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 The Finance Committee will have a public meeting to review and discuss the Operating Budget in 

advance of the FY25 budget season including a discussion of budget obligations and future 

spending planning and to discuss City Council budget priorities and goals.  

Attendee Name Present Absent Late Arrived 

Burhan Azeem     

Marc C. McGovern     

Patricia Nolan     

Joan Pickett     

Sumbul Siddiqui Remote    

Jivan Sobrinho-Wheeler Remote    

Paul F. Toner     

Ayesha M. Wilson     

E. Denise Simmons     

 

A public meeting of the Cambridge City Council’s Finance Committee was held on Wednesday, 
February 28, 2024. The meeting was Called to Order at 3:00 p.m. by the Co-Chair, Councillor 
Nolan. Pursuant to Chapter 20 of the Acts of 2022 adopted by Massachusetts General Assembly 
and approved by the Governor, this public meeting was hybrid, allowing participation in person, 
in the Sullivan Chamber, 2nd Floor, City Hall, 795 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, MA and 
by remote participation via Zoom.    

 
At the request of the Chair, Deputy City Clerk Crane called the roll. 

Councillor Azeem – Absent 
Vice Mayor McGovern – Present/In Sullivan Chamber 

Councillor Nolan – Present/In Sullivan Chamber 
Councillor Pickett – Present/In Sullivan Chamber 

Councillor Siddiqui – Present/Remote 
Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler – Present/Remote 

Councillor Toner – Absent 
Councillor Wilson – Present/In Sullivan Chamber 

Mayor Simmons – Present/In Sullivan Chamber 
Present – 7, Absent – 2. Quorum established. 

 

The Co-Chair, Councillor Nolan offered opening remarks (Attachment A) and noted that the Call 
of the meeting was to review and discuss the Operating Budget in advance of the FY25 budget 
season including a discussion of budget obligations and future spending planning and to discuss 
City Council budget priorities and goals. Co-Chair Nolan reviewed the Categorized Council 
Priorities (FY24) chart, which was included in the Agenda Packet, and introduced Co-Chair 
Pickett who offered additional opening remarks.  
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Co-Chair Nolan introduced City Manager Yi-An Huang, who offered opening remarks and 
shared he was joined by Owen O’Riordan, Deputy City Manager, Claire Spinner, Assistant City 
Manager of Finance, Michele Kincaid, Assistant Finance Director, Taha Jennings, Budget 
Director, Gayle Willett, Assessors Director, and Kathy Watkins, Commissioner of Public Works. 
Also present from the Budget Department was Angela Pierre, Deputy Budget Director, Daniel 
Liss, Principal Budget Analyst, and Jackson Price, Principal Budget Analyst and Participatory 
Budget Manager. 
 

Claire Spinner gave a presentation titled “FY25 Operating Budget and Tax Levy Projections”, 
which was provided in advance of the meeting and included in the Agenda Packet. The 
presentation offered an executive summary and information on tax levy, which Claire Spinner 
shared is the revenue raised through real and personal property taxes and is the largest source of 
revenue for the City of Cambridge budget. Claire Spinner concluded the presentation by sharing 
what actions should be taken to help preserve future financial flexibility of the City. During the 
presentation, Co-Chair Nolan recognized Vice Mayor McGovern, Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler, 
and Councillor Wilson for clarifying questions. Claire Spinner and the City Manager were 
available to respond.  
 

Co-Chair Nolan opened Public Comment. 

 

Heather Hoffman, 213 Hurley Street, Cambridge, MA, offered comments on prop 2 ½ , 
operations and maintenance, and funding for more trees. 

 
Robert Winters, 366 Broadway, Cambridge, MA, offered comments and questions regarding the 
presentation. Robert Winters asked about surtax from the Community Preservation Act, tax levy 
relative to single and multifamily homes, and residential evaluations and values. 

 
Co-Chair Nolan recognized Co-Chair Pickett who highlighted the importance of maintaining the 
City’s AAA rating, and that maintaining the rating should be a discussion point for Councillors 
when they are setting budget priorities. Co-Chair Pickett noted that with the AAA rating comes 
the financial flexibility that the City can offer. 
 

Co-Chair Nolan recognized Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler who asked if staff could provide more 
information on capital planning. Owen O’Riordan responded and noted that there will be a 
Finance Committee meeting on the Capital Budget on March 19th to continue the discussion 
from December 13, 2023 meeting. The Deputy City Manager shared that one goal is to continue 
to maintain a debt number that is reasonable. Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler shared that he would 
have follow up questions at the next meeting.  

 
Co-Chair Nolan recognized Vice Mayor McGovern who thanked the staff for their presentation 
and shared that in the past, he recalls going into different neighborhoods and communities to 
offer information on the City’s budget. The Vice Mayor noted that this was an opportunity for 
the City to help break down the budget decisions and be transparent so residents had a better 
understanding. The Vice Mayor suggested restarting a program like that. Vice Mayor McGovern 
asked what the internal process is to evaluate programs and if there is a way to scale back on 
programs that may not be as effective as they once were to help be more efficient towards 
budgeting. Claire Spinner and Taha Jennings responded and shared that they are in the middle of 
the budget process where each department is coming in with their budget needs and priorities, 
which provides an opportunity for the budget team to look at every single department. It was 
noted that the budget team is in constant communication with departments to evaluate their needs 
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and resources throughout the fiscal year. City Manager Huang provided additional comments, 
indicating that the City will be having more conversations relative to this as staff go through goal 
settings and what initiatives the Council and the City want to think about, sharing that it is 
important to have collective priorities to maintain efficiency.  

