
 

 

BLUE RIBBON COMMISSION  
 

Report 
 

Wednesday, April 24, 2019  
 

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

Absent: Kathy Sun and Andrea Steenstrup  

Co‐Chair Dumond Henderson opened the discussion to members of the public who were 
present.   There was no public comment.   

Commission members were provided with the final survey results of the general public and 
elected officials including comment, attached to this report.   

Co‐Chair Jim Simons provided Commission members with survey results from the Peer Group 
Sub‐Committee explaining in detail the survey summary, list of cities and towns requested to 
participate, survey questions and responses.  Commission members suggested the following 
revisions, a revised report is attached to this report.    

The revisions include the following:   

Mayor's pay compared to peers: The overall percent of Mayor's salary to peer community 
average salary has been adjusted to from 92% to 89% for summary purposes on slides 2 and 3, 
omitting Lowell (outlier); this figure now appears along with other percentages at the bottom of 
slide 8.   

City Council ratios: The overall percentage of peer city council stipend to mayor has been 
adjusted from 15% to 14% upon omitting Lowell; other ratios are still noted on slide 9. 

City Council ratios and cost: Slide 4 table has been adjusted to show the ratio change to 14%. 

Mayor and City Council pay comparison summary of same communities in the 2005 and 2019 
studies.  The table on slide 3 has been expanded accordingly.  

School Committee ratios and cost.  Slide 4 table was adjusted to reflect cost of 8 members and 
ratio change noted above. 

Retiree health care eligibility.  On re‐review of emails from the city council the right to 
retiree health benefits is allowed per state law.  Council writes " Health Insurance benefits 
for municipal employees and retirees is governed by MGL c. 32B.  Under this law, persons 
receiving a pension from the City are eligible to continue group health insurance  



    Blue Ribbon Commission Report 
    Wednesday, April 24, 2019  
    page 2 

 

 

benefits.   Under MGL c. 32B a municipality that has accepted certain sections of the statute 
(which Newton has) must contribute a percentage of the premium (as is done for active 
employees)." 

Co‐Chair Dumond‐Henderson provided Commission members with retiree health and 
retirement benefits explaining in detail questions presented and answers from the City’s 
Law Department.   

Commission members asked of the 24 City Councilors, 8 School Committee members and 
Mayor capitalize on the health insurance?  Co‐Chair Simons answered that he received 
information from the former City Comptroller that 9 City Councilors, 5 School Committee 
members and the Mayor capitalize on this benefit.  Nine out of 21 retired City Councilors 
who are vested capitalize on this benefit. Three members of the School Committee are 
eligible for retiree health benefits. 

Co‐Chair Jim Simons provided Commission members explaining in detail the report 
template, attached to this report.  He explained the sections, descriptions and comments.  
He then stated that sections of the final report shall include, an introduction, background, 
current state, commission process, input to commission, discussion, vote, recommendation 
and appendices.   

Doug Cornelius provided Commission members explaining in detail the process to create 
and adopt recommendations for the City Council’s consideration.  Included were the 
deliberation rules, questions and the process.  The 4/25/19 version is attached to this 
report.   
 
Commission members suggested the following for consideration when voting takes place. 

 Voting to begin with the Mayor, followed by the City Council then the School Committee  
members.  

 Vote with a straw vote. 

 The tally of Commission votes, yea or nay, will be summarized along with member  
narratives. 

 The vote shall include whether a compensation review should be regularly scheduled.  

 Other recommendations or perks for to vote on will be suggested by Commission  
members prior to voting. 
 
The Commission discussed in length whether the draft or final report should be provided to 
the public for feedback, clarity, errors, etc.  At this time, Commission members took a straw 
vote that the public would not be provided a draft or final report before the Commission 
disbands.  They then discussed whether it would be appropriate for the Law Department or 
other knowledgeable city sources to review the final report before the Commission issues 
the final report to the City Council. 
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The next meeting of the Commission is scheduled for April 30, 2019 in City Hall. 

 

The Commission adjourned at 9:25 p.m.  

