Town of Montreat
Board of Commissioners - Budget Workshop #3
May 8, 2026, 9:00 a.m.
Meeting Minutes

Board of Commissioners in Attendance:
Mayor Tim Helms
Commissioner Tom Widmer
Commissioner Jane Alexander
Commissioner Mason Blake

Board of Commissioners Absent:
Mayor Pro Tem Kitty Fouche
Commissioner Grant Dasher

Town Staff in Attendance:
Town Manager Savannah Parrish
Town Clerk Angie Murphy
Public Works Director Barry Creasman
Finance Officer Rachel Eddings

Members of the Public in Attendance:
None


Call to Order 
The meeting was called to order at 9:06 p.m. Mayor Helms led the assembly in a moment of silent reflection.
Agenda Adoption 
Motion to adopt the agenda as presented was made by Commissioner Tom Widmer and seconded by Commissioner Jane Alexander. The motion carried unanimously.
Presentation of the Town Manager's Recommended Budget 
Town Manager Savannah Parrish opened her presentation by addressing two significant areas of uncertainty before turning to the budget itself.
State Bill SB 889: Town Manager Parrish advised the Board that SB 889, a piece of state legislation that has passed the North Carolina Senate and is pending a House vote, has the potential to materially impact Buncombe County's 2026 property reappraisal. As proposed, counties that conducted a reappraisal effective January 1, 2026, would be required to temporarily revert to prior property values for tax purposes, effectively delaying the use of updated property values for the FY2027 budget cycle. While the bill would not limit the ability to adjust the tax rate, it creates significant uncertainty in revenue projections. Town Manager Parrish indicated that staff would continue monitoring the bill closely. Commissioner Widmer inquired about the timeline for a House vote; Town Manager Parrish responded that no movement had been observed that morning and that the short legislative session was expected to continue through the following week.
Proposed Tax Rate: Town Manager Parrish noted that the Board has not yet established a tax rate for FY2026–27, and accordingly, two separate budget scenarios were prepared for Council's consideration — one based on a tax rate of 43 cents per $100 of valuation and one based on a rate of 40 cents per $100 — both reflecting the updated property values from the county reappraisal. The presentation focused on the 43-cent scenario.
Budget Overview: The proposed FY2026–27 budget is a balanced budget totaling $3,223,918. Key components are as follows:
1. The General Fund is balanced at $2,700,818 in both revenues and expenditures.
1. The Water Fund is self-supporting, balanced at $523,100, and includes a proposed 5% increase in water rates.
1. Staff would be eligible for an up to 3% merit-based increase, consistent with the two prior years.
1. The Town would continue to cover 75% of family health insurance costs.
1. Capital investments included in the budget encompass road paving projects, vehicle replacements, equipment upgrades, hydrant repairs, and a take-home vehicle program for the Police Department.
1. Each penny of the 43-cent tax rate generates approximately $44,926 in revenue.
Town Manager Parrish noted that the Council will likely adjust the tax rate downward, and that the budget would be balanced in response to whatever rate is ultimately set.
Town Council Discussion 
Tax Rate and Fiscal Burden
Commissioner Widmer opened the discussion by expressing his concern that maintaining the full 43-cent rate under the new reappraisal values would impose an undue burden on residents — amounting to approximately $1,000 per household, on top of anticipated increases at the county and fire district levels. He noted that the County has raised its tax rate every year for the past five years and argued that allowing the Town rate to remain at 43 cents under the new, higher valuations would send the wrong message to the community, regardless of actual spending necessity. He strongly advocated for a meaningful reduction from the current rate, noting that the revenue-neutral rate under the reappraisal is approximately 30 cents, leaving considerable room between 30 and 43 cents.
Mayor Helms acknowledged that at prior public meetings, including the Cottagers meeting, he had forewarned residents that a tax increase was likely this year, citing losses and capital needs stemming from prior storm damage and FEMA recovery efforts.
FEMA Recovery and Capital Needs
Town Manager Parrish clarified that FEMA-related expenditures are tracked separately in Fund 29 and are not reflected in the General Fund budget. The mayor asked Public Works Director Barry Creasman to speak to the urgency of the capital project requests. Mr. Creasman firmly stated that the equipment requests are necessities — not a wish list — and that several Town vehicles and pieces of equipment are at risk of catastrophic failure due to heavy use during storm recovery operations. He outlined upcoming FEMA-related work, including major culvert replacements on Lookout Road (citing Yale, Chapman, and two culverts on Lookout Road itself) that must be completed before paving can proceed on those corridors. He also described ongoing discussions with engineers and FEMA regarding permanent versus temporary repairs for multiple landslide sites.
Fire District Tax Rate
In response to a prior inquiry from Commissioner Widmer, Town Manager Parrish reported that she met with the interim town manager of Black Mountain and the fire chief regarding a potential direct contract for fire services. That avenue was determined to be unworkable, as the other party was not interested and indicated any rate savings would be passed back to the Town regardless. On the broader fire district question, Town Manager Parrish explained that Buncombe County is consolidating all fire districts into a unified fire tax district, with the county manager proposing a rate of 11.73 cents per $100. While this is lower than initially feared, she noted that the East Buncombe Fire District currently carries one of the lower rates in the county and that the unified district rate should be expected to increase annually. She indicated that a county-wide fire department — eliminating the need for municipal fire contracts — is likely within five years.
Consensus on Direction
Commissioner Tom Widmer acknowledged the undeniable need for a significant increase, noting that the tax rate has been flat for five years despite ongoing inflation and capital deterioration. He and other commissioners expressed a shared desire to find a figure between the current revenue-neutral rate and 43 cents, suggesting looking at a midpoint as a possible benchmark. Commissioner Jane Alexander agreed that a meaningful increase is necessary but emphasized the importance of engaging the community to explain the needs driving it. The mayor echoed the sentiment, noting that the increase should not be borne on the backs of employees or taxpayers beyond what is truly necessary, but that the Town's accumulated needs — particularly for Public Works — require action.
Commissioner Widmer suggested that if the moratorium is enacted and the Town must increase rates based on prior valuations, a corresponding decrease the following year would be appropriate — effectively achieving the same fiscal outcome as a one-time assessment. He also suggested that tax bills could include communication directing residents' attention to their state legislators.
Next Steps
Town Manager Parrish proposed that staff compile and distribute a comprehensive email to all commissioners detailing the differences between the two budget scenarios, a per-penny tax revenue breakdown under both reappraisal and pre-reappraisal valuations, and projected tax rates needed to meet identified revenue targets. She noted that Finance staff (Rachel Eddings) had also begun preparing a third budget scenario in the event SB 889 passes. Commissioners were asked to provide feedback and preferred tax rate direction to staff no later than Tuesday, May 26, 2026, to allow adequate time to finalize the budget in advance of the June Town Council meeting, at which a public hearing and formal budget adoption are planned.
Public Comment 
No members of the public were present to offer comment during the public comment period.
Adjournment 
Motion to adjourn was made by Commissioner Jane Alexander and seconded by Commissioner Mason Blake. The motion carried unanimously. The meeting was adjourned at 11:03 a.m.



_____________________________			___________________________
Mayor Tim Helms					Town Clerk Angie Murphy
