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2016 TOWN MANAGER STUDY COMMITTEE REPORT 

 

 The 2016 Town Manager Study Committee was tasked with investigating the Town 

Manager based form of government and presenting a report to the Board of Selectmen 

summarizing its conclusions and recommendations.  The seven-member Committee, chaired by 

Alexandra McNitt, met on several occasions to discuss the issue.  In doing so, the Committee 

reviewed data from public sources, studied articles, gathered data from comparison communities 

and interviewed members of the West Brookfield Selectmen, the Advisory Board, and an 

experienced Town Administrator from another municipality.   

 

 According to an article by Maureen A. Thomas1, the trend in local government structure 

in Massachusetts clearly favors the adoption of professional positions to manage communities.  

There were 34 professional managers in 1965 and 259 in 2005; Citing Morse, M. (2005) Data 

show strong growth of management and administrative positions. Municipal Advocate 22(2).  

 

 There are many reasons for this trend, and these reasons are reflected in the comments of 

elected and appointed officials in the Town of West Brookfield, the Town’s Annual Report, and 

in the audits performed by public and private entities.  Foremost on the list is the increasing 

complexity of running a town government. Financial issues, employment and labor issues, 

assessment and taxation issues, and technology issues, to name a few, are becoming more 

complicated over time.  They are becoming too complicated to expect an elected official, without 

specific expertise and training to be able to manage competently.  It is also becoming too risky to 

allow positions requiring specific expertise to be filled by someone who simply can muster the 

greatest number of votes, particularly in a town the size of West Brookfield where the talent pool 

is extremely limited. 

 

 There is also the issue of interdepartmental management and efficiency.  There are 

questions about the ability of the Board of Selectmen to monitor and ensure the diligent 

performance of other elected positions.  There have been observations by the Advisory 

Committee “that some departments run independently and with little oversight” and that there is 

a need for professional full time management to improve the delivery of service to the Town.  

Advisory Committee, 2015 Annual Report. P.4.   In meeting with the Advisory Board on 

October 17, 2016, they gave a list of issues that gave rise to this Committee, including back 

taxes, time clocks, elected vs. appointed positions, centralized purchasing, budgets and grants.   

 

 The committee reviewed and discussed the 2011 Department of Revenue Report and the 

November 10, 2015 Scanlon Report and found further support for the adoption of a form of 

government allowing the Selectmen to appoint an individual with appropriate credentials to 

provide a more centralized and professional management of day to day operations of the Town.  

 

                                                 
1Thomas, Maureen A., “Chief Executive Structure in Massachusetts Towns: The 

relationship between authority levels and leadership opportunities (2014). Public Affairs 

Capstone Collection, Paper 26. 
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 The 2011 Financial Management Review by the Massachusetts Department of Revenue, 

Division of Local Services gave the Town government a positive rating.  It was stated that “On 

balance, we regard West Brookfield as a community that is characterized by thoughtful analysis 

and sound financial practices.”  2011 Financial Management Review, Page. 3.   However, the 

report did recognize that some long standing and comfortable practices should be discarded.  

These recommendations called for more efficient interdepartmental processes, such as 

converting the tax collector to a town collector and allowing that office to receive other 

residents’ payments for charges in addition to tax related charges.  2011 Financial Management 

Review, Page 10.   

 

 One recommendation that was particularly germane to this Committee’s study was the 

recommendation of converting certain Town positions from elected to appointed.  The 2011 

Report specifically recommended that the Town convert the office of tax collector and treasurer 

from elected to appointed, as is the trend in other Massachusetts communities.  The 2011 Report 

stated that, “A primary motivation driving this trend is the desire of cities and towns to expand 

the pool of potential candidates possessing the experience and qualifications needed for the 

highly accountable and increasingly technical job responsibilities.”  2011 Financial Management 

Review, Page 11.  Though the Report concluded that policy making officials and boards should 

continue to be elected, it recommended that operational positions requiring particular skill sets 

should be appointed.  Not only does this lead to a more qualified official in that position but it 

also promotes continuity during succession.   

 

 The 2015 Scanlon report specifically identified shortfalls in the performance of certain 

elected officials in the Town during a year of transition in the Treasurer’s position, an elected 

position.  The report identified account reconciliation issues, and tax title receivables.  Scanlon & 

Associates, LLC audit dated November 10, 2015, Pages 5-7.  

 

 The Scanlon Report also commented on performance issues in the office of the Tax 

Collector, another elected position.  These included the existence of older tax levies, older 

accounts receivables, refunds owed to taxpayers and accounting reconciliations.  These had not 

been processed despite what appeared from the Scanlon Report to be an inordinate passage of 

time.    2015 Scanlon Report, Pages 8-9.  The Scanlon Report supports the conclusions of the 

2011 Financial Management Review as well as the comments of the Advisory Board that 

professional management of Town Government and appointment of certain positions will 

improve the Town’s efficiency and efficacy.   

