
 
BLUE RIBBON COMMISSION 

 
Report 

(REVISED) 

Monday, May 6, 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, Andrea Steenstrup, Sharon Chan, John Stewart and Committee Clerk, 
Danielle Delaney 

Absent: Kathy Sun  
 
Co-Chair Dumond Henderson opened the discussion to members of the public who were    
present. 
 
Open Comments from the Community 

Brooke Lipsitt stated that she was a former Alderman for many years.  She most recently served 
on the Charter Committee.  She stated that it is an enormous honor to serve as a public servant 
to constituents.  Serving as an Alderman, now Councilor is not a path to become wealthy.  
People serve as Councilor as a hobby and enjoy doing so. In the past, every persons stipend met 
the cost of postage stamps and phone line bills prior to emails.  She then noted that there are 
not many perquisites with being a Councilor, although a demanding job.  There are many times 
you are in the public attention of residents at the supermarket, bank, etc. 

Ms. Lipsitt stated that she is here tonight to argue the necessity to retain health care benefits 
for the Councilors.  It is necessary to allow employees and Councilors to take advantage of the 
high costs of health benefits.  In recruiting and encouraging residents with talent to run for 
office is often difficult. Some people may be unable to make the commitment if health 
insurance is eliminated, that is unfair to those who may want to run for office.  In closing, Ms. 
Lipsitt stated to encourage public service, health insurance must be provided, if desired. 

Co-Chair Dumond Henderson provided Commission members with an update from the Law 
Department regarding questions and answers from the past meeting.   

• Have we understood this correctly that even if automatic health insurance eligibility was  
revoked by the mayor, should the elected official be able to demonstrate having “worked” for 
more than 20 hours in a week, they would be eligible, as employees under 32B, to participate in 
the City’s health plans?  Yes. 
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• How is work defined in this regard? No formal definition, but presumably anything relating to  
engagement, interaction and responsiveness to constituents and meetings, both scheduled and 
unscheduled, would constitute work for these purposes. 
• How would hours be tracked? This would need to be worked out, but presumably the Human  
Resources team would have to employ a record keeping system for the elected officials. Those 
records, of course, would be public record, so constituents would have the ability to review at 
their request/leisure. 
• How would one account for the variability of hours? Would there be an average number of  
hours required by week or would it be an annual calculation? Co-Chair Dumond Henderson is 
waiting to hear back from the Human Resources team as to how this is handled now for people 
who fall below the 20 hour/week threshold. For private employers, should you meet a 600 or 
more hour threshold in the prior 12 months, you are eligible per ACA, and are therefore 
required to be provided employer sponsored health insurance.  
• Is the employee/employer cost share different for part timers? No. The City of Newton  
maintains a consistent split regardless of status (full vs. part time).  
• Why might other towns have different arrangements in place for their elected officials?   
There are a few possibilities. One, they may not have accepted the provisions of 32B, as 
acceptance is not required. Two, their mayors/appointing authorities may have not employed 
the same tactic as the City did to auto allow elected officials to be eligible. 
 
The summary conclusion is that because we have invoked 32B here in Newton, elected officials 
are considered “employees”. As such, they are entitled to benefits in accordance with the City 
practices. 
 
The City Law Department is researching the following two issues: 
1. Whether it would be lawful to have a two-tiered salary structure, going back to the idea that  
there is a salary for those who take insurance and a higher salary for those who don’t take 
insurance, should we want to pursue that given this information. 
2. How it is that some towns have offered insurance on an unsubsidized basis and whether that  
may be something we could pursue? 
 
A consistent approach is necessary across the City with all employees. 
 
Carolyn Gabbay provided Commission members with an article regarding the Framingham 
Mayor would be among highest paid the Massachusetts.  This article is attached to this report.   
She stated that the article states that the Mayor’s salary was a political decision based on 
provision.  Framingham’s Town Manager job was eliminated and the salary was given to the 
first Mayor. The article references that this salary will be reviewed in five years after politics 
have calmed down.  Framingham’s Mayor makes a current salary of $187,639.00, the highest 
paid in the state.  It was asked if Framingham should be removed from the salary cost analysis 
because it was an internal review, not external.  Ms. Gabbay stated that the salary is highly 
criticized for the Mayors salary being so high of the twenty cities and towns listed in the article.    
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It was stated that at the last meeting, this Commission agreed to a salary of $140,000.00 for the 
Mayor of Newton, excluding Lowell.  If both Framingham and Lowell were deleted from the 
salary cost analysis sheet the new Mayor salary average of listed towns and cities is now 
$136,070.00.  There is no known history on how the local cities and towns make their salary 
decisions. 
 