 
Co-Chair Nolan recognized Councillor Wilson who offered comments and concerns around 
inflation and asked how it is being taken into consideration. Councillor Wilson also agreed with 
comments made by the Vice Mayor relative to getting out into the community to share 
information on the budget. Councillor Wilson echoed comments made during public comment 
regarding the levy and single family, multi-family, and condo owners, and what the impact is on 
the property owners. Councillor Wilson encouraged the City to look further into that to help 
property owners. Councillor Wilson thanked everyone for the conversation and shared that she 
looks forward to future conversations and noted the importance of being intentional about the 
conversations when it comes to goals and priorities. 

 
Co-Chair Nolan recognized Co-Chair Pickett who thanked Committee members for raising 
important points and shared that it is essential that the conversation starts now, as so the budget 
process continues to move forward. Co-Chair Pickett also agreed with comments made by the 
Vice Mayor regarding reaching out and being transparent with the community. Co-Chair Pickett 
echoed comments made by the Vice Mayor regarding how the City is measuring the success of 
its programs and if there are ways to operate more efficiently. 
 

Co-Chair Nolan reiterated the question asked in Public Comment relative to where the C.P.A. 
revenue gets included in the budget. Claire Spinner responded and offered a quick review. Co-
Chairs Nolan and Pickett offered suggestions on how the City could be more efficient when it 
comes to property owners and taxes. 

 
Co-Chair Nolan and City Manager Huang offered closing remarks and shared their excitement 
for continuing to move forward with the budget process. 
 

Co-Chair Nolan recognized Co-Chair Pickett who made a motion to adjourn the meeting. 

Deputy City Clerk Crane called the roll. 

Councillor Azeem – Absent 
Vice Mayor McGovern – Yes 

Councillor Nolan – Yes 
Councillor Pickett – Yes 

Councillor Siddiqui – Yes 
Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler – Yes 

Councillor Toner – Absent 
Councillor Wilson – Yes 

Mayor Simmons – Yes 
Yes – 7, Absent – 2. The Finance Committee adjourned at approximately 4:25p.m. 

 

Attachment A – Opening remarks from Co-Chair Nolan (not verbatim). 

Attachment B – The City Clerk’s Office received four written communications. 
 

Clerk’s Note: The City of Cambridge/22 City View records every City Council meeting and 

every City Council Committee meeting.  This is a permanent record. The video for this meeting 

can be viewed at:  
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https://cambridgema.granicus.com/player/clip/670?view_id=1&redirect=true 
 

 

 

 A communication was received from Matt Nelson, Director of Administration and Operations, 

transmitting a presentation relative to the FY25 Operating Budget and Tax Levy Projections. 

 A communication was received from Councillor Nolan, transmitting a document regarding FY24 

consolidated spending relative to City Council Priorities. 
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PNolan Intro 
 
We are here today to continue our ongoing discussion and lay the groundwork for what will 
appear in the FY25 Budget, specifically the Operating Budget. The budget isn’t created 
overnight only to appear in May, of course, so the council’s input into the budget process 
shouldn’t be limited to the legally  required budget hearing meetings. Following up on the work 
of last year, when the council held several meetings to inform the budget process, my co-chair, 
Councillor Pickett and I have sought to build on that model.  And working with the city finance 
team, organize this discussion to give the council and the public more insight into the strategic 
thinking involved in budget formation over a year-to-year timeline to better understand 
parameters and  where council influence is best directed. 
 
We will hear about multi-year spending plans and how that relates to larger economic trends. In 
many ways I expect this to be a high level conversation about our budget limits and ongoing 
strategy to maintain financial flexibility - and how that relates to what we are already doing with 
programming and staffing. 
 
And as we go through this process we know we will have to grapple with fiscal limitations as it 
relates to the tax levy. We have limits on revenue and slowing development will affect how 
much budget growth we can handle.  As a council and a city we need a clear sense of priorities 
and scale associated with additional spending.  For the last decade, growth has been at an 
unprecedented pace, with attendant financial benefits - in the form of increased revenues.  The 
question for our future spending is how to accommodate the almost certain slowed development 
- which has pluses and minuses.   I am excited to have this conversation today and look forward 
to the next few months where we will continue this work. 
 
 
Notes on Chart: 
 
To set the stage - the city will talk overall about how the budget gets set.  They will not go into 
detail on HOW the budget gets allocated and spent.  To remind us all of our main categories 
and spending on top council priorities, let’s review the summary of this year’s current budget.   
 
Here is the pie chart from this year’s budget book  which breaks down the operating 
expenditures by function.They are high level functions - read  
 
And, using the consolidated spending for top council priorities information that the council 
worked on last year, the chart on the left breaks down some spending in notable categories for 
reference. This type of consolidated spending breakdown is included in the introduction to the 
FY24 budget book in much greater detail. 
 
As we have talked about when going through council priorities, not all stated priorities match 
easily defined categories, and not all important priorities are mentioned. This chart is not a 
complete accounting of spending (about $284mil out of the $881mil operating budget), but 
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summarizes spending for top recent council priorities and how those have been reflected in the 
budget. [Missing: police and public safety - $186mil, education - $245mil) 
 
Reminder after my introductory remarks, and remarks from Co Chair Pickett, there will be  a 
presentation from the city staff and then public comment and council  discussion. As the staff 
are going through their presentation,councillors should limit questions to clarifying questions. 
 
Today is the first meeting this term in a series of Finance Committee meetings that will lead up 
to the FY25 Budget adoption later on this year.  
 
Co Chair Pickett  
 
With that, I will hand it over to City Manager Huang, who will introduce the city team  
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