 

 The Committee met with members of the Board of Selectmen to discuss the Scanlon 

Report and the 2011 Financial Management Review and the evident progress on the critical 

issues was encouraging.  However, some of the comments of the Advisory Board were mirrored 

by the Town’s Selectmen.  These included statements that there was too much day to day 

responsibility for the three selectmen and that a Town Manager would be helpful. The Selectmen 

also made clear, and our further research validated, that there is nobody with day to day 

oversight of any elected position, and therefore attempts to rectify long standing deficiencies in 

the Tax Collector office, and more recent practices in the Treasurer’s office are suggestive at 

best. Having determined that there was merit to the call for changes described above, the 
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Committee took up the question whether a Town Manager position should be implemented by 

the Town of West Brookfield. 

 

 The Committee researched and discussed the position of Town Manager and concluded 

that it would not recommend such a position.  There were at least three reasons for this 

conclusion.  First, there would need to be authorization for such a change in the form of West 

Brookfield’s local government.  Under Article LXXXIX of the Massachusetts Constitution (The 

Home Rule Amendment), Section 4, a Town Manager may only be elected or appointed by the 

provisions of charter revision as set forth in Section 3.  Section 3 sets out the somewhat onerous 

procedural steps necessary for a town to adopt a charter under the Home Rule Act.   

 

 A town may also seek a “Special Act Charter”.  This procedure is authorized in Section 8 

of the Home Rule Amendment. It is generally recognized to be a somewhat more streamlined 

process.  A Section 8 petition is discouraged by the Department of Revenue, Division of Local 

Services, who consider the process of special acts to overwhelm the docket of the Massachusetts 

Legislature and divert time and attention away from issues of global importance to the 

Commonwealth. “What is Home Rule”, Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of 

Local Services Technical Assistance Section. 

 

 The second basis for recommending against the adoption of a Town Manager form of 

government is that the size of the community and the complexity of the issues do not warrant 

such a step.  According to a report from the Massachusetts Municipal Association in 2011, of the 

351 communities in Massachusetts, 296 have a town form of government and 55 have a city 

form.  In town forms of government, the majority of the chief municipal officials are town 

administrators (152) followed by town managers (63).  In other towns, there are 43 chief 

municipal officers with one of 14 different titles and 38 communities where the role is filled by 

the chairperson of the boards of selectmen.   

 

 Third, there was some level of discomfort with the appointing authority of a Town 

Manager.  According to paper entitled Charter Basics, found at 

http://www.massmanagers.org/home/pages/form-of-government, the primary distinction between 

the Town Manager and Town Administrator is that in a strong Town Manager Charter, the Town 

Manager has sole and exclusive authority in appointing most if not all town employees and 

department heads.  Conversely, a Town Administrator would ordinarily have authority to search 

for and recommend candidates for appointed positions, who would then be appointed by the 

Board of Selectmen. It was clear that there is a higher comfort level in allowing the elected 

Board of Selectmen to make the hiring decisions on department heads and appointed positions. 

 

 The Committee’s work did not end there.  Having discarded the proposal for the hiring of 

a Town Manager, the Committee began to investigate alternatives that they believed would 

address the issues that gave rise to the formation of the Committee but that would also preserve 

some of the more fundamental governing features of the Town’s government.  The Committee 

began to explore the hiring of a Town Administrator.  

 

http://www.massmanagers.org/home/pages/form-of-government,
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With little change excepting a more comprehensive job description from the Board of 

Selectmen, the town could change the position as it currently exists from an Executive Secretary 

to Town Administrator, transferring greater authority and oversight of day to day activities, 

while having the Board of Selectmen retain policy, procedure and personnel authority.  This 

would better address the complexity of municipal government, and place West Brookfield in a 

position to run more efficiently. Multiple area towns of our size have employed or are pursuing 

this type of town government, and it made more sense from this committee’s perspective to 

continue our research based on this position. 

 

 M.G.L. Chapter 41, §23A provides that a town may vote or a by-law authorize and 

empower the Selectmen to appoint an Executive Secretary or Town Administrator.  The statute 

provides that the Town Administrator can hold no elected office but may be appointed to any 

town office or position consistent with his/her office.   

 

 There is presently an Executive Secretary in the Town2.  There have previously been 

individuals holding positions in the town identified as Town Administrator.  Presumably the 

position was approved by vote or by-law.  It is further presumed that the Board of Selectmen, 

consistent with that authority, may appoint an individual to perform the functions authorized by 

Chapter 41, Section 23A.   

