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P BLIC DOCU:-' LE:\T No. 146. 

To the Honorable the Senate and H Ollse of R epresentatives of Ilze 

Commonwealth, in G eneral Court Assembled. 

I n accordance with Sect ion 3 of Chapter 411 of the Acts of 
193 1, "An Act Establ ishing a Finance Comm ission for the City 
cf Lowll," it is required that the F in ance Commission shall make 
an annual report in J anuary o f each year to the General Couto 

The undersigned members of the Finance Commission for 
the C i t~ · of Lowell submit their final report. 

ED?o. ll':\D :-' 1. CLUI~, Cha irman 

J OHr-.' E. DRCRY 

THOMAS ]. fl IAR KHAi\ [ 

Finance Commi sion of ·Lowell. 
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PLA.\! OF THE REPORT 

At a meeting of the Finance Commission held March 23, 
1936, it was \Ooted unanimously that the secretary be instructed to 
prepare in time for June 30, 1936, a final report of the Finance 
Commission under the terms of Section 3 of Chapter 411 of the 
l \ cts of 1931, said report to contain: 

1. Report of six months work. 

2. Brief review of 10 yea rs' work. 

(a) Appropriations and expenditures of the Finance 
Commission. 

(b) l\Ieetings . 

(c) Personnel. 

(d) Principal Activities. 

It was further voted that on the basis of the rec rds of the 
Finance Commission, and its "iews and absenoations on munic
ipal affairs, that the Finance Commission present to the General 
Court, the r..rayor and the City Council, its conclusions and 
recommendations on the most importants problem facing the City 
of Lowell today. 

Respectfully submitted, 

\VILLIAr..r TROTTIER, 

~ecretary . 
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To the Chairman and 
Members of the Finance Commission 
Lowell, Massachusetts. 
Gentlemen: 

In accordance with your instructions, I have the honor to 
present herewith, a summary of ten years' activities of the Finance 
Commission for the City of Lowell insofar as relates to personnel, 
meetings, expenditures and principal activities. 

PERSONNEL 

The first commission was appointed under the provisions of 
Chapter 297 of the acts of 1926, approved by His Excellency, 
Governor Alvan T. Fuller on April 30, 1926. On July 1, 1926, 
Governor Fuller appointed the following as the members of the 
first Finance Commission for the City of Lowell: 

Mr. Arthur T. Safford, Chairman. 
Mr. Albet J. Blazon. 
Mr. John E. Drury. 

This Commission served continuously, without a change in 
membership, until June 30, 1931, and with the same secretary, 
William Trottier. 

On June 10, 1931, His Excellency, Govenor Joseph B. Ely 
approved Chapter 411 of the Acts of 1931, creating a Finance 
Commission for the City of Lowell for another five years. 

IVlr. Safford declined the governor's invitation to serve 
another term, and Governor Ely appointed in his place as Chair
man, the la'te Edward J. Tier·ney. As commissioners, he re
appointed Mr. Blazon and Mr. Drury. 

Shortly after Mr. Tierney's death on August 29, 1935, 
Governor James M. Curley appointed Mr. Edmund M. Cluin, a 
prominent business man, as chairman on September 19, 1935. 

On January 22, 1936, Commissioner Albert J. Blazon, who 
had served continuously from the time of the original formation 
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of the Commission on July 1, 1926, resigned to take over the 
position of City Treasurer and Collector of Taxes, to which he 
had been appointed by the incoming lVIayor and confirmed by the 
City Council. 

On January 29, 1936, Mr. Thomas J. Markham, a City 
Councillor for four years and a prominent business man, was 
appointed to the vacancy by His Excellency, Governor James M. 
Curley, and was confirmed by the Executive Council. 

Thus during the ten years of the Commission, there have 
been three Chairmen, and three men have served as Commis
sioners. The following is the record of service: 

Mr. Arthur T. Safford, Chairman, July 1, 1926 to June 30, 
1931. 

Mr. Edward J. Tierney, Chairman, July 1, 1931 to the time 
of his death August 29, 1935. 

Mr. Edmund M. Cluin, Chairman, September 19, 1935 to 
June 30, 1936. 

Mr. Albert J. Blazon, Commissioner, July 1, 1926 to January 
22, 1936. 

Ir. John E. Drury, Commissioner, July 1, 1926 to June 30, 
1936. 

)\ilr. Thomas J. Markham, Commissioner, January 29, 1936 
to June 30, 1936. 

To Commissioner Drury falls the distinction of having served 
continuously during the entire ten years. 

The Commission has had only one secretary, during the 
entire period. 

MEETINGS 

From its inception, the Commission established and main
tained a policy of holding meetings whenever the business of the 
city warranted. For this reason, there is no record of regular 
and special meetings. 

As evidence of the faithfulness of the Commission to ita 
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duties, it is interesting to record the number of meetings held 
during the ten years. The record is as follows: 

1926 58 

1927 109 

1928 78 

1929 74 

1930 65 

1931 58 

1932 86 

1933 83 

1934 66 

1935 76 

1936 33 

786 

EXPENDITURES 

Because of the fact that this report is required before the 30th 
of June, the expenditures of the past six months can only be 
estimated. In the tabulation given below, however, the complete 
record of 9112 years is given, and the estimate of expenditures for 
the past six months is given separately, on the basis of other 
years and the information available at this writing. 

The significant fact in the tabulation is that the Commission 
spent only 70 per cent of the amount it was entitled to spend 
under the statutes creating the commission. Each of the statutes 
called for expenditures not to exceed $14,000 per year, unless the 
permission of the city council was obtained. For the ten year 
period, this would amount to $140,000. As a matter of fact, the 
Commission requested appropriations of only $123,150.29. Of 
this amount, it spent for its own purposes, $88,924.31, and 
returned to the treasury, or transferred to other departments, an 
additional sum of $34,225.98. This makes an average of 
$8,802.43. 