 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
Claudia Dumond‐Henderson, Co‐Chair 
James Simons, Co‐Chair 
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City of Newton Blue Ribbon Commission
on Elected Officials Compensation

A Report to the Commission

4/25/19

Blue Ribbon Commission comp survey 4‐25‐19

Survey Summary

2

At the request of the Newton City Council, a  Blue Ribbon Commission has convened to make recommendations regarding 

compensation of its elected officials: Mayor, City Councilors and School Committee members. The Commission has collected input 

from various sources including a survey of peer communities, the basis for this summary, supplemented by publically available data.

Initial Survey/Data Findings

Mayor and City Council (13 communities reviewed and summarized)

• Newton’s Mayor salary  and City Council member stipends are 89% and 50% respectively of peer community averages

• More than half of communities reporting state that compensation reviews are unscheduled

• Methods to adjust compensation were not well reported although two communities apply an inflation factor

• Access to group health plan benefits, subsidized or not, is common for communities reporting

School Committee (11 communities reviewed and 10 summarized)

• Only one of 10 peer communities report a stipend or benefits to members.  The city of Cambridge was a significant outlier paying

committee members an average of $38,000/yr.  No benefit eligibility reported.

1
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Survey Summary cont’d

3

The difference in peer communities selected for the 2019 and 2005 studies does not allow a fair comparison over time.  Still, the

ratio of Mayor’s salary to peers average salary is fairly consistent for the two periods as shown below.

For officials other than Mayor, the 2005 Commission used the approach to set City Council and School Committee member stipends 

as a percentage of the Mayor’s salary, 10% and 5% respectively.   The more recent average percentages for Newton and peer 

communities are as follows5:

Avg. Salary Mayor Average Stipend City Council  School Committee

2019 2005 2019 2005 2019 2005

Newton $125,000 $97,500 $9,750 $9,750 $4,875 $4,875

Peer Communities – all 140,3671 105,958 19,3992 9,0463 Insuff. data 3,311

Newton Pct. of peers 89%1 92%2 50% 108% 147%

Communities  summarized – all 13 15 13 10

Same communities summarized 2005 and 2019 61,4 72,3 5

Same communities 2005 and 2019 avg. $155,5291,4 $111,695 $20,0252,3 $12,045

Newton Pct. of same communities avg. 2005 and 2019 85% 87% 49% 81%

2019 Avg. City Council Stipend: Mayor’s Salary

Newton 8%

Peer Communities 14%1,2

1 Excludes outlier City of Lowell
2 Excludes outlier City of Cambridge
3 Includes communities not paying any stipend
4 Same communities with job title of Mayor or City Council 2005 and 2019: Brockton, Framingham, Haverhill, Lynn, Quincy , Somerville:
5 (excluding school committee due to insufficient date) 

Survey Summary cont’d

4

• Mayor’s salary is peer‐competitive (89%) and if no peer based change is recommended for this position, the Commission could 

decide to resume the practice of setting City Council and School Committee as a percent of Mayor’s salary, or move to set 

stipends at levels consistent with survey averages.  In sum, City Council stipends could:

• Remain as is, set to 8% ratio to mayor’s salary, or

• Revert to the historical 10% ratio, or

• Adopt an external survey approach and raise stipends to the peer community average of 14%

• School Committee stipends, could continue at 50% of the City Council stipend decision.  An increase to School Committee 

stipend over $5,000/yr. will trigger voluntary eligibility for the Commonwealth pension plan. 

City Council (24)

Annual Stipend per Councilor Gross Annual Stipend Expense

Current stipend 
ratio to 

Mayor's salary

8% 
of Mayor's salary 
(current practice)

10% 
of Mayor's salary
(prior practice)

14% 
(match
Peer avg.) 8% 10% 14%

8% $9,750  $12,500 $17,500 $234,000 $300,000 $420,000

Pct of Peer avg. 50% 64% 100% net cost over current $66,000 $186,000

School Committee (8)

Annual Stipend per Member (50% of City Council) Gross Annual Stipend Expense

Current ratio to 
Mayor’s salary 4%  5%  7%  4% 5% 7%

4% $4,875  $6,250 $8,750 $39,000 $50,000 $70,000

net cost over current  $11,000 $31,000

3
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Survey Summary cont’d

5

Health Benefits

The data committee for the study did not collect peer community health care costs.  Some commission members have expressed 

interest in current health plan costs for Newton but this will be of limited use without competitive norms for comparison.

