
BLUE RIBBON COMMISSION  
 

Report 
 

Tuesday, March 5, 2019  
 

Present: Co-Chair Claudia Dumond-Henderson, Co-Chair James Simons, Karen Carroll 
Bennett, Carolyn Gabbay, Doug Cornelius, Sue Flicop, Timothy Moran, Greg Reibman, 
Donald Siegel, Andrea Steenstrup, John Stewart, Kathy Sun and Committee Clerk, Danielle 
Delaney 

Absent: Sharon Chan 

The Peer Group Selection subcommittee members (Sue Flicop, Kathy Sun and Doug Cornelius;   
Sharon Chan was absent) explained in detail and provided a PowerPoint presentation, attached 
to this report.    Data presented was collected from the census and various sources.  
Subcommittee members stated that finding comparison communities for Newton was not easy 
to focus on areas of research for the Mayor, City Council and School Committee compensation 
recommendations.   
 
Subcommittee members found that in terms of budget figures, its peer group contains other 
large cities in eastern Massachusetts.  However, in terms of median house price and median 
household income, its peer group is mostly made of towns.  
 
Data was gathered on the categories below and evaluated different subsets to arrive at their  
suggested peer groups. The subcommittee began with 160 communities deleting cities and 
towns without any connections.  The subcommittee highlighted the 15 cities and towns with 
values above and below Newton in each category, so that up to 30 communities were 
considered similar.  In some cases, Newton was at the top of the range with only a few 
communities higher, so the subcommittee ended up with less than 30 communities in total. 
 

• Type of government (City or Town) 
• Population (2009-2013) 
• Median Housing Price (2017) 
• Median Household Income (2009-2013) 
• % of Commercial Tax/Total Tax (2018) 
• Moody’s Bond Rating 
• Municipal Budget (2017) 
• Municipal Budget per Capita  
• School Budget (Total Expenditures 2017) 
• Per Pupil Expenditure (2017) 
• School Enrollment (Average Pupil Membership, 2017) 
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Boston ended up in some of the data sets but were removed because it is so much larger than 
Newton.  The subcommittee felt that in terms of the responsibilities of our elected officials, 
Boston was in a different category altogether. 
 
City Council:  The data set included all the categories except those related to the public schools 
(school budget, per pupil expenditure and school enrollment) since subcommittee members 
believed these are not generally the responsibility of a City Council.   Because there is a case to 
be made that towns might not be relevant.  There are two sets of possible peer groups, one 
that is just strictly cities and another that includes towns. 
 
The city group includes all cities that were within the ± 15 community range on any 
combination of three variables in the data set.  These were mainly within the range for 
population, % of commercial tax to total tax, and municipal budget. They are: 

• Cambridge 
• Haverhill 
• Lawrence 
• Lowell 
• Somerville 

 
Although these cities are similar to Newton in three areas, only Cambridge and Somerville are 
in the same group for median house price, and none are in the same group for municipal 
budget per capita.  Because these communities are quite different on most of the other 
variables and the group is small, the subcommittee also selected a number of towns that share 
similar values regarding median housing prices, median household income, and municipal 
budget per capita.  None of these are close to the size of Newton in terms of population, and 
only Brookline, Lexington and Plymouth are within the ± 15 group for the size of their municipal 
budgets. Subcommittee members felt these towns can supplement the ‘city’ group if they have 
elected officials with similar duties to City Councilors.  They are: 

• Acton 
• Andover 
• Belmont 
• Brookline 
• Concord 
• Dover 
• Hingham 
• Lexington 
• Lincoln 
• Manchester-by-the-Sea 
• Needham 
• Plymouth 
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School Committee: The subcommittee sorted on per pupil expenditures and median housing 
prices.  Subcommittee members felt that per pupil expenditures, or how much is spent per 
student, is a good sign of overall city/town investment in education.  Median housing price 
seems a good proxy for how good the schools are and how much people will spend to live in a 
community with excellent public schools. Additionally, because taxes are based on real estate 
values, subcommittee members felt this was an appropriate variable to use. 
 
The subcommittee did not include variables for % of commercial tax, bond rating, municipal 
budget and municipal budget per capita, because these are not necessarily under the purview 
of the School Committee. 
 
The subcommittee ended up with the following communities that were similar on at least these 
two variables: 

• Brookline 
• Cambridge (city) 
• Carlisle 
• Concord 
• Dover 
• Framingham (city) 
• Lexington 
• Lincoln 
• Manchester-by-the-Sea 
• Needham 
• Sherborn 
• Somerville (city) 
• Wellesley 
• Weston 

 
Mayor:  The entire data set was used to evaluate cities and town for the Mayoral peer 
group.  The subcommittee started by taking all the cities and towns chosen for the City Council 
peer groups and added those chosen for the School Committee peer group.  With all the data 
available, subcommittee members found a handful of additional cities and towns that didn’t 
work in other peer groups but have similar municipal and school budgets.  Just as with the 
groups for the City Council, the group of cities doesn’t closely match Newton beyond budget 
and population. Because the position of Mayor is unique to cities, the subcommittee wanted to 
expand that group as much as possible in a reasoned and organized way. 
 
The city peer group is: 

• Brockton 
• Cambridge 
• Everett 
• Framingham 
• Haverhill 
• Lawrence 
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• Lowell 
• Lynn 
• Malden 
• Quincy 
• Somerville 
• Taunton 
• Waltham 

 
The subcommittee also created a group of towns that could be used for a secondary 
comparison with communities with similar median housing prices and median family income.   

• Acton 
• Andover 
• Belmont 
• Brookline 
• Carlisle 
• Concord 
• Dover 
• Hingham 
• Lexington 
• Lincoln 
• Manchester-by-the-Sea 
• Needham 
• Plymouth 
• Sherborn 
• Wellesley 
• Weston 

 
Commission members provided the following questions, suggestions and concerns to  
sub-committee members for consideration.  
 
City Council 
Suggestions:  
• A suggestion was made to eliminate towns, comparing only cities.   
• Another suggestion was made to delete Belmont, Hingham, Acton, Concord, Lincoln, Dover  
and Manchester-by-the-Sea, maintaining just five towns.     
Concerns: 
• It was stated that City Council responsibilities differ in towns and in cities.     
 
School Committee 
Questions: 
• Is the description for School Committee members the same in towns and cities? A  
sub-committee member answered yes. 
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Suggestions:  
• A suggestion was made to delete Brookline, Weston, Wellesley,  Lexington, Dover, Lincoln, 
Concord, Manchester-by-the-Sea, Carlisle and Sherborn for simplicity purposes. 
• Another suggestion was made to include the nine contiguous cities and towns to Newton. 
 
Mayor 
Questions: 
• Is the data for City Council and School Committee included in the Mayor Peer Group chart? A 
sub-committee member answered yes. 
Suggestions:  
• A suggestion was made to eliminate towns who have a City Manager and not a Mayor. 

   
The peer group subcommittee agreed to further limit the number of communities for a more 
relevant overall comparison.  Once revised, the peer group subcommittee report will be 
forwarded to Blue Ribbon Commission members.   

The next meeting of the Commission is scheduled for March 27, 2019 in City Hall.   
 
The Commission adjourned at 9:10 p.m.  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Claudia Dumond-Henderson, Co-Chair 
James Simons, Co-Chair 
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