7 



The record of expenditures is as follows: 

SUMMARY OF FINANCE COMMISSION APPROPRIATIONS 
EXPE NDITURES, TRANSFERS AND BALANCES 

1926 - 1936 
Appropriation Sab,uies Expense Expense Transferred Treasury 

Total Returned to 
1926" $ 7,000.00 $ 3,449.27 $ 1,000.41 $ 4,449.68 $ 2,550.32 
1927 14,000.00 7,800.00 1,268.91 9,O6l!.01 4,931.09 
1928 11 ,000.00 7,807.14 1,464.46 9,271.60 1,728.40 
1929 10,000.00 7,804.17 816.43 8,620.60 1,379.40 
1930 8,604.17 7,804.17 800.00 8,604.17 
1931 9,546.12 7,787.43 1,338.87 9,126.30 419.82 
9932 14,000.00 6,506.25 1,827.32 8,333.57 3,743.50 1,922.93 
1933 14,000.00 7,224.18 1,640.08 8,864.26 1.858.82 3,286.92 
1934 14,000.00 6,512.92 1,728.68 8,241.60 3,670.50 2,087.90 
1935 14,000.00 7,442.27 1,901.35 9,343.62 4,345 .00 311.38 

Total $116,150.00 $70,137.80 $13,786.51 $83,924.31 $13,617.82 $18,608. 16 
9)1, years 

1936" 7,000.00 5,000.00** 350.0*' 1,650.00* 

1936 1,650.00** 

$123,150.29 $88,924.31 $13 ,967.82 $20,258.16 

• Six Months. 
4*Estimate. 

REVIEW OF SIX ~IONTHS WORK 

During the past six months, the Finance Commission was 
concerned mainly with the following matters: 

The Budget 

The Annual Budget. 
Supplementary Budgets. 
Flood Relief. 
Bad Bills. 
Investigations . 

The Commission feels that its 1936 budget was the best of 
the ten in which it had part; and this feeling is substantiated by 
the fact that His Honor the Mayor accepted it practically in toto, 
and that after many conferences with the Emergency Finance 
Board, in which the Commission took active part, the budget as 
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submited by the Mayor, and therefore the Finance Commission's, 
was accepted by that body without a change. 

It was a complete budget. By that it is meant that none of 
the suberfuges generally employed by administrations were used. 
It is true that in many cases, that amounts recommended for 
certain departments were not sufficient for full time work for the 
entire permanent personnel, but a careful perusal of this 
report will show how impossible such a budget would be; or at 
least, what an intolerable burden of taxation would result from it. 

It may be said with all sincerity, that the budget gave every
thing possible to the employed personnel of the city, and at the 
same time relieved the taxpayer of some of the burden that would 
result from a more liberal policy. 

While the Commission's budget letter has received consid
erable publicity, the following portion of it will bear repetition: 

"The deficits to be included in this year's tax levy are estim
ated herein at about half a million dollars, but they may go as 
high as three quarters of a million - enough to pay for the police 
and fire departments for a whole year. These have been 
recurring annually for some time past. The 1935 record, 
for example, is as follows: 

Overlay deficit ____________________________ $159,000.00 

Temporary Loan deficit ____________ 410;000.00 

Total ________________________________ $569,000.00 

And in addition to this, $109,000 was borrowed under Chapter 188 
and applied directly to welfare, soldiers' benefits and E. R. A. 

"Overlay deficit is directly traceable to excess valuations; and 
temporary loan deficiency to uncollectible tax levies. On the 
other hand, tax levies are set too high to be collectible because 
they in turn depend directly upon the appropriations made. It is 
of no use whatever to vote appropriations that will produce a tax 
levy of $5,000,000 if all we can collect is $4,500,000. That half
million deficit must be made up in the following year, and makes 
just that much less that can be devoted to public improvements or 
tax reduction or both. 

"The Commission sometimes wearies of pointing out financial 
danger, but it must be plain to anyone that the present rate of 
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expenditures cannot be continued So long as we have what might 
be called a handicap of a $25 tax rate before paying a week's pay 
to anyone; and that rate - and more - is necessary on the 
present valuation to provide for welfare, debt service and deficts. 
This handicap can be overcome in part by a better policy in taxa
tion matters, a more rigid control of welfare, and by not 
allowing debt service to mount unreasonably. 

"It will be noted that the Commission has not taken into 
consideration the various advances in wages made to individuals 
and groups in 1935. The management of departments carries 
with it the power of appointment of personnel and the fixing of 
the rate of compensation, and this is a duty of department heads. 
However, when either or both of these are put into effect by a 
department head, it does not necessarily follow that it becomes a 
fixed charge. Such advances to individuals or groups are enti"rely 
dependent upon money being appropriated; and if by injudicial 
increases in pay and personnel a department head becomes em
barrassed, the responsibility is entirely his. 

Supplementary Budgets 
The action of the Finance Commission on the various 

appropriation orders coming before it during the past six months 
and the reasons therefore is as follows: 

"Water Works, West Sixth Street 
Station Roof, from the receipts 
of the Water Department" ________ $12,000.00 

The matter of replacing this roof had been before the Com
mission for several years. Two years ago, the Finance Commis
sion had inspected it personally, and on the basis of this, had 
recommended an appropnatlOn, which was approved and the 
action went so far as calling for bids, which were never acted on. 
Early this year, the new superintendent, lVIr. Runels, presented 
photographic evidence of further deterioration, and the Commis
sion acted favorably for two reasons: 

I. There was danger of the roof collapsing, destroying 
valuable machinery and shutting off the city's water supply for a 
number of days. 

2. The Superintendent presented evidence to show that 
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even if the station were to be eliminated, the building itself could 
serve a useful purpose for many years to come. 

"Snow Removal," from the tax levy $25,000.00 

The Commission had recommended the entire amount of the 
estimate of the superintendent of streets for "Snow Removal," in 
the annual budget, $25,000. However, the superintendent had 
called his estimate of $25,000. a "reserve fund" for snow removal, 
apparently holding to the theory that snow removal was in effect 
street maintenance and that most of the normal work on snow 
could be charged to the regular appropriation. The Commission 
felt likewise. Views continue to vary on this matter; but the 
budget appropriation became necessary. 

" \Vorkmen's Compensation," from the tax levy $4,600.00 

The budget appropriation for this was $7,400; but the city 
solicitor brought in a case early in the year, from the files of last 
year, which seriously depleted the appropriation, making the 
additional amounts neces'sary. 

The Commission has a well-founded conviction that a special 
appropriation for Workmen's Compensation should not be neces-
sary. Each department could well be made to pay its own C<m1P

ensation amounts, for the good and sufficient reason that when a 
man is off, because of injury, the department is saving at least 
as much as the compensation allowance on its payroll. 