Insofar as expense to the City, the 33 Newton elected officials constitute just 1.3% of the city’s 2,550  active, benefit eligible 

employees.  Although the number of elected officials taking health benefits was not summarized for this study as of April 25, 2019, 

we assume  elected officials cost in relation to all others is not significant.

Upon leaving office, elected officials may only continue health coverage as permitted by law (COBRA) and may commene health 

coverage upon the date vested pension benefits commence.

Requests to Complete a Survey
Request () to participate in an online survey was issued April 1, 2019 to the following peer communities.

6

Community Mayor City Council School Committee
Bedford 
Brockton  
Brookline 
Cambridge   
Concord 
Everett  
Framingham  
Haverhill  
Lawrence  
Lexington 
Lowell  
Lynn  
Malden  
Needham 
Quincy  
Somerville   
Taunton  
Waltham  
Wayland 
Wellesley 
Weston 
Westwood 
Surveys issued 13 13 11
Survey results reported 5 5 0
Reported from other sources* 8 8 10

* Phone conversations with community HR representatives or news outlets

5

6
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Survey Questions – Mayor / City Council / School Committee

7

Category Question Response options

Compensation 1. Annualized salary or stipend Fill in amount

2. What year did the last pay increase occur? Fill in year

3. What was the method used to arrive at the last increase? • Cost of living adjustment since prior review
• Calculated competitive salary to peer communities

4. What was the reason for the last increase? • Periodic update for:
• Inflation
• Remain comparable to other communities
• Alignment with city employees
• Ability  to field candidates

5. Are pay increases scheduled? • Yes ‐ annually
• Yes ‐ other than annual
• Unscheduled

6. Who approved the last increase? • Mayor 
• City Council
• Referendum

7. What are other forms of compensation (indirect) provided? • Use of car
• Reimbursement for elective conferences
• Committee Chair or other ongoing leadership role

Benefits 8. Does your community offer medical insurance to these 
positions?

• Yes, unsubsidized
• Yes, subsidized
• Not offered

9. If "yes" to above, can these positions continue community 
sponsored medical insurance (following) COBRA as a retiree?

• Indefinitely, following minimum years of service
• Yes, for a stated period of time
• No coverage extended following COBRA period

Profile 10.  Provide job descriptions Provide text description

11. Which governing profile best describes your community? * ‘Strong’ or ‘weak’ (see appendix)

* Question omitted from school committee survey

Peer Community Mayors  – Survey Responses/Public Data

8

Community
Gov’t 
Profile

Mayor’s 
salary

Year of 
last pay 
increase?

Method to 
arrive at last 
increase?

Are pay 
increases 
scheduled?

Reason for the 
last increase? 

Other
compensation
(indirect)

Medical
insurance 
offered?

If "yes" to subsidized, 
continue insurance as 
a retiree?

Brockton Strong 
mayor

$151,402 2018 Cost of living Yes –
annually

Periodic update 
for inflation

Yes, 
Unsubsidized

Cambridge Weak 
mayor

$119,024

Everett $160,000*

Framingham Strong 
mayor

$187,630 2018 Compared to 
Town Manager's 
compensation

Unscheduled Use of car; 
Reimburse elective 
conferences

Subsidized Indefinitely, following 
minimum years of service

Haverhill Strong 
mayor

$110,000 2017 Competitive 
salary comparison

Yes –
annually

inflation; stay 
competitive;
align with city 
employees; field 
candidates

Subsidized Indefinitely, following 
minimum 10 years of service

Lawrence Strong 
mayor

$100,385 2008 Competitive 
salary comparison

Unscheduled Use of car Yes, 
Unsubsidized

Yes, for a stated period of 
time

Lowell Weak 
mayor

$30,000

Lynn Strong 
mayor

$145,000 2018 Competitive 
salary comparison

Unscheduled Yes, 
Unsubsidized

No coverage following 
COBRA election period

Malden $105,000

Quincy $159,142

Somerville $180,000

Taunton Weak 
mayor

$125,500 2018 Competitive 
salary comparison

Unscheduled Use of car; 
Reimbursement for 
elective conferences

Yes, 
Subsidized

Yes, indefinitely, following 
minimum years of service 
(described in "Other")

