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delinquents under $1,000 (59), attorneys under $1,000 (11), health care professionals under 

$1,000 (27), and others that owe between $700 and $1,000 (47), may need a different strategy.  

Finally, the 340 under $700 will probably require still another approach. 

 

 

 

Revenue Collections: Water and Sewer Liens. 

 

In addition to real and personal property tax unpaid bills, water and sewer account holders owe 

bills that have not been paid when due during a fiscal year.  The Enterprise Funds have two 

enforcement mechanisms: (a) either they can cut off water services, or (b) they can add the 

unpaid bill, plus penalty and interest, as a lien onto the tax bill.  Fall River has water and sewer 

unpaid bills that have been added to tax title bills going back to 1999. 

 

As of the end of FY 2011, $795,300 was outstanding in sewer tax liens; those same bills were 

reduced to $225,991 as of the end of FY 2014, and stand at $161,559, as of February 28, for an 

overall liquidation rate of 79.7%.  With other sewer liens added after 2011, the total sewer liens 

outstanding, as of February 28, total $574,268.  As regards water liens, a marginally better 

arrears collection rate is verified: the ending FY 2011 balance of $397,194 was reduced to 

$102,260 by the end of FY 2014, and stood at $73,140 as of February 28, 2015, a decrease of 

81.6%.  Overall, however, with water liens added after 2011, the total outstanding delinquencies, 

as of February 28, 2015 total $238,960. 

 

As in the case of real and personal property unpaid bills, the problem lies in the older billing 

years, in which collections have lagged; fortunately, the amounts involved are relatively small.  

For example, in sewer liens, the outstanding amounts and percentages to be collected for each 

year’s bills remaining include: 

 for 2005, $5,194 (or 49% of the original amount), 

 for 2006, $5,474 (or 36%), 

 for 2008, $17,661 (or 36%), 

 for 2009, $28,347 (or 19%), and 

 for 2010, $46,967 (or 18%). 

In water liens, the following amounts and percentages remain to be collected: 

 for 2005, $1,607 (or 36% of the original amount), 

 for 2006, $2,211 (or 36%), 

 for 2008, $6,977 (or 36%), 

 for 2009, $17,204 (or 22%), and 

 for 2010, $23,279 (or13%). 

 

ATTACHMENT R, “Changes in Outstanding Tax Balances, FY 2011 to FY 2015” includes the 

detail of water and sewer tax liens added to tax titles by Tax Year 1998 to 2015. 
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A Comparison of Fall River’s Fiscal and Budget Profile with Other Commonwealth Cities of 

Similar Size and Demographics 

 

Given the magnitude of Fall River’s fiscal problems, we decided to compare this city to other 

cities of comparable size, demographics, and financial resources.  These cities included, as 

comparables, Lawrence, Lowell, Lynn, Brockton, and New Bedford; “near-comparables” 

included Framingham, Somerville, and Quincy (and to a very limited extent Newton and 

Cambridge).  In a comparison of financial flexibility, we also included Waltham, Haverhill, 

Malden, Plymouth, and Taunton.  We must emphasize that a comparison with any other city has 

inherent risks: there are no direct matches and a variety of factors impact on the profile, not the 

least of which is how well the cities have been managed in the past.  However, in gauging our 

fiscal situation, bond-rating firms do make these comparisons.   In providing this report of data 

from the Department of Revenues municipal data base, we seek to provide a panoramic picture – 

from a variety of different viewpoints – of how Fall River compares with other communities.   

 

ATTACHMENT P, “Financial Comparative Report,” provides general demographic data, FY 

2014 assessed valuation (tax levy and rates) by class, outstanding receivables, FY 2013 general 

fund spending by function, and other financial indicator.  The comparative profiles show that 

Fall River: 

 had the lowest 2014 average single family tax bill, 

 for FY 2014, had the lowest personal property assessment, while residential assessment 

in percentage-terms were among the lowest, 

 had amongst the lowest tax levy as a percent of budget, while all other comparatives had 

a higher percentage of state aid relative to the budget, 

 had the lowest FY 2014 tax rates, 

 had tax possessions/foreclosures lagging all others, relative to tax liens/tax titles 

outstanding,  

 had the highest debt burden and the lowest free cash/stabilization level, and 

 had the lowest bond rating (A2), except for Lawrence (Baa1). 