One difficulty seems to be that some compensation cases are 
delayed in settlement, and a department head feels it is unfair, 
and 'probably rightly SOl, to pay for cases of a previous year 
out of a new appropriaton. 

Departmental Receipts of 1936 __ $3,781.82 
"Buildings," from Estimated 

This figure was the amount of insurance collected by the 
city of Lowell for fire damages to the police station and to the 
Varnum School. It is a customary procedure, in view of the fact 
that it adds to the Buildings department, work which could not 
be estimated in the annual budget. 
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"Deficit, Chapter 90 Receipts," 
from the tax levy ____________________________ $445.33 

Chapter 90 is the statute providing for state and county aid 
for the building of highways_ To complete the work, the city is 
sometimes compelled to borrow tht: full amount of the cons
truction cost in anticipation of the receipts from the state and 
county_ When these fall short, for one reason or another, the 
city must make up the differences from the tax levy. 

"Deficit PWA Docket 2997, St. 
Construction," from the tax levy ___ $685.97 

Approval of this order was for the same reason as the above. 

"Engineering Pension," from the 
tax levy _____ , _____________ . ______ --------------$1,170.00 

This was left out of the budget estimates of the Engineering 
department, and therefore cO\,lld not be acted on by the Commis
sion or the Mayor and Council. 

"Flood Relief," from the proceeds 
of a loan under Chapter 173 ____ $150,000.00 

The original request was for $300,000 and was later reduced 
to $250,000. Chapter 173 was a special act, known as the 
"Wragg" bill, because of the fact that it was proposed by Senator 
Wragg, chairman of the legislative committee on municipal 
finance. The Commission, by a two to one vote, approved it for 
$150,000 only, the majority acting on the principle that the Com
mission should not approve appropriation for any purpose 
unless that purpose was clearly specified, and that the estimate 
of cost was a reasonable one. 

"Executions, 1935." from the tax 
levy 1936 ____________ . ____ ___________________ $7 ,375.27 

On advice of the State Division of Account, the Finance 
Commission reported "no legislation necessary" on this order, 
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and the report was accepted. Such matters can be taken care of 
under the provisions of Section 23 of Chapter 59. 

"Claims," from the tax levy ________ $2,000.00 

This was a settlement voted by the City Council and 
approved by the Law Department. 

"Reward for conVictIOn of incen-
diary," from the tax levy ____ _________ ___ $200.oo 

This was in relation to the disastrous fire at the Charles W. 
l\Iorey School, following several other fires , and was generally 
approved by the school committee and all other parties affected. 

"W. P. A .," from the tax levy $100,000.00 

While this amount is included in the tax levy, there will be 
a deduction made through means of a loan under Chapter 80. 

Flood Relief 

The Chairman of the Finance Commission, who had been 
active with His Honor the IVlayor during the height of the flood, 
was appointed a member of a committee together with :Mr. '''m. 
G. Spence and the Mayor's secretary, Major Lloyd B. Haworth. 
The Commission met frequently during and immediately after 
the flood, to pass on all matters requiring their attention. 

Investigations 

There were two separate formal investigations during the 
past six months, that of bad bills, under a resolution adopted by 
the City Council in December of 1935, and thaD of the contracts 
for repairs to the Aiken Street Bridge, as a result of the flood, 
under a resolve of the City Council of June 2, 1936. The latter 
is proceed ing at this writing. 

On the matter of bad bills, the text of the report of the 
Finance Commission IS here given. The list of creditors is 
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omitted because of the fact that the legislature had not yet 
taken action at the time this is written: 

To the President and 
Members of the City Council 
Lowell, Massachusetts 

Gentlemen: 

May 11, 1936. 

On December 17,1935, the City Council passed the following 
resolution: 

VOTED: On motion of Councillor Montminy, duly 
seconded, to request the Finance Commission to invest
igate the entire subject of "Bad Bills," so called, exclu
sive of claims for property damage or personal injury, 
and to report to the City Council as soon as possible a 
list of such bills, a record of the violation involved, if any, 
and the method that must be used so that payment may 
be made. ' 

Under the terms of the above resolution, the Finance Com
mission herewith submits its final report. 

1. The total number of bills considered ................ $246,257.40 

2. The city and town bills from the Welfare 
Department returned to the City Council 
with the recommendation that they be re-
ferred to the City SolicitoL ............................... $ 81,177.29 

3. Bills for hospitalization from city or towns 
charged to the Board of Health and 
returned to that department amount to ............ $25,830.32 

4. Bills considered and found to be for goods 
not delivered, already paid, duplicate, not 
chargeable to the city, or for which no 
record can be found amount to _ ........................... $1,387.75 

5. Bills considered and found to be proper for 
reference to Law Department amount to ............ $9,390.62 
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6. Bills considered and found to be suitable 
for reference back to the departments for 
payment amount to ________________________ . ________________________ $173 .91 

7. Bills recommended for payment by a valid-
ating act of the legislature amount to _______________ $128,297.51 

In view of the disposition above recorded, this report will 
concern itself with bills in the last classification only. 

It should be understood clearly that almost none of these bills 
have any legal standing in court because of some violation of the 
statutes. These statutes are: 

1. Sections 28 and 29, Chapter 43 (no contract or in excess 
of contract.) 

2. Section 31, Chapter 383 (Casey Charter-no requisition.) 

3. Section 31 of Chapter 44, (in excess of appropriation.) 

We have stated that "almost" none of these bills have any 
legal standing in court. There is a small category of bills where 
payment was not made because the funds were diverted to other 
uses. Consider the case of the electric light and telephone bills 
contrated in October and November. There is no question that 
there was money in the appropriation at the time these bills are 
incurred. But subsequently, other obligations are incurred and 
the money paid, upon which it is found that there are insufficient 
funds to pay the bills contracted earlier. As most of these bills 
are small, and each would require a separate legal action, that 
expensive formality is dispensed with; and a validating act of the 
legislature is much more to the point and is less expensive to the 
claimants. 