Waltham $138,450

Average all $131,877
Avg. excluding  Lowell  $140,367
Average 'strong' profile $138,883
Average 'weak' profile $91,508

Newton $125,000
Newton ratio to ‘all' 95%
Newton ratio excl. Lowell 89%

* Scheduled to increase to $185,000, January 2020

7
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Peer Community City Councils – Survey Responses/Public Data

9

Community

Councilors 
average
salary

Councilor
Chair or 

President
(additional)

Year of 
last pay 
increase?

Method to 
arrive at last 
increase?

Are pay 
increases 
scheduled?

Reason for the 
last increase? 

Other
compensation
(indirect)

Medical
insurance 
offered?

If "yes" to subsidized, 
continue insurance as 
a retiree?

Brockton $15,473 2019 Cost of living Unscheduled Periodic update 
for inflation

Yes, 
Unsubsidized

Cambridge $78,768

Everett $28,608 $37,190*

Framingham $5,000 $8,000 2018 Compared to 
Town Manager's 
compensation

Unscheduled elective conferences 
reimbursement; 
$3,000 committee 
chairmanship

Subsidized Indefinitely, following 
minimum years of service

Haverhill $15,000 $18,000 2017 Competitive
salary comparison

Annually inflation; stay 
competitive;
align with city 
employees; 
field candidates

Subsidized Indefinitely, following 
minimum 10 years of 
service

Lawrence $15,000 2008 Competitive 
salary comparison

Unscheduled Yes, 
Unsubsidized

Yes, for a stated period of 
time

Lowell $25,000

Lynn $25,000 $27,000 2013 Competitive 
salary comparison

Unscheduled Yes, 
Unsubsidized

No coverage following 
COBRA election period

Malden $17,500
Quincy $27,000
Somerville $25,000
Taunton $10,000 Competitive 

salary comparison
Unscheduled Yes, 

Subsidized
Yes, indefinitely, following 
minimum years of service

Waltham $21,502 $22,302 Unscheduled

Average all $23,758
Excl. Cambridge $19,399
Newton $9,750
Newton ratio:
• to all 41%
• Excl. Cambridge 50%

* The City Council President of the City of Everett receives a 30% premium for additional duties

Peer Community School Committee –Survey Responses/Public Data

10

Community

School Comm. 
Avg.

salary

Year of 
last pay 
increase?

Medical
insurance 
offered?

Bedford $0 No

Brookline $0 No

Cambridge $38,000* No

Concord $0 No

Lexington $0 No

Needham $0 No

Somerville $0 No

Wayland $0 No

Wellesley $0 No

Weston $0 No

Westwood $0 No

Newton $4,875

* Source: Cambridgeday, 10/6/17,https://www.cambridgeday.com/2017/10/06/including‐meetings‐canceled‐til‐nov‐21‐school‐committee‐is‐best‐paid‐
less‐busy/

9
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Benefits – Retiree Health

Newton elected officials or unelected employees are eligible for retirement health benefits if 
pension vesting requirement is met per City Counsel. Response to questions summarized below.

11

Q: May health benefits to elected officials continue following service and without age limit after a certain period of time?

A: Per the Newton City Solicitor, “Rights of the Mayor, Board of Alderman and School Committee members to health and 

retirement benefits is governed by state law.  Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 32B provides that government employees 

(including elected officials) are eligible for group insurance benefits if 1) they work more than 20 hours per week or 2) the Mayor 

determines that said officials are eligible for such insurance. A Mayor of the City has at some point determined these officials to 

be eligible for benefits regardless of the number of hours worked. The Mayor, City Councilors and School Committee members 

are officials elected by popular vote so, assuming they file a timely written application, they are all entitled to membership in the 

Newton Retirement system.

