





March 22, 2011

Name 

Address


Re:
Assembly Bill No. 4440/ Senate Bill No. 4027;

Scheduling Vote on Fire District Budgets on Date of School District Budget Vote

Dear _________:

This communication is sent in order to inform you of our Association’s [Committee’s] concerns over the above referenced bills that have been submitted in both houses of the legislature and seek to create a new requirement that fire district and library district budgets be subjected to a vote at the time of the school district budget vote which currently occurs in the Spring of each year.

Our Association [Committee] firmly opposes these bills.

Fire district budgets are not currently subject to voter approval. The five member volunteer publicly elected Board of Fire Commissioners currently develops and approves the fire district budget. In 2006 [Chapter 240 of the Laws of 2006 effective January 1, 2007] Section 181 of the Town Law was amended to create the requirement that fire districts conduct an annual budget hearing on the third Tuesday in October. Thus, fire districts have been conducting budget hearings since 2007. The proposed fire district budget is made available to taxpayers and their concerns are heard by the Board at those hearings. 

It should also be noted that other budgetary controls were put in place in 2006/2007 and Section 176 of the Town Law has provided for a spending limitation on parts of the fire district budget for many years. In 2006/2007 the Legislature mandated annual external audits for most fire districts.  

Taxpayers have an opportunity to vote on the members of the Board of Fire Commissioners who serve five year terms at the annual fire district election and thus, have a voice in this process through their elected representatives.

We are not in favor of creating the extra requirement of a vote on the fire district budget.

We also believe that the concept of coordinating the vote on a fire district budget on the date of the school district budget simply does not work. First, fire district fiscal years run from January 1st through December 31st . Inserting this new requirement would require that the fiscal year be changed causing a significant amount of confusion and change to a system that currently works fine.

The concept of conducting a fire district budget election on the same day as the school district election also does not work since the fire districts and school districts are not based on the same geographical boundaries and are not conducted at the same locations. At a minimum separate machines and separate elections boards would be required for these votes creating significant confusion even if the elections were conducted at the same site.

Additionally, the Legislature still has not addressed the need to permit fire districts to use lever voting machines through December 31, 2012 as it did for school districts in August of last year, and for villages in February of this year. Thus, this legislation might result in the use of different voting systems at the same site and date.

Finally, we note that on average the fire district budget is about 2% to 3% of the average real property tax bill in our county. Votes are not conducted on budgets submitted by towns, counties and other taxing districts that amount to a much higher percentage of that real property tax bill and also involve the expenditure of other forms of tax revenue, non-tax revenue and state and federal aid.
Please note that on behalf of the volunteer elected public officers who serve our member fire districts as publicly elected fire commissioners and the interests of the volunteer firefighters whose safety and well-being is taken into account in developing those budgets we oppose these bills.






Very truly yours,






_______________
  

