Finance Committee Meeting Minutes: April 6, 2026

FINANCE COMMITTEE MEETING
APRIL 6, 2026 - 7:00 P.M.

OAK RIDGE TOWN HALL
MINUTES
Members Present Staff Present
Stuart Mease, Chair Bill Bruce, Town Manager
Holly Stewart, Vice Chair Sam Anders, Finance Officer
John Jenkins Sandra Smith, Asst. Town Mgr./Town Clerk
Alan Shepherd Brock Dunigan, Parks & Recreation Supt.

Jim Harton, Mayor (Non-voting member)
Lindsey Clark, Council liaison (Non-voting member)

Members Absent
Todd Dean
Danielle Walraven, Alternate

1. CALL TO ORDER

Chair Stuart Mease called the meeting to order at 7:01 p.m.

2. APPROVAL OF AGENDA

A suggestion to amend the agenda to remove the minutes of the March 16, 2026, meeting was
made. Holly Stewart moved to approve the amended agenda, and John Jenkins seconded. The
motion was approved unanimously (4-0).

3. APPROVAL OF MINUTES OF MARCH 16, 2026, MEETING

Removed from the agenda

4. REVIEW OF DRAFT FISCAL YEAR 2026-27 CAPITAL BUDGET

Town Manager Bill Bruce explained that the packet, which is hereby incorporated
by reference and made a part of the minutes, included the Capital Improvement Plan
(CIP), which had been approved by Town Council at its April 2, 2026, meeting. He
said the capital budget portion of the worksheet includes items on the CIP as well as
smaller capital items. It also includes capital project ordinances for large capital
items that will span more than one fiscal year and that are budgeted outside the
regular annual budget.
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Bruce explained that the net revenue figure shown on the proposed budget
worksheet shows $435,000 being taken from the fund balance over the upcoming
fiscal year if a revenue neutral tax rate is adopted. The Town will be drawing down
about $2 million in the current budget year, and if the draft budget is approved, the
fund balance would drop down to about $1 million. He explained that it had been
the Town'’s practice to hold an amount roughly the same as a year’s operating
budget in reserve, which is about $2 million. Although there is no rule that says that
amount should be held in reserve, it has been the conservative approach taken by
Council’s in the past. Bruce said that would have enormous relevance because it
would play into the conversation about the recommended tax rate.

Holly Stewart asked how much peer towns similar to Oak Ridge typically hold in
reserve. Bruce and Finance Officer Sam Anders said it varied greatly from town to
town and that some neighboring towns had greater reserves than Oak Ridge does.
Bruce said the state requirement is that towns reserve around 8 percent of their
operating budget and that most towns likely would be unable to save an entire
year’s worth of their operating budget in reserve.

Finance Officer Anders said the Town had started setting aside a year’s worth of
expenses in reserve when the state was threatening to seize excess money in
municipalities’ general funds. He added that the state was unable to take those funds
if they were earmarked in restricted funds. He also explained that, should some type
of financial catastrophe occur, a town is only able to change the tax rate one time
per year. Anders also said that borrowing money depends on how much is
requested and what type of collateral is available and that the Town cannot borrow
additional funds at this time because of the loan it currently holds on Heritage Farm
Park.

Stewart asked if the current loan on the park is at a better rate than could be
obtained now, and Anders said yes.

Bruce said the proposed budget being presented shows a revenue neutral tax rate,
meaning that the tax rate would decrease from 8 cents per $100 of assessed
property value to 6.2 cents.

John Jenkins said he would like to see the park loan paid off early so the Town
would be debt free, but Anders said early payments could not be made on the loan
for two more years per the terms of that loan. Jenkins said he would prefer the
Town be debt free before the Committee considers reducing the tax rate.

Councilwoman Lindsey Clark said during campaign season, there had been lots of
discussion about the Town'’s tax rate being revenue neutral. She asked if the current
discussion was based on the next two fiscal years or just the upcoming year. Bruce
said the tax rate is set annually, but it is important to be cognizant of future projects.