Q: What is the Newton Retirement System and what is the connection to retiree health eligibility?

A: The Newton Retirement System is one of 104 contributory retirement systems for public employees bound under Chapter 32 

of the Massachusetts General Laws.   If any elected official is a member of the retirement system, vests in the retirement system 

and ultimately retires from Newton, that person is entitled to health insurance benefits for life as a Newton retiree just like any 

other vested and retired Newton employee.  All elected officials are credited 100% full time equivalence for service credit.

Q: When do retiree health benefits commence?

A:  Retiree health commences upon taking a retiree pension.  The elected official or other city employee who qualified for a 

pension and has a break in service prior to commencing his or her pension may (re)commence health benefits, medical or 

dental, when the pension begins. 

Source: City Solicitor

12

Vesting • You entered state service prior to April 2, 2012 and you have 20 years of full‐time creditable 
service at any age, or

• You entered state service prior to April 2, 2012 and you attain the age of 55 with ten years of 
full‐time creditable service, or 

• You entered state service on or after April 2, 2012 and you attain the age of 60 if retiring from 
Group 1 (officials and general employees), with ten years of full‐time creditable service. 

Design and Benefit • Enrollment is optional
• Upon enrollment the plan requires pre‐tax contribution of 5‐9% based on service date (above)
• Benefit based on formula:

• Age
• Length of credible service
• Highest 5 years of pay (entering Apr 2012 or later)

Other • If you leave state service after you are vested, you may leave your retirement contributions in 
the system and receive a state pension once you meet the minimum age requirement.

• Can request distribution if termination prior to vesting; 3% interest accrued

Sources: Source: MASSACHUSETTS STATE EMPLOYEES’ RETIREMENT SYSTEM GUIDERETIREMENT SYSTEM; MSERS Retirement Benefit Guide Feb.2018.pdf; 
https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2018/05/30/MSERS%20Retirement%20Benefit%20Guide%20Feb.2018.pdf?_ga=2.238315593.854907249.1555528155‐
634149091.1555261642

Benefits – Retirement

Newton vesting and pension formula aligns to Commonwealth of MA pension rules

11
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Appendix

13

Peer Communities at a Glance

14

Community Type City Budget* ($M) # City Councilors # School Committee members

Bedford Town $96 5 4

Brockton City $387 11 8

Brookline Town $318 5 9

Cambridge City $636 9 7

Concord Town $107 5 5

Everett City $177 11 9

Framingham City $288 11 10

Haverhill City $194 9 7

Lawrence City $301 9 7

Lexington Town $221 5 5

Lowell City $332 9 7

Lynn City $320 11 5

Malden City $178 11 9

Needham Town $208 5 7

Quincy City $311 9 8

Somerville City $242 11 7

Taunton City $157 9 10

Waltham City $269 13 8

Wayland Town NR 5 5

Wellesley Town NR 5 5

Weston Town $77 3 5

Westwood Town $99 3 5

Newton City $413 24 8

* Most recently approved or proposed

13
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Survey Responses – Process to Collect Data Summary

15

Community Data Resource 

Bedford Survey Monkey

Brockton Survey Monkey

Brookline Patch.com,  3/29/19

Cambridge FY19 City of Cambridge Budget; FY19 School Committee Budget; Cambridgeday.com, 10/6/17

Concord Phone

Everett Everettindependent.com, 6/17/17; Myeverettnews.com, 11/22/17

Framingham Survey Monkey

Haverhill Survey Monkey

Lawrence Survey Monkey; FY19 City of Lawrence Budget 

Lexington Phone

Lowell Lowellsun.com, 9/28/16; FY19 Proposed City of Lawrence Budget

Lynn Survey Monkey

Malden FY18 City of Malden Adopted Budget

Needham Phone

Quincy Patriot Ledger, 3/9/18

Somerville FY19 City of Somerville Budget; Bostonglobe.com, 1/19/13

Taunton Survey Monkey

Waltham Patch.com, 1/9/19

Wayland No response

Wellesley Phone

Weston Phone

Westwood Phone

Responses input online by community representatives or collected by the BRC subcommittee from other sources

Survey Questions – Governing Profile*

16

Strong Mayor Profile

• The mayor is elected by citizens to that office.