 

The MMA report "Chief Executive Structures in Massachusetts Towns"(5/21/14) 

researched 152 towns with Town Administrators and 63 towns with Town Managers. These 

positions were categorized as "weak", "moderate", or "strong" and a table "Chief Executive 

Authority Levels"(page 12), reported the level of authority for 7 measures in each category: 

 

Measures of Authority   Weak (%)     Moderate (%) Strong (%) 

Annual budget preparation   15      53  68 

FTE Hiring     0  24  94 

Termination of Hires    12  79  100 

BOS Approve/Veto Hires/Fires  8  15  65 

Award Contracts    12  41  82 

Collective Bargaining    69  88  100 

Voting Member School Committee  12  29  65 

       (Rounded to nearest %) 

 

 The Committee adopts the reasoning of the 2011 Report that there is a need for highly 

qualified individuals with the skill set necessary to run the increasingly complex day to day 

operations of local government.  This is consistent with the comments of the Advisory Board and 

the Selectmen.  The Committee also believes that the same rationale supports the conversion of 

the Treasurer’s and Collector’s position from elected to appointed.  By making these changes, 

the Town can achieve a higher likelihood that the positions will be filled with individuals who 

                                                 
2The Committee universally lauded the performance of the Executive Secretary and take 

great pains to make it clear that its recommendations do not reflect upon her performance of her 

duties. 
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are qualified for those positions from day one.  To have a better understanding of the proposed 

scope of duties and qualifications of a Town Administrator, the Committee has attached a 

recommended job description it considers to be appropriate. 

 

The position as outlined would provide a layer of oversight to the day to day operations 

of town business, offering a conduit between town departments and school.  It would afford a 

position that would provide supervisory oversight to positions should they become appointed.  

There would be a person responsible to provide advice to the Selectmen on matters on which 

they may not be expert, assuming the candidate is well versed in town government.  This change 

would also mean there would be a predictable presence in the Town Hall, with consistent hours 

during which townsfolk could access services and resolution to concerns. This form of 

government, again assuming substantial knowledge of town government, could provide answers 

to questions from town employees which are currently being asked of Town Counsel, for an 

untold amount of town money.  Creating a town budget and getting the town back on track for 

adding to the Town’s Stabilization Fund should be a top priority. 

 

The committee met with Leon Gaumond, Past President of the Mass. Municipal 

Association, past Town Administrator in West Boylston and currently Town Administrator in 

Sturbridge. We discussed the complexity and financial responsibilities required to manage a 

municipality in Worcester County, the qualifications and continuing education requirements of a 

Town Administrator, supervisory responsibilities of appointed and elected positions, 

personnel/union issues, submitting annual budgets/warrants, dealing with 

egos/personalities/culture/media etc.   To our continued dismay, we learned that a Town 

Administrator, even one with extraordinary personnel authority, would have no authority over an 

elected position. That responsibility lies solely with the electorate.  

 

A Town Administrator or Executive Secretary would impact the town if the job 

description included broadening responsibilities to include accountability of all departments. 

However, this would not be possible unless the tax collector and treasurer positions are changed 

from elected to appointed. Data from benchmark communities also indicates that one person 

doing the job of both collector and treasurer is most common. Data also indicates that an 

assistant to the collector/treasurer as well as one for the town administrator is also common. 

These positions would have added cost but may well increase efficiency and cost effectiveness.  

 

 Having concluded that a change was warranted, the Committee began to discuss the 

financial implications of these proposed changes.  The Committee researched the annual budgets 

and town reports of several like-sized communities in Central Massachusetts.  That research 

supported the conclusion that all of these communities had an elected Board of Selectmen, and 

most had an appointed Town Administrator (Average Salary approx. $93,483), and a combined 

Treasurer/Collector position (Average Salary $64,109) that was also appointed.  The Town 

Administrator typically had an assistant (Average Salary $41,040) and the Treasurer/Collector 

typically had an assistant (Average Salary $27,050.)  Thus, the annual salary cost if this 

recommendation were to be adopted would average $225,682.   
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 Presently, salary cost of the Executive Secretary, the Treasurer, the Collector and 

Assistants total $142,920. Clearly the salary cost of the recommended change is a substantial 

increase, though it would likely skew lower than the average of the comparison communities as 

West Brookfield is smaller than most of these. And, with it there is a belief that the greater 

effectiveness and efficiencies promoted by these changes would create cost savings in other 

areas such as those identified by the Advisory Board.  More importantly, the risk of not filling 

the positions with suitably skilled professionals creates potentially substantial financial and legal 

risks.  In short, the Town cannot afford NOT to change. 

 

Given the finding above, the Town Manager Study Committee makes the following 

recommendations:  

1. The Board of Selectmen take such action as is necessary to propose and implement a 

change from an Executive Secretary to a Town Administrator position. It should be noted 

that our research did indicate filling this position could be difficult due to the size of the 

community, and it will be a challenge for the first position holder. This should be 

considered when establishing appropriate compensation. 

2. The Board of Selectmen draft a job description for the new position of Town 

Administrator (see recommended description attached). 

3. The Board of Selectmen nominate a search committee to find potential suitable 

candidates. 

4. The Board of Selectmen create an article for the Town Warrant to change the positions of 

Tax Collector and Treasurer from elected positions to appointed positions to assure 

proper qualifications and to create more efficiency and accountability, combining the 

functions into one, full-time Collector/Treasurer. We cannot stress strongly enough, that 

without successfully making this change, all prior recommendations become moot  (see 

sample description attached).   

 