Mease said he thought it was important to have a growth mindset, and while no one
wants their taxes to increase, the difference between 6.2 cents per $100 and 8 cents
is pretty nominal given the average household income in Oak Ridge. Stewart added
that she would also be concerned about lowering the tax rate this coming year and
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having to increase it in the future, especially given uncertainty since the County
adopts its budget later than the Town does.

Mayor Harton said some people appear to be more concerned about amenities than
taxes. Clark said if the tax rate is dropped to 6.2 cents, in the future it could be raised
back to 8 cents and citizens might be more agreeable to that. Mease commented that
he thought people have short memories.

Stewart said once the tax rate is lowered, it is extremely hard to raise it again. She
expressed concern about the uncertainty in financial markets currently, and said
citizens’ largest tax liability is to the County.

Stewart also asked about a conversation at a previous Finance Committee meeting
about the possibility of needing to hire a consultant to help find grants or money
from legislators. Harton said he did not believe money from legislators would be as
easy to obtain in the future, especially given that Senator Phil Berger, who had
assisted the Town in obtaining funds, was not re-elected. Bruce added that while the
Town had received grants for park construction, much of the money that had been
obtained by the Town was a direct result of Council members’ relationships with
legislators. He added that $45,000 had been included in the draft operational budget
to hire a lobbyist to assist with obtaining funds.

John Jenkins motioned that the Finance Committee recommend keeping the property tax rate
at 8 cents per $100, and Holly Stewart seconded.

Councilwoman Clark asked the Finance Committee to summarize its rationale for
the recommendation. Committee members quickly listed the following:

e unknown issues such as inflation related to the overall economy

o that the County will have to deal with public relations battles more than the
Town

o that the percentage of the overall increase is minimal, especially in
relationship to the increase in home values and the average per capita
income of Oak Ridge property owners

e having a growth mindset as a growing community with several projects
versus having a scarcity mindset

e thatit will be more difficult to increase taxes in the future once they have
been reduced

o that money to pay off the park debt could be collected and possibly invested
in order to make interest from it before a payoff is made

e the uncertainty of future grants with which to do projects

e the Council would have more room to maneuver to do projects in the future

e the ability to adjust to cost-of-living and inflationary issues

o the fact that there is currently a 4.3 percent inflation rate

o that most Oak Ridge residents have not complained because the tax rate is
low especially in relationship to the County tax rate

o that keeping the tax rate steady goes along with the conservative financial
mindset the Town has held for many years

e that the tax rate can be reassessed next year, and
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e that possible financial mandates from the state are unknown.

Clark asked under what circumstances the Committee would recommend
reducing the tax rate, and Committee members said:

e nodebt

e 1o major projects planned, and

e excess revenue that would build up the fund balance.

A vote was taken and the motion passed unanimously (4-0).

Bruce said he would run the revenue projections shown on the proposed budget
showing the 8-cent tax rate showing a growth rate of 3 percent. In response to a
question from Clark, Bruce said he could run a version showing the 8-cent rate along
with a revenue neutral version of 6.2 cents per $100, but he thought the Committee
would have one recommendation. Stewart added that each penny of property tax
collected by the Town equals about $250,000, so the difference in a 6.2-cent and an
8-cent property tax would be about $460,000.

6. CITIZEN COMMENTS

»  Councilwoman Ann Schneider began commenting, and Jim Kinneman interrupted
and called a point of order, saying that this period was for public comments, not
discussion.

* Jim Kinneman, 8502 Hollow River Drive, cautioned the Finance Committee to not try

to sell the stable tax rate as no tax increase, because people would not see it that
way.

7. ADJOURNMENT

Holly Stewart made a motion to adjourn the meeting at 8:06 p.m., and John Jenkins seconded.
The motion was approved unanimously (4-0).

Respectfully Submitted:

Sandra B. Smith, MMC, NCCMC Holly Stewart
Assistant Town Manager/Town Clerk Vice Chair
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