The bulk of the list is composed of absolutely bad bills, which 
have no legal standing in court. Municipal procedure in the matter 
of purchases and supplies and materials is clearly defined, and 
should be familiar to both the heads of the city departments and 
the claimants. Reducing legal statutes to layman's language, here 
are the right and the wrong procedures: 

On materials and supplies in which no labor is involved, the 
purchasing department is the legal agent of the city. 
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A requIsitIOn on the purchasing agent is the proper way to 
start all such transactions. No department head, not even the 
Mayor, has the right to order goods without a requisition. When 
a merchant orders a bill of goods where there is no requisition, he 
is dealing with an unauthorized person, and the bill he renders can 
not be legally honored. 

When the purchasing agent receives a requisition from a 
department head, and the goods or materials are estimated to cost 
more than $500, bids must be called for according to a procedure 
defined by statutes. After the bids are opened and the contract 
awarded, the total amount of the contract must be named in the 
instrument. The moment an amount of goods is delivered in ex
cess of contract, it is as if no contract had even been written. 

When a department head orders materials or supplies in 
which labor is involved, he must do so th rough a pu rchase order 
which is certified by the city auditor to the effect that there is 
money there to meet the bill when presented. The amount of 
the purchase order is then set aside on the books of the city auditor, 
and the funds cannot be diverted to other purposes. 

In its examination of the bills submitted for consideration, the 
Commmission found that the reasons for non-payment ran all the 
way from simple neglect to open defiance of the statutes. There 
may be reasons going far beyond mere lapses of memory, when 
charges are allowed to accumulate until they amount to thousands 

of dollars. 

The Commission construes the resolve of the council to be 
that a way be found to pay these claims, provided only that it can 
be ascertained that: 

1. The goods were received or services rendered. 
2. That the price was fair. 
3 . That the quality of the goods received or services ren

dered were as desired. 
In the case of the bills received direct from department 

heads, these requirements are fulfilled by the act of submission. 
It must be assumed that when a department submits unpaid bills 
for payment by extraordinary means, he acknowledges that the 
goods were received, the price was fair and the quality as desired. 

16 



In the case of bills received direct from claimants, the endorse
ment of the department head or some responsible person in that 
department was secured, so that payment could be recommended 
by a validating act. 

The Commission does not construe the language of the 
resolve to mean that it should seek out reasons for non-payment; 
in other words, to seek out evidence of mis-feasance, mal-feasance, 
or, to use the legal term, conspiracy between a department head 
and a claimant in the creation of obligations. Such evidence is in 
most cases impossible to secure at this late date, principally 
because of the fact that it is one of the most difficult things to 
prove at the time of commission. It is easy, however, to 
conclude from the history of these bills, in many cases, department 
heads exercised bad judgment, and indulged in bad taste in com
mitting the city to such obligations; but there is no redress for 
these acts except a public scolding which is profitable to no one, 
and does not provide the money for the payment of the bills. 

The ya rd-stick therefore must be proof that the city has 
received these goods. There are so many small merchants to 
whom the money is owed and who were drawn into this matter 
innocently; and the line of demarcation between them and the 
claimants who might properly be suspected of conniving that it 
would be unfair to the small claimant in many cases to attempt to 
draw such a line of demarcation. 

As to the method of payment, the only known remedy, so far 
as the Commission is informed, is a validating act of the legis
lature. Payment by council order alone could be the subject of 
successful injunction proceedings and should not be attempted. 
As far as a validating act of the Legislature is concerned, the 
Commission believes that it is within the province of the Council 
to initiate such action. If this is done, the Commission has only 
one recommendation to make, and that is that in this validating 
act, payment be provided for by means of a loan outside the debt 
limit. The reason for this is that the bills in question cover a 
period of more than one year. A suggested form of such legis
lation is submitted for the consideration of the Council as Appen
dix B. The bills which could be subject to Legislative act are 
given as Appendix A. 
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The Commission does not believe that this recommendation 
should establish a precedent for the payment of future claims of 
this type against the City of Lowell in the purchase and delivery 
of goods. The laws covering purchases are now well known by 
buyer and seller, and there should be no further violation. 

The Commission is impressed by the necessity of having 
some bookkeeping done in every department. It cannot all be 
left to the city auditor. Each department should maintain at 
least a journal and a ledger, with some one person definitely 
responsible for the keeping of such books. 

Very truly yours, 

LOWELL FINANCE COMMISSION 

EDMUND M. CLUIN, Chairman 

JOHN E. DRURY 

THOMAS J. MARKHAM 
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REVIE" · OF TEN YEARS' WORK 

" ·hen the Finance Commission took office in 1926, the valua
tion of the city was approximately $146,000,000, and the tax rate 
for that year based on the budget with which the Commission had 
nothing to do was $33.20. 

In the last complete fiscal year in which the Commission 
operated, namely 1935, the valuation of the city was $110,000,000, 
and the tax rate was $40.60. This condition taken by itself and 
with no knowledge of the other elements entering into the tax 
rate situation would naturally lead many to ask what the Com
mission had accomplished in 9% years of actual work. 

Collapse Avoided 

The only real and complete answer is that if the Commission 
had not been in existence during that time, the tax rate probably 
might have gone to $50 per thousand. Right here it might be 
well to say that whatever effect the Commission might have had 
on local financing and the tax levy from year to year is due in 
part to whatever measure of cooperation the Finance Commis
sion could secure from the various administrations in office 
during its two terms. It must be borne in mind that with the 
exception of the power to withhold payment of bills and pay
rolls the Commission's authority extends only to the making 
of recommendations. 

H ow Reductions Were Achieved 

It is not idealism to say that the Commission's accomplish
ments in the way of reducing expenditures for maintenance pur
poses was in a large measure psychological. Under the terms of 
its act, the Commission originates the annual budget for the City 
of Lowell. It devotes a great deal of time to this document. It 
interviews all department heads, and in arriving at a total amount 

19 



to be recommended, it devotes a large share of attention to the 
revenue possibilities and the fixed charges which are likely to be 
met during the year. 

