It is my great pleasure to offer a fiscal update on the Town of Easton.  We recently passed both the Town and Region 9 budgets by a 2-to-1 margin.  The total budget increased by a modest 1.50%, primarily driven by the education budgets.  Although the tax increase for next year will be 2.46%, due to a decline in state aid, I am pleased that for the third consecutive year, the Selectman’s budget (all non-education spending) has actually declined, while maintaining essential services.

The ability of your town officials and employees to work cooperatively to control spending has been truly impressive.  While the Selectman’s budget increased by an average of 9.92% per year from 2001 to 2008, it has actually decreased by 0.75% per year over the past three years.  Easton taxpayers have benefited from salary and wage concessions that affected every town employee.  We cut employee hours.  We pared operating budgets to the bone.  We changed vendors, insurance agents, and suppliers to realize additional savings.  In fact, difficult decisions were made to eliminate positions that were either not essential or no longer affordable.  This fiscal prudence contributed to Easton receiving an AAA bond rating from Moody’s and Standard & Poor’s, a distinction shared by only about 100 towns in the entire United States.  Our fiscal diligence facilitated the recent refinancing of certain debt that will result in a $667,500 savings over 20 years.

We all applaud fiscal prudence and regret its absence in Hartford and Washington.  However, a municipal culture that has enjoyed years of increased funding will inevitably react to cuts.  Change is hard, and change does not occur without resistance, but change is precisely what is taking place in Easton.  Rest assured, we have preserved all of our essential town services and have even provided modest increases to our most cherished service, education.  Easton schools continue to be among the very best in the state. I am pleased that this budget’s approval will enable us to restore certain programs (such as choral music) that are vital to the educational experience of our children.
Easton seniors have enjoyed the benefits of a tax relief ordinance that is the most comprehensive in the state.  Recognizing that it is not perfect, your Board of Selectmen has repeatedly made adjustments in favor of senior applications and will continue to do so.  In fact, tax relief for our seniors has increased over 35% in the past five years.
Finally, I would like to update you on the South Park lease/purchase agreement with the New England Prayer Center (NEPC).  In 2008, we came together as a community and found a complicated but effective solution to protect this parcel of land--a property whose potential development plagued the town for over 25 years.  The plan, overwhelmingly approved by the voters, preserved our zoning regulations and protected South Park from intensive development.  While all aspects of the lease/purchase agreement are still intact, NEPC has not yet exercised its purchase option.  If they do not purchase the property, the Board of Selectmen has identified multiple alternatives that we will all have the opportunity to evaluate.
I thank you for your continued support!  I consider it a privilege to serve our Town.
Thomas A. Herrmann
First Selectman

