CITY OF TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES
PUBLIC UTILITY ADVISORY BOARD
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 14, 2023

MINUTES


[bookmark: _GoBack]REGULAR MEETING
Regular meeting of the Public Utility Advisory Board of the City of Truth or Consequences, New Mexico to be held in the City Commission Chambers, 405 W. Third, Truth or Consequences, New Mexico, on Tuesday, February 14, 2023 at 3:30 pm.  

CALL TO ORDER:	
The meeting was called to order by Chairman Szigeti.

ROLL CALL:	 
	George Szigeti, Chairman  
	Jeff Dornbusch, Vice-Chairman - Absent
                            	Gil Avelar, Member 
                            	Don Armijo, Member - ABSENT
	Ken Moran, Member

ALSO PRESENT:	
			Bruce Swingle, City Manager
			Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager
Lisa Gabaldon, Deputy Clerk


1. APPROVAL OF AGENDA
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch made a motion to approve the agenda.
Member Avelar seconded the motion.
Motion carried unanimously.

2. APPROVAL OF MINUTES:
a. Regular meeting of January 17, 2023
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch made a motion to approve the minutes.
Member Avelar seconded the motion.
Motion carried unanimously.

3. COMMENTS FROM THE PUBLIC:  (3 Minute rule applies)
No Comments.

4. NEW BUSINESS:
a. Discussion/Action:  Continued Revision of City Code Related to Utilities, George Szigeti
Chairman Szigeti reported on the discussion when he presented the review of the ordinance to the City Commission on the annual increases. The one objection that came up was about having the utility directors come in and having to come in and justify themselves to the board, they do have a lot of other things on their plate. The suggestion was made that maybe the board should be more involved with reviewing the budget rather than having them report to the board. He is planning on sending a compromise to them, and to change one paragraph to say that: 
The PUAB shall monitor the budget of each utility to determine the continued need for the annual rate increase. The board may recommend to the City Commission to increase, decrease, or pause the annual rate increase depending upon their findings. 
That would give the board the board the ability to make recommendations to the City Commission. Helping with the budget process is one of the duties of the PUAB, according to the code, it would not be inappropriate for the board to do a review of the draft budget for the utility departments each year and it would be a good thing for the board to have an idea of what is going on with the each of the departments. There is a great deal of discussion on the nature of the rate increases because right now we have waste water and solid waste that are on a 5% annual increase and the water department is using the cost of living; there was quite a bit of discussion on putting all of the utilities on the same basis. The Commission decided to table the ordinance and come back to it at a later date when they’ve had a chance to review the subject a little more thoroughly. He is going to forward the change to the Commission and when it comes back up for discussion, they will take it from there.

City Manager Swingle stated that he had a lot to talk about on this issue. Based on the verbiage that’s being used now, he talked about the rates. He gave the board members the rate study for water/waste water that was done last year for 2021. (Attached) The City of Truth or Consequences rates are way too low. We are looking at $150 million dollars to update our water system. The average is $41.64 for residential and $52.36 for commercial. We’re charging $15.50 for residential and the same for commercial. There is no way tweaking with the ordinance and talking about whether we should have these increases or not on an annual basis where you evaluate it every 3 years is really draining. We have got to take a serious look at our rates and get caught up with the rest of the state. If we continue that rates at the rate, we’re at now, we will never be able to afford improvements on infrastructure, which are so desperately needed. They are currently out looking for different appropriations and capitol outlay, they are looking for all of the free money they can get. We are the 3rd lowest rate in the state of New Mexico. We need to get into the $20-$30 range on our rates just at least to give the department some funding so they can address the infrastructure. 

Chairman Szigeti agreed and stated that they should address this and talk about a substantial rate increase, they would have to do that as a separate topic, but it is something that they need to put on the boards agenda before their next meeting.

City Manager Swingle stated that the average rate is $39.61.  He does not expect a decision because it’s not on the agenda, but it’s certainly something that they can talk about in the future. 