It is generally known that the Finance Commission puts a 
great deal of time and effort in preparing this document, so that it 
becomes thoroughly natural for His Honor the Mayor and the 
City Council to give it a great deal of thought and attention before 
making any radical changes in it. Thus, even a superficial 
examination of the annual burgets year by year beginning with 
that of 1927, which was the first budget prepared by the Com
mission, will show a fairly consistent and continuing reduction 
in the amounts recommended year by year with the exception of 
1935,. when force of circumstances and pressure for relief of un
employment naturally resulted in some concessions in the prepara
tion of the annual budget. To be more specific, when the demands 
for public relief began to increase, the Finance Commission was 
able to secure substantial reductions in other maintenance charges 
so that the grand total of the requirements for the operation 
of the city would not reach too high a figure. More specifically 
still, the Commission can show by means of state records, namely 
Public Document No. 79, that in order to meet an increase in 
almost $700,000 in charities and soldiers' benefits from 1926 to 
1933, other maintenance charges of the city were reduced approx
imately the same amount in the same period. 

There is no better way to show how the City of Lowell 
attempted to absorb welfare burden than by the chart accom
panying this report. (See Figure 1.) This chart shows at a 
glance how all other sub-divisions of government were contracted 
in order to provide for the expansion of welfare and still bring 
about some reduction in the grand total of appropriations 
necessary to conduct the affairs of the city. In the pe~iod analyzed, 
1926-1936, it is seen that welfare increased by an amount about 
equal to the reductions in the other general divisions of govern
ment. These reductions took care of the increasing cost of welfare. 

Therefore, what made the tax rate go up during that period 
was the decrease in valuation from $146,000,000 in 1931 to 
$110,000,000 in 1935. This decrease of $36,000,000 in the space 
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of ten years was responsible for running the tax from $33.20 per 
thousand in 1926 to $40.60 in 1935. Again, this tax rate for 1935 
would have been a great deal higher had it not been for the 
emergency legislation passed by the state, allowing certain 
reductions to be made in the tax levy on account of loan~ 
for current expenses. 

The point the Commission wishes to make is that it played 
its part in establishing this reduction in order to meet the increasing 
cost of welfare. 

The following are some of the more important problems 
faced during the process of achieving the foregoing: 

The Police Case 
Late in 1926, the ~Iayor and Superintendent of Police con

curred in giving the Police Department employees an increase of 
$1 per day. The Finance Commission contested this on the score 
of its being unjust to the coming adminnstration and ordered 
payment of the increased payroll withheld. A test case was 
brought against the city, but the Finance Commission was upheld, 
and the $1 a day increase was delayed for two years, resulting in 
a saving to the city of approximately $150,000. (Note: The 
Finance Commission Act requires an appropriation of $14,000 per 
year for the operation of the Finance Commission. The actual 
expenditures for the ten years of the two commissions average less 
than $10,000 a year or less than $100,000 in the aggregate. By its 
action in the police wage case alone the city saved one-third more 
than the cost of the operation of the Finance Commission for the 
entire ten-year period.) 

School Suits 
Two years later, the Finance Commission by its action and 

upheld by the Mayor initiated two court actions by the School 
Committee. In one of these actions, the School Committee 
sought a writ of mandamus to compel the city to appropriate 
for the purpose of the school department the entire amount 
of its estimate. The petitioners lost their case. In the following 
year, the School Department invoked an old provision of the law 
whereby, following an appeal to the district attorney, the city 
would be compelled to pay the County of Middlesex a sum equal 
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to twice the largest appropnatlon ever granted to the School 
Department. This action failed, through a compromise in which 
the Finance Commission took part. 

New Street for Hotel 

In 1928 the Commission took a leading part in opposition to 
a proposal to build a new street in the central portion of the city 
to accomodate a hotel company which planned to build a hotel 
here. The project was defeated, and it has been generally agreed 
that the hotel proposition would not have been successful here. 

Parking Spaces 

In 1928 a proposition was advanced to tear down a great deal 
of downtown property and establish a municipal parking 
space. The Commission took an active part in opposi
tion to this, and the proposition was defeated. Parking space is 
still essential, but the Commission then believed and still believes 
that the proposal as advanced at that time was uneconomical. 

Financial S,urvey 

On the advent of the new Commission as established by 
Chapter 411 of the Acts of 1931, the financial condition of the city 
was becoming more acute. One of the first acts of the new com
mission was to secure outside financial services, from which 
resulted a document of far-reaching consequence, namely the 
Cummin Financial Report of 1932. This report epitomized the 
warnings and the recommendations of the Finance Commission 
for several years previous to its publication, and centered the 
attention of the entire taxpaying public on the financial condition 
of the city at that time. The report briefly showed that the city 
had a deficit of approximately $1,000,000. The immediate result 
of this report was the petition of the City of Lowell for a funding 
act seeking authority to borrow $1,100,000 with which to put its 
financial house in order. 

Pay less Paydays 

Early in 1932, the Finance Commission was faced with pay-
less paydays. Financial institutions would not lend the city 
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money unless certain reductions were made in its operating 
expenses, and the only place to make such reductions, so that 
municipal services would not be eliminated, was in the payrolls. 
The Commission took a leading part in the fight to reduce pay
rolls, and, with the cooperation of the Mayor at that time, suc
ceeded in passing a budget containing a graduated wage cut of from 
5 to 20 per cent, thereby saving some $400,000 in operating 
expenses of the city. 

Seasonal W OTk 

When the Commission took office, it found the Street 
Department employing a large permanent personnel fifty-two 
weeks of the year. Now, it is known that street work is seasonal 
in character. By persistent effort, and again with the cooperation 
of the Chief Executive, the Finance Commission finally succeeded 
in establishing the principle of seasonal work in the department, 
with the result that more work can be obtained with a smaller 
expenditure than was prevalent when the Commission took office. 

No R eplacements 

By means of repeated recommendations and persistent refer
ence, the Commission succeeded in inaugurating a policy of no 
replacements except where absolutely necessary. 

Federal Aid 

When federal aid was inaugurated in 1933, the administration 
immediately filed orders seeking to commit the city to the total 
expenditure, including grants, of over a million and a half 
($1,500,000) dollars. The Commission felt that the city was not 
in a position to obligate itself to 70% of this amount, and with 
the help of certain groups in the City Council succeeded in reduc
ing this amount to $382,500. 

In closing this record of ten years' work, the secretary wishes 
to express clearly, his deep appreciation to the various depart
ments heads and other officials who have been in office during the 
time in which he served as secretary. By virtue of the organiza
tion of the Finance Commission, the secretary had more direct 
and intimate dealings with the city officials than the members of 
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the Commission, and it is only fitting to record here officially, the 
unfailing courtesy and cooperation which all city officials 
have accorded the secretary, and for which he always has been 
and is truly grateful. 