• The mayor is the chief executive officer, centralizing executive power.

• The mayor directs the administrative structure, appointing and removing of department heads.

• While the council has legislative power, the mayor has veto power.

• The council does not oversee daily operations.

Weak Mayor Profile

• Mayor serves a council‐manager form, and are elected from within the city council.

• The council is powerful, with both legislative and executive authority.

• The mayor is not truly the chief executive, with limited power or no veto power.

• The council can prevent the mayor from effectively supervising city administration.

• There may be many administrative boards and commissions that operate independently from the city government.

*Source: National League of Cities, www.nlc.org/mayoral‐powers
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Section Description Comment

Introduction • Study request
• Mission/scope
• BRC members
• Commission process
• Executive summary

Process should summarize the period the 
Commission met and number of meetings

Background • Legal basis for pay or benefits
• Prior study

Current state • Current salaries and benefits
• Basis for current pay or benefits

Commission Process • Describe how BRC organized tasks and 
committee work

• Established guiding principles
• Committees selected for core tasks

Input to Commission • City wide survey
• In person visit to BRC meetings
• City Council survey
• Peer community survey

Each committee to summarize process and result

Discussion Issues raised by BRC • Comparison to city officials
• Inflation as means to increase pay
• Reduce or eliminate benefits to control costs
• Additional stipend for leadership roles

Vote • Tally votes per question
• Narrative of arguments for/against  

Recommendation Narrative including basis for recommendations 

Appendices Results from surveys

2019 BRC on Elected Official’s Compensation  Recommendation – Report Template
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Process to Create and Adopt 
Recommendations

Final – April 25, 2019

Deliberation rules

• Comments are two limited to two minutes per member
• Employee benefits include health insurance, dental insurance and 

vision
• Employee benefits under consideration do not include state-

mandated pension which is beyond the scope of the commission’s 
and the city council’s ability to change

• The size of the city council is beyond the scope of the commission 
• All votes will be incorporated with names attributed in the final 

report
• Final recommendations will be based on majority ruling (vs. 

consensus)
• Dissents will be captured in the final report

1
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Mayor
– Should the mayor receive compensation?

• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should the mayor be eligible for employee benefits?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should the mayors’ cash pay be adjusted?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should cash pay be decreased?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should cash pay be increased?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– What amount should the commission recommend as the new cash 
payment?
• Comments from commission members with a recommended amount
• Straw poll on various levels of compensation selected by chair from comments
• If chair determines there is a consensus on an amount, Vote - Yes or No on that amount

City Council
– Should city councilors receive compensation?

• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should city councilors be eligible for employee benefits?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should city councilors’ cash pay be adjusted?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should cash pay be decreased?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should cash pay be increased?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– What amount should the commission recommend as the new cash 
payment?
• Comments from commission members with a recommended amount
• Straw poll on various levels of compensation selected by chair from comments
• If chair determines there is a consensus on an amount, Vote - Yes or No on that amount

3
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School Committee
– Should school committee members receive compensation?

• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should school committee members be eligible for employee benefits?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should school committee members’ cash pay be adjusted?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should cash pay be decreased?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– Should cash pay be increased?
• Comments from commission members
• Vote - Yes or No

– What amount should the commission recommend as the new cash 
payment?
• Comments from commission members with a recommended amount
• Straw poll on various levels of compensation selected by chair from comments
• If chair determines there is a consensus on an amount, Vote - Yes or No on that amount

Additional Committee 
Recommendations

• Other perqs that should be considered?

• Suggested review period?

5
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Process

• Finalize recommendations
• Subcommittees draft their sections 

accordingly
• Discussion of draft

• Comments from commission members on report
• Vote - Yes or No on whether to accept changes

• Presentation of final report
• Vote on approval with majority prevailing
• Presentation to city council

7
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