Chairman Szigeti stated that it would be appropriate for their board to look directly at the water rate at the earliest possible time which would be the March meeting; he wants to have it added to the March agenda and ask staff have their suggestions ready so that they can discuss that at the next meeting. Once they have the rates adjusted to a suitable level, he is hoping that the annual rate increases would be able to keep them with the cost of doing business and that’s where this particular part of the ordinance would come into play. We have to get our rates up to where they support the departments. He stated that he thinks there are some provisions with some of the utilities about setting aside a little bit of money in the budget but that figure is grossly outdated and inadequate. That’s one of the things they need to look at when they talk about the individual departments on how much of the budget is used to set aside for infrastructure improvements and things like that.

Assistant City Manager Alvarez stated that one thing to consider is with their 2-year SDA water loans they are mandated to set aside short-term funds and debt service funds out of their budget.

City Manager Swingle stated that it is a double edged sword because when the state sees that there is a pot of money that they are not using, it is certainly something that you can be using, don’t come to us for a request if you have that kind of money in the bank, but that money in the bank is actually required by the stipulation for the USDA that it be there and we can’t touch it.

Chairman Szigeti stated that’s the amount that we’re setting aside for emergencies and for infrastructures; one of the things that we do need to consider when we’re looking at the code. He would like to divvy it up between the board members; he would like for Member Moran and Member Avelar to look at the section that deals with the electricity. He would like for Vice-Chairman Dornbusch to look at the water/wastewater sections and he will focus on the solid waste section. He would like this item on the agenda for continued discussion. The duty of this board is to take care of the utilities and make recommendations as how they can improve the code and help our utility departments to run better and assist them in doing the job that they need to do. They will discuss directly the water rates at the next meeting.

5. REPORTS FROM THE BOARD

Chairman Szigeti welcomed new member Ken Moran to the board.

6.  REPORTS FROM STAFF

City Manager Swingle introduced Arnie Castaneda as the new Water/Wastewater director.
They are working with the schools and hospital in regards to a water service interruption that will happen on Thursday to fix a water line and the schools will be closed on Thursday so that they can address this issue. The hospital will be using some emergency protocols for their services. The contractors have stated that most of the lines that they’ve located were unknowns and not on any maps. They are in the process of selling bonds for the $3 million dollars; $1 million for streets and $2 million for water/wastewater. The goal is, after consulting with finance, they’re gonna sell ¼ of those per year for 4 years. The whole idea for the bonds was to use the money as seed money for grants that are out there. 
Assistant City Manager Alvarez, Mayor Forrister, and City Manager Swingle went to Santa Fe on Friday to meet with Senator Diamond and the Governor; unfortunately, they met with the governor’s staff, the governor was busy with the session. They drafted a map of where their water leaks are occurring. They need 31,000 linear feet for water lines and valves and it will cost $20 million dollars. Crystal Diamond has sponsored Senate Bill 359 which is requesting $20 million dollars for the City of T or C’s water improvements. She also offered to the governor’s staff that she will have an A plan to have the legislature fund it; B plan, Crystal will throw in $1 million dollars of her capitol outlay money if the governor will throw in $19 million dollars. She would also talk to the other legislators. 
With the electric study they want to ensure that the infrastructure that’s needed so that the rates will not only cover operations, but future growth on improvements. It’s better to do it now rather than to really raise the rates later. 

Chairman Szigeti stated that with them going to the state legislature for money for the water system, it makes it even more imperative that they do the study on the water rate increases to back up their request for money from the state. 

City Manager Swingle stated that the governor will have the environment department also evaluate this. We had a 30% increase with the last rate study and then 5.4% increase and a 9.1% increase; that is not a non-commitment from the community but we’re gonna have to elevate it more.

Assistant City Manager Alvarez stated that they’re having meeting this week with another rate study looking at potentially doing a solid waste rate study, both on the residential trash as well as the collection center and all of its infrastructure. We will have rate studies for all of our utility departments at that point. The annual increase costs to the contract that we have with South Central Solid Waste Authority, it annually goes up and his costs are going up but the rates haven’t gone up, at least at the collection center. 

7. ADJOURNMENT

There being no further business, Chairman Szigeti made a motion to adjourn the meeting.
Member Avelar seconded the motion.
Motion carried unanimously.

PASSED AND APPROVED ON THIS 20th DAY OF MARCH, 2023.	   
                                      					


______________________________
								         George Szigeti, Chairman
                                                                               		       Public Utility Advisory Board