To the six men who served as commissioners during the ten 
years of its life, the secretary is deeply grateful for their toler
ance and forbearance, and particularly for the opportunities 
extended the secretary to develop line of research, which while 
valuable to the work of the Commission, added greatly to what
ever training and experience he brought to his work in 1926. 

Respectfully submitted, 

WILLIAM TROTTIER, 

Secretary. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE 

MEMBERS OF THE F INANCE COMMISSION 

Spending Beyond Our Means 

It is not enough to say that we are spending more than we 
take in, or that we are living beyond our means. Before a 
remedy can be found for this very obvious defect in our municipal 
life, we must specify the extent of the excess and determine the 
reasons for it. 

A simple analysis of the last four years will be sufficient to 
show clearly the extent of the excess and the reasons for it. 
Leaving out burdensome figures, we have borrowed for current 
expense in the last four years, the huge sum of $3,664,000. That 
is the extent to which we resorted to loans to balance our budgets. 
To simplify the analysis, the Commission has struck off an average 
total valuation, and the average tax levy, producing thereby the 
average tax rate for the past four years. These averages are: 

A verage Valuation ___________ _________________________ $112,463,545.00 

Average Tax Levy, reduced by loans ___ 4,533 ,2 17.55 
Average Ra te ________________ . ____________________________ 39.80 

Average Tax Levy without loans ____________ 5,363 ,717 .54 
Average Tax Rate without loans __ __________ 47.80 

In other words, we have balanced our budget by borrowing 
an average of $916,000 per year, which, on the average va luation, 
is $8 on the tax rate for the past four years. 

Should Spend A Million Less 

Lowel l's problem, therefore, is how to absorb that $916,000 
of excess expenditures per year. It is a problem that challenges 
the best brains of the city, but we can not, as sensible men, say 
that this reduction can be made in one year. Yet the absolute 
necessity of undertaking the work cannot be over-emphasized. 
The consequences of ignoring it are g raphically portrayed in the 
following g,:aph: 
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In this diagram, the actual trend of the past ten years has 
been projected for six years into the future, until 1941, and the 
two main factors used are those of valuation and tax levy, which, 
when divided one into the other, produce the tax rate. For the 
tax levy, we have used two lines, starting with 1932, one of them 
being the actual levy which, in the last four years of the ten 
analyzed, has been reduced by emergency loans and the other, 
the levy as it would have been if the legislature had not made 
emergency loans possible. 

Borrowing Statutes Limited 

Now these emergency loans are not going to be possible 
forever. Indeed the legislature is very cautiously making these 
laws for periods of one year, and at the most, two years. 
Loans under the Halliwell bill, so called, are made possible by 
statutes good for one year only, and such statutes are renewed if 
the condition of enough of the cities with respect to relief war
rants it. 

Lowell Behind in Tax Title Redemptions 

In the same way, the tax title loan is made possible by 
limited statute. Thus far, it has not been necessary for the City 
of Lowell to include a single penny of its tax levy for the repay
ment of this loan; and what reductions have been made have been 
through redemptions. But Lowell, as has been pointed out so 
often by the Commission, is far behind other cities in the matter 
of redemptions and when the statute is finally abrogated as it 
eventually must, Lowell will be left with a large loan to be paid 
back in three years, from the tax levy unless a lenient legislature 
takes pity on the city and enacts special legislation. This should 
not be necessary. 

Therefore, strong measures are essential to 
the lamentable consequences of the policy that has 
namely, a tax rate of between $50 and $63 by 1941. 

prevent 
prevailed, 
One such 

measure is a consistent, continuing fiscal policy, which is treated 
in the next chapter. 

Consistent, Continuing, Fiscal Policy 

There is one of the greatest needs of the city today. The 
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departments of Assessors, Auditor and City Treasurer, and to 
some extent, City Clerk, are the most vital in the city. These 
departments, though this should be true of all of the departments 
of the city, should be exempt from politics. Given good 
officials, their judgment as to what the city can and should do in 
the way of spending and raising money should be given· serious 
consideration . It should be within the province of this group 
to formulate and supervise the carrying out of a Long Term Plan. 

A Form of Tax Limitation 

What we mean by a long-term plan is simply tax limitation 
in a more reasonable and more elastic form than many that have 
been proposed. Some states have passed tax limitation laws that 
were absurd . With the laudable idea in mind of relieving the 
burden on real estate, statutes were enacted prohibiting more than 
a certain rate of taxation on real property. Illogically, no 
provision was made to reduce the expenditures accordingly, nor to 
provide new revenues, with the result that some cities in those 
states had no money for any payrolls whatever, nor for any 
other essential services. 

But in the financial departments and the office of the City 
Clerk could well be placed the responsibility for a long term 
(five or ten years) financial policy. The Board of Assessors can 
chart the probable course of valuations. The Treasurer can add 
to this the trend in tax collections. The Auditor can chart the 
departmental requirements, and the City Clerk, the population 
trend. 

Charting the Future 

With this data, it should be possible to forecast with some 
degree of accuracy, the possible needs of the departments for 
current maintenance for some years to come; where the 
revenue is coming from, the requirements for fixed charges, so 
that a fair limit could be set, beyond which it would be unwise 
for a chief executive to go in formulating his annual budget. Such 
a plan, also would be of great assistance in selecting those public 
improvements which can most reasonably be afforded, and defeat-
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lflg ill-considered demands for those which could well afford to 
wait. 

Payrolls and the Budget 

F or some years past, in fact ever since the inaugu ration of 
the Finance Commission, it has been observed that the basis of 
the budget estimates was laid on the number of persons who 
happened to be employed at the time. The root of this lies in 
Civil Service, of cou rse which was established, and still operates, 
for the protection of the public. 

This statement may seem paradoxical, but it is true. Civil 
Service had its origin in a desi re to provide permanency in office 
and conversely, to prevent the frequent wholesale overturns that 
might follow a given administration's defeat, the new forces being 
untrained and bringing with them the costly necessity of being 
trained in the work. The public did pay, before the creation of 
Civil Service, and would continue to pay for the mistakes made 
by whole new forces in the city department, without the protection 
of Civil Service. 