 

What was more instructive was the percentage of General Fund spending allocated to various 

functions, compared to similarly-positioned cities, in FY 2013.  After excluding “Other Public 

Safety” (i.e. EMS) from the General Fund (as in Fall River it is an enterprise fund), the data 

shows that Fall River is spending relatively less on General Government and Education, then 

comparable cities.  The following presents the disparity: 

 

FUNCTIONAL CATEGORIES AS A PERCENTAGE OF BUDGETS 

 

Functional Category  6-City Average %      Fall River %        Difference 

 

General Government    4.4%     3.3%   - 1.1% 

Police       7.8%   10.0%   + 2.2% 

Fire       5.9%     6.2%   + 0.3% 

Education    54.6%   49.7%   - 4.9% 

Public Works      3.9%     3.9%        0%  

Human Services     1.2%     2.0%   + 0.8% 
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Culture and Recreation    1.1%     1.2%   + 0.1% 

Debt Service      5.3%     6.1%   + 0.8% 

Fixed Costs    11.0%   11.9%   + 0.9% 

Intergovernmental     4.6%     5.4%   + 0.8% 

 

In FY 2013, of those costs within the City’s control, data shows that – compared to other cities – 

we underfunded Education and overfunded Police, Fire (even at pre-SAFER levels), and Human 

Services, as a percentage of total budget. 

 

The Department of Revenue website provides the tools to create a report on the resiliency of 

select cities to fiscal forces.  We have created such a table and it is included as ATTACHMENT 

Q, “Financial Flexibility Report – FY 2015.”  This report, which contains the latest information 

for cities comparable or nearly comparable to Fall River, provides the following thumb-nail 

sketch: 

 Fall River has the smallest budget, 

 Fall River has the least excess levy capacity, 

 Fall River has the least free cash, Stabilization, and other available resources available, 

 Fall River has the second lowest bond rating, 

 Fall River has among the lowest per capita income, 

 Fall River’s per capita equalized valuation is the highest, but is still 43.7% of the state-

wide average, 

 Fall River has the highest long-term debt outstanding as a percentage of equalized 

valuation, 

 Fall River has the lowest levy limit as percentage of ceiling, 

 Fall River has the second worst total assessed value recovery (between FY 2011 and FY 

2015), and 

 Fall River is in the middle of the pack, as regards FY 2015 Cherry Sheet aid as a percent 

of budget. 

 

 

 

Need for Revenue Enhancements. 

 

ATTACHMENT U, “Revenue Summary, FY 2011 to FY 2015” provides the current structure of 

receipts by department and tax; ATTACHMENT V, “Underperforming Revenue Sources” 

indicates those areas of concern, in which actuals have lagged projections (on a pro-rated year-to 

date basis).  

 

Property Taxes.  Fall River is currently at a disadvantage when it comes to generating revenue to 

fund its operations in comparison to other cities. This is a problem decades in the making; many 

years of slow economic growth and multiple periods where taxes were not raised has limited the 

City today.  Because taxes can only be raised 2.5% per year, the fact that Fall River frequently 

did not raise taxes – not even to keep up with inflation – in the past means that we cannot catch 

up with the tax rates of other cities today. Taxes in Fall River are among the lowest in the 

Commonwealth, as mentioned earlier, largely for this reason.  To compare, the City of New 

Bedford raised taxes consistently from 2000 to 2010, and that has enabled them to work up a 
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solid base and keep taxes effectively flat for the last five years.  We in Fall River find ourselves 

in the opposite position – one in which our revenues have not caught up with our present needs. 

 

The Transition Team is not saying that it is categorically wrong to not raise taxes, as in certain 

years a situation may arise where it is the right thing to do.  However, every year that taxes stay 

the same, the City’s ability to raise revenues in the future is limited further.  This is not meant to 

serve as a recommendation for the coming fiscal year, but rather a look back to clear up how we 

arrived at our current situation.  

 

Fall River has also suffered from slow economic growth in comparison to other comparable 

cities, which has led to an undersized tax base.  Since 2001, only one city in Massachusetts 

(Malden) has lost a larger percentage of their total jobs than Fall River.  The loss of jobs is 

clearly indicative of a city that has been moving in the wrong direction and certainly not keeping 

pace with the growing twenty-first century economy.  While recent developments in the business 

community provide a reason for optimism, there is much more room for growth.   

 

A look back at how we have fared in comparison to other Gateway Cities since 2001 

demonstrates that while cities like Chelsea, Haverhill, Lawrence, and Brockton have managed to 

create jobs even in trying fiscal times, Fall River’s 15.7% loss in total jobs has seriously limited 

our growth.  Because of that slow growth, our tax revenues are not what they should be at this 

time.  The next page contains job statistics provided by Northeastern University’s Dukakis 

School of Urban and Regional Policy: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


































