Doug Cornelius provided Commission members with a recap of the Councilors responses on the 
average number of hours they spend in scheduled meetings at City Hall.  He stated that three 
Councilors answered 0 to 5 hours, eight Councilors answered 6-10 hours, two Councilors 
answered 11-15 hours and 1 Councilor answered 15 or more hours.  When averaged twelve 
hours is a good baseline.   
 
Andrea Steenstrup provided Commission members with a recap of the Councilors and School 
Committee members benefit cost analysis based on actual premiums paid for FY19.  She stated 
that the Councilor’s stipend ($9,750) plus the annual average cost of medical and dental based 
on enrollment ($8,776.62) sums to average compensation value of $18,526.62.  School 
Committee member stipend ($4,875) plus the annual average cost of medical and dental based 
on enrollment ($9,413.51) sums to average compensation value of $14,288.51. These numbers 
are based on spreading the total cost of benefits across each of the entire elected bodies. If the 
average cost of benefits is applied only to the Councilors and School Committee members who 
elect benefits, the total compensation would be $27,303 and $23,702, respectively, resulting in 
an almost threefold difference in compensation between Councilors electing benefits and those 
not, and an almost fivefold difference for School Committee members. 
 
Commission Members Questions, Suggestions and Comments: 

• In order to make health insurance costs less costly to the City could the City request a  
contribution of 50% or other from Councilors and School Committee members for health cost 
benefits? 
• In the event the Mayor were to rescind a rule in effect allowing Councilors or School 
Committee health benefit eligibility, such officials may need to track hours worked. Some 
Councilors may work 15 hours one week and 24 hours the following  and an average may be 
necessary to determine if such officials meet the normal 20-hour week minimum required of all 
other employees.  One Commission member stated that it is nearly impossible for a Councilor 
to track hours worked.  Other members commented that Councilor’s would conceivably work 
additional hours sufficient to meet the 20-hour minimum.  Others commented there is no legal 
binding way to track Councilor hours.  
• It was stated that Councilors should not have to track their hours.  This would be a burden.  
• It was suggested that if this Commission keeps its past vote (April 30) indicating the removal 
of Councilors benefits that this vote be very clear in the report for the Mayor and City Council 
to work out the details of the recommendation.   
• It was stated that Councilors may have access to health benefits through their employment.  
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• It was stated that Councilors pay should be increased and health benefit shall continue.  It 
was then stated that perhaps an increase should not be given if Councilors will maintain 
their health benefits but the amount was not decided upon 
• Do Councilors continue to run for office due to the perk of health benefits?  
• Would residents continue to run for office if they are informed, health benefits would not 
be provided to them at a small cost and that they would have to track their hours? 
• A suggestion was made to increase the Councilor’s salary between $14,000.00-$15,000.00 
if the Councilor chooses not to select health benefits. 
• It was stated that the State Law states City employees work 20 hours are entitled to heath 
benefits.   
• Perhaps implement an annual or one-time stipend payment to a person who is willing to 
forfeit health benefits but would have an annual opportunity to (re)enroll. 
• A suggestion was made to keep the Councilor salary at $9,750.00 plus a $5,000.00 stipend 
to those willing to forfeit health benefits.  

The Commission discussed, deliberated and voted on the following recommendations: 

Should City Councilors be eligible for employee benefits per the Mayor’s declaration or 
should the Blue Ribbon Commission recommend to the Mayor to revoke the health benefits? 
Yes, Councilors should be eligible for employee benefits per the Mayor’s declaration 6 in 
favor, 4 opposed, 2 abstentions (Siegel, Simons, Dumond-Henderson, Carroll Bennett, Reibman 
and Moran in favor; Cornelius, Chan, Stewart and Gabbay opposed; Flicop and Steenstrup 
abstaining).    

Should School Committee members be eligible for employee benefits per the Mayor’s 
declaration or should the Blue Ribbon Commission recommend to the Mayor to revoke the 
health benefits?  
Yes, School Committee members should be eligible for employee benefits per the Mayor’s 
declaration 5 in favor, 4 opposed, 2 abstentions, 1 not voting (Moran, Simons, Siegel, Dumond-
Henderson and Carroll Bennett in favor; Cornelius, Chan, Stewart and Gabbay opposed; Flicop 
and Steenstrup abstaining; Reibman not voting).    
 

The next meeting of the Commission is scheduled for May 14, 2019 in City Hall. 

The Commission adjourned at 9:55 p.m. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Claudia Dumond-Henderson, Co-Chair 
James Simons, Co-Chair 
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