The Theory in Pmctice 

Yet this basic idea, sound as it is, has brought with it a 
hardship to the cities. Every so often, persons are added to the 
payroll through politics rather than the actual requirements of 
service. Once appointed, they are so difficult to remove that the 
attempt is seldom made. So the personnel continues to grow; 
and the budget estimates submitted year by year contain the 
names of persons thus added to the payroll in the absence of any 
necessity therefor, and the process goes on. That is how the city 
built up a three million dollar payroll. And this same payroll is 
one of the forces which militate agianst relief to the taxpayer. 

Personnel Reduced in Lowe!l 

Yet with all the difficulties inherent in cutting personnel, 
payroll s in Lowell have been severely curtailed during the life of 
the Commission. This was brought about principally by a policy 
of no replacements, frequentl y insisted upon by the Commission. 
The notable examples of curtailment of personnel through no 
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replacement are the street department and the fire department. 
There seems to be more justification for no replacements in the 
fire department than in the police department, especially of late 
years, because of the razing of so many old buildings, each razing 
meaning a definite end to a fire hazard. 

Municipal Reporting 

The printing of departmental reports was urged before the 
Commission this year by a delegation of union printers as an 
employment measure. Unfortunately, this request could not be 
granted because of a stringency of money. Important as the 
employment feature may be in the printing of such reports, there 
is another angle to this question that is even more important than 
the employment possibilities. The withholding of this informa
tion from the public may become a serious matter. On the other 
hand, interesting reports attractively prepared, and presented in 
readable form and with a wide distribution are one of the best 
means of promoting interest in municipal affairs; and much an 
interest is invaluable to the cause of good government. 

Conversely, departments who know in advance that their 
work will not be reported in print are more likely to allow 
political expediency to influence the control of their departments. 

Automobile Excise Tax 

This is a legislative matter which can be speeded up by a 
proper understanding between the city government and the local 
delegation at the state house. The condition is such that the 
city is not getting the revenue it should from this tax source; 
and this condition should be corrected. A study of the receipts 
from 1929, the year in which it was inaugurated, to 1934, the 
last year for which a fairly complete record can be secured, 
shows that only about 86 per cent of the tax has been collected. 
In figures, during those six years, the assessors committed a 
total of $672,407.64, but at the time the compilation given below 
was made, there was $96,938.10 either abated or uncollected, or 
14 per cent of the total committment not represented in cash in 

the treasury. 
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Promotes Deficits 

This is one of the items that tends to make deficits in the 
city's revenues . Taking the year 1931 as an example, the city 
used $121,474.90 as an estimate in making up the tax levy. But 
there was $18,000 of this abated and outstanding several years 
later. 

The Remedy 

Several remedies have been proposed, such as making the 
payment of the excise tax a condition precedent to obtaining an 
automobile registration, or turning the entire collection of this 
tax over to the state, to be distributed to cities and towns. 
Whichever way is finally arrived at, the city should join with 
other communities in seeking the necessary legislative remedy 
for this condition. 
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LOWELL FINANCE COMIvlISSION 

AnaLysis of Excise Tax 

1929 - 1934 

Total Committed in: 1929 1930 1931 1932 1933 1934 

$157,117.43 $129,606.77 $121,474.90 $94,868.06 $83 ,597.39 $85,743.09 

Abated in: 1929 1930 1931 1932 1933 1934 
On Levy of 

10,302 .65 

3,920.09 7,119.95 

621.36 5,905.99 

958.34 4,370.33 

10.85 380.01 2,884.52 

1,216.16 4,928.93 
8,790.42 

Outstanding March 31, 1935 
Unpaid 9,136.36 9,136.36 11,170.12 10,196:96 7,363.53 6,928.93 

Total abated and 
Unpa id 23,013.16 16,877.67 18,045.30 14,947.93 11,464.19 12,580.85 



TAX TITLES 

Tax titles primarily are a result of the depression. The second 
and very important reason for tax titles is excessive taxation. 
On May 1 of this year, the City of Lowell held tax titles amount
ing to $842,000, and the loan outstanding against them was 
$922,416.43, or $80,000 in excess of the tax titles in the city's 
possession. This is one of the most acute situations facing the 
city today, and strict measures must be taken to correct it. 

A Potential Charge 

The principal danger lies in the fact that sooner or later, the 
tax title law will be repealed, whereupon, under the terms of 
the statutes as it exists, the city will be under the necessity of 
repaying the entire face of the existing loan in three years. If 
that were to happen right now, it would mean an addition of 
$300, 000 per year to Lowell's tax levy. 

The situation demands close study. As harsh as it may 
seem, a sterner policy of foreclosure should be inaugurated, using 
the experience of other cities as a basis for our work, with some 
adaptations to allow for local conditions. 

Two Purposes of Foreclosures 

One city of which the Commission has knowledge-Yonkers, 
N. Y., forecloses for two reasons: 1. to secure absolute title to 
lands which may in the near future be necessary for park purposes, 
street extensions, sewer location, or any other public purpose. 
2. to restore the property to the tax lists by taking absolute 
title and then reselling it, usually at a loss, but which loss is more 
than made up by restoring the property to the taxable lists. 

Furthermore, the foreclosures are not confined to those 
parcels on which the city holds a long lien. 
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The Problem of Valuation 
City of Lowell valuations are too high. Individually and 

collectively, the members of the Commission have often been told 
by state officials, who must know the obvious truth, that they are 
too high. At this writing, it is expected that the total valuation 
for the city in 1936 will be one hundred seven millions of dollars. 
That is almost 40 million less than it was in 1926, when the Com
mission came into office; and it is still higher than it should be. 
As proof, we have only to show the abatements which continue 
to be made. \Ve must assume, evidence to the contrary not being 
presented, that all abatements are honest and equitable. In the 
past few years, the city has abated hundreds of thousands of 
dollars in taxes-representing several millions in valuation. 

A Sign of Retl·ogression 
A low per capita valuation is distinctly not a sign of prosper

ity. A reasonable high per capita valuation, provided its after
math is not wholesale abatements, indicates a city where the 
cItIzens hold considerable property, especially investment and 
inlustrial property; and a low figure of abatements indicates a 
true valuation. 

