mr. Smith noted that there is interest in the 4H camp property.  The recreational activity in the area 
makes it desirable for the proposed purpose.   
 
Mr. Smith noted that the 2019-2020 allocation for tree removal has been exhausted.  He stated that 
the mild winter leaves considerable funding in the snow removal budget, which he would like 
repurposed for tree removal.  Mr. Smith stated that the trees have not stopped dying.  Mr. Smith 
assured that hazards continue to be addressed. 
 
FINANCE DIRECTOR 
 

a. BAN Issuance Update: 
 

Mrs. Varricchio advised that short term debt (“BAN’S) recently closed at 1.08% interest rate.  
She noted the process to request a review of the Town’s bond rating.  Mrs. Varricchio stated 
that bond counsel has advised that a multitude of projects could be funded over time with 
appropriate structure and passage of a referendum question. 
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LIAISON REPORTS 
 
Mr. Gelston noted that he met with Emergency Management, however, they will be here next week to 
present. 
 
NEW BUSINESS 
 

a. Transfer from Capital to Shared Services—Code Codification: 
 

There have been funds in the capital budget for several years for the Code Codification 
(Ordinance book).  This has been completed and $978.50 remains.  It was noted that there 
continue to be fees for the on-line hosting and the further codification of newly adopted laws. 

 
Motion was made by Mr. Gelston to transfer $978.50 from the capital account 
(33250013-58926-C0018) to the Shared Services account (269419090-53500).  Mrs. 
Gionta seconded the motion and it was unanimously approved.  Motion carried. 

 
GUESTS AND AUDIENCE COMMENTS 
 
Robert Casner, Economic Commission Chairman, stated that he would like to have $7,350 put in the 
2020-2021 budget and would like to request an additional $7,350 in the current fiscal year for a 
feasibility study and design respectively.  He noted that seed money for projects from the 2019-2020 
budget was cut, with the assurance that when a project came forward the Board of Finance would 
entertain it.  The proposal is for a bicycle path from Sanabel’s to Rose Farm.  This would gain access to 
many open space parcels and encourage growth along the busiest intersection in East Haddam. He 
further noted that GCastle enjoys over a quarter of million visitors annually. This project could expand 
offerings along the way for the economic benefit of East Haddam. 
 
Mr. DiCristofaro stated that it is not appropriate for the Board to entertain an agenda item during the 
Guests and Audience Comment portion of the meeting.  Mr. Casner advised that he was in Florida 
when the Selectmen discussed the item, the scope of it was unclear and it was removed from the 
budget.  Mr. Casner inquired what protocol needed to be followed to have it reconsidered.   
 
Mr. DiCristofaro directed the item to be placed on the agenda for discussion at the next meeting.  He 
stated that he believed the Board understood the scope of the project.   
 
Mr. DiCristofaro stated that the operating budget submitted represents a 4.6% increase and capital 
increases represent a 152.1% increase over last year’s budget.  He noted that he wants to look at what 
capital is not contractual.  He noted that the value of the mill rate is $890,000.   
 
Motion was made by Mr. Dutch to adjourn at 2:12 pm.  Mr. Gelston seconded the motion and it 
was unanimously approved.  Motion carried. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Deb Denette 