Lowell just now is about to under-go, or should be under
going at the time this is published, a revaluation under the direc
tion of experts, with W. P. A. workers doing less skilled work. 
Just what the result of this will be is unknown now. Properly 
done, it should correct a great many inequities, and the resulting 
system, if vigilantly carried out, should prove beneficial. We do 
not look for an increase in valuation. Rather, we should look 
for a decrease and a more equitable distribution of the burden. 

Early in 1936, the Finance Commission reported adversely 
upon an order appropriating the proceeds of a loan of $175,000 
for the purpose of building a new vocational school in French 
Street, which could be joined to the present vocational school for 
girls in what is known as the High School Annex. The adverse 
report of the Commission was based on the fact that the plan 
contemplated the tearing down of taxable property, and removing 
it forever from the tax list. At the same time the plan was more 
ambitious than the Commission felt should be the case because 
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the lficurnng of loans increases fixed charges, and for 
this reason, at a time like this, must be reserved for absolutely 
essential projects which can be secured in no other way. 

Danger of Instalment Plan 

There is another reason for reporting adversely on loans, and 
that reason is that the buying of municipal improvement on bond 
issues, for a city with decreasing revenue can be just as irksome as 
an excess of instalment payments to an individual. Every pro
posed loan should be considered not alone on the necessity of 
the improvement it is desired to finance with it, but also as to 
what effect it will have on the current expense of the next 
few years. Let us illustrate: 

A few years ago, the city of Lowell spent, in a period of five 
years, approximately $1,250,000 for macadam streets. This 
was at the rate of $250,000 a year. As each unit of $250,000 was 
spent, it did not appear in the tax rate; but as it had to be repaid 
in five years, under state laws, it would appear in the rates of the 
next five yea rs at $50,000 for each year. After five years of this 
regime, the city found itself spending $250,000 which was not 
reflected in the tax levy, but it was paying back from tax money, 
$250,000 representing the spendings of the past five years. 

Debt Service 

Particularly at this time when the city is forced to borrow 
such large sums to balance its budget, the making of loans for 
improvements must be watched more carefully than ever. 
Whether the loan is for improvements or for balancing the budget, 
it affects the debt service anyway and to the same extent . It is 
interesting to compare the debt service as it has been for the past 
few years with what it would have been if no loans had , been 
necessary. For the latter record, we can take the financial report 
made by Gaylord C. Cummin in 1932, in which he projected the 
debt service for the next few years, and compare it with the actual 
debt service, which increased because of the loans that had to be 
incurred to reduce the tax levy. The comparison follows: ' 
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DEBT. SERVICE - CITY OF LOWELL 

1932-1936 Inclu sive 

As per Cummin As per Auditor's 
Report Report 

1932 $919,146.51 $955,070 .. 23 
1933 786,065.71 959,874.43 
1934 686,950.66 931 ,167.87 
1935 588,971.36 900,120.04 
1936 481,008.31 897,883.03 

Following the Cummin report of 1932, there were few loans 
for permanent improvements. If even these had been dispensed 
with, and no loans for budget balancing had been necessary, our 
debt service for 1936 would have been almost $417,000 less than 
was actually required. This is almost $4.00 on the tax rate. 

SUMl\lARY 

At the present wfltmg, the adverse factors holding Lowell 
back from performing municipal service of a high standard, and 
providing modest improvements are: 

1. An excess of relief costs ove r normal times 
of about ____________________________________________________ $ 700,000.00 

2. A temporary loan deficiency estimated 
conservatively at ____________________________________ 300,000.00 

3. An overlay deficit which at this writing 
IS actually ________________________________________________ 316,000.00 

TotaL _____________ . _______________________ $1,316,000.00 

That represents $12 per thousand in the tax rate according to 
this year's estimated valuation, and presents, to our minds, the 
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most fruitful field of endeavor. Excess relief ~osts is a difficult 
matter to control, but additional investigation of a rigid sort 
should more than pay for itself. The other two items can be 
considerably reduced, or even eliminated by more careful 
financing. (Note the Commission's comments on a "consistent, 
continuous fiscal policy." 

Departmental Management 

It will be noted that the Commission has said little about the 
detailed management of departments. There is a very good 
general reason for this. As a general proposition, departments 
are fairly well conducted and with few exceptions, do not need to 
be watched every moment to make sure that they do not overrun 
their appropriations. The Commission is convinced of this: 
That the important part of municipal management, from the point 
of view of maintaining solvency, lies in proper financing. 

In closing, the members of the Commission, individually and, 
collectively, wish to express appreciation to the many pu blic 
officials with whom they have had dealings, directly or indirectly, 
and to thank them for their unfailing courtesy and co-operation 
under all conditions. 

LOWELL FINANCE COMMISSION 

EDMUND M. CLUI , Chairman 

JOHN E. DRURY 

THOMAS ]. ?dARKHAM 



RECO'\L\lE~DATlO?\S 

1. The city government should at once set up machinery for 
ach ie\·ing a reduction of $1,000,000 in expenditures by 1941. 
\" ith the rapidh- changing complexion of administrations, recently, 
th is could best be accomplished by an outside body, with rotation 
in office provided, which could be known as a Budget Board, 
wh ich would be given power by ordinance to summons witnesses 
and records, and whose main object would be to work out a long 
term program of local financing. 

2. Lowell, ha\·ing one of the most serious tax title situations 
in the state, should take measures at once to relieve this situation. 
The Commission r~commends a real estate department simi lar to 
that of Fall Ri ver, so that the tax title account may be reduced, 
either by conversion to "possessions," and sold at a loss if neces
~ary, \\,ith the ultimate object of restoring as much as poss ibl e of 
this property to the li st of taxable property. 

3. The city's insurance practice should be systemat ized, and 
as a means toward this the Commission, as a result of a study 
made several years ago, recommends the so-called blanket form 
of insurance. 

4. \Vith a view toward reducing the deficit annually recur
ring, the Commission advocates that the cit)' join with others in a 
petition to the legislature for an amendment to t he statute regard
ing the motor vehicle exc ise tax, eith er to ha\'e this tax collected 
by the state, or to make payment of the tax a pre-requisite wward 
obta ining an automobile registration. 

5. The importance of making no replacements cannot be too 
stre ngly stressed. 
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