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City Council Budget Work Session  
May 15, 2023 

 

The City Council of the City of Elizabeth City met in work session on Monday, May 15, 
2023 in Council Chambers, located on the 2nd floor of the Municipal Administration 
Building, 306 E. Colonial Avenue, Elizabeth City, NC. 

MEMBERS PRESENT: Mayor Kirk Rivers 
                  Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence 
    Councilman Johnson Biggs    
    Councilman Joseph Peel 
    Councilman Javis Gibbs 
    Councilwoman Rose Whitehurst 
    Councilwoman Barbara Baxter 
    Councilman Johnnie Walton 

    

MEMBERS ABSENT: Councilwoman Katherine Felton 
 
          

OTHERS PRESENT: City Manager Montre’ Freeman 
Interim Chief of Police J. Phillip Webster 
Finance Director, Alicia Steward 
Assistant Finance Director, Brian Lewis 
Human Resources Director, Montique McClary 
Electric Superintendent, Donnell White 
Interim Community Development Director, Reggie Goodson 
Deputy Chief of Police, James Avens 
Public Utilities Director Dwan Bell 
Parks and Recreation Director Sean Clark 
Grants Administrator Jon Hawley 
Fire Chief Chris Carver 
ECDI Director Debbie Malenfant 
IT Director Matthew Simpson 
IT Systems Analyst Pedro Holley II 
City Clerk April Onley 
 

Mayor Rivers called the Budget Work Session to order at 5:00 p.m. He provided the 
invocation, after which everyone joined for the Pledge of Allegiance.  

1. Presentation – General Fund Budget Presentation for FY 2023-2024 
Continued; 

Mayor Rivers reminded the Council that the last session had left off with a presentation 
by the Fire Department, and tonight’s discussion would begin with the Police Department 
after following up with Fire Inspections. Mayor Rivers asked if the 46 full-time positions 
included Fire Inspections. Deputy Chief Brooks confirmed that it did. Mayor Rivers asked 
if we expected to stay within budget for this particular department. Director Steward said 
it appeared that we would not exceed the budgeted amount for fire inspections. Mayor 
Rivers reiterated that we were looking to increase the fire budget by $80,000 for the eight 
air packs. Mayor Pro Tem Spence asked how we intended to train for fire inspections? 
Deputy Chief Brooks said we would train continuously, which was how we did it now. 
Councilman Gibbs noted that fire inspections department was an integral part of the fire 
department that sometimes got lost in the shuffle, but it didn’t mean they weren’t 
appreciated and their positions weren’t extremely important.  

Mayor Rivers moved the Council’s attention to the Police Department’s budget, 
Councilman Peel asked about the increase in police salaries. He knew there was an 
increase on salaries but he felt that it was different than his calculations. Director Steward 
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noted that the salary and wages line included all benefits. Chief Webster advised that 
currently we have 35 sworn officers, with 23 openings. There are no openings for non-
sworn; however, he is carrying three BLET recruits as non-sworn because they are not 
finished with training yet.  

Councilman Peel said he did not understand the answer he got in response to his first 
question. How have we increased so much in salaries and wages? Director Steward said 
she believed last year, the budget projection only included active employees and not the 
vacancies and we are including all positions in this projection. We are accounting for 
everyone, even employees who may not be hired yet. Councilman Gibbs clarified that it 
would be as if we had full staffing levels for each type of officer. Director Steward said 
that was correct. Manager Freeman noted that the benefit packages also increased based 
on the type of officer. Councilman Peel asked what the $3 million number was based on? 
Director Steward said she felt it was probably based on about 58 officers. She asked 
Chief Webster if he knew how many officers he had that retired. Chief Webster said he 
did not know that number off the top of his head. Councilman Peel said if we end up at 
$2.8 million or so, we’re still under $3.6 million, so he wanted to know what number of 
officers that was based on if they don’t believe that we budgeted for a fully staffed unit? 
Manager Freeman said he wasn’t sure what the manager last year might have done, but 
his orders were to budget for a fully staffed unit. Councilman Peel clarified that $4.76 
million would be 58 officers. Manager Freeman said that was correct, and actually a 
decrease in size of our police department, but we felt good about that number.  

Councilman Biggs pointed out that the $6,500 multiplied by the officer number was 
$377,000, so where is the extra $374,000 coming from? Manager Freeman said benefits 
needed to be included. Councilman Biggs said he saw insurance in its own line item on 
the next page. Director Steward said previously we’ve never accounted for 2% increases. 
Manager Freeman said we were funding 2% increases off of lapsed salaries, but he felt 
that would run out at some point, so we needed to account as if we were operating as a 
fully staffed unit. He noted the number could change. Councilman Biggs said we’re 
budgeting for 58, we’re down 23, and we’ve got three in training. He asked what was the 
realistic number we could get by next year? Chief Webster said he was optimistic that we 
could get 15 by this time next year. Councilman Biggs asked how many might be on 
payroll in six months’ time? Chief Webster said five for sure would be graduated if they 
make it through the process. We stand to pick up one or two with experience in between 
that point. Councilman Biggs said he understood what the thought process was, but he 
worried that we had a large amount of additional money in that line item. He definitely 
hoped we could put that many officers into our force, but without complete confidence 
that we’d get them, he’d like us to pull it back some. 

Councilwoman Whitehurst said since this is such a large line item, she felt that it should 
be broken down and have some subtitles underneath it so the Council can see how it was 
tallied up. Councilman Walton noted that a budget is you spend money and then you 
receive revenue. Are you saying we’re going to budget for an ideal situation, which is 
what we should do? We shouldn’t budget something we’d anticipate not doing. If we don’t 
get the officers, it still stays with the City. He worried we were making it more difficult than 
it should be. He noted that we should have a balanced budget, not a perfect one. 
Councilman Peel said that would be the purpose of reducing the line item because we’re 
trying to give raises and we need to cut to do that. 

Mayor Rivers noted that it’s been a long time since we’ve been fully staffed in the police 
department. If we’re trying to find funds to give raises, find $80,000 for Fire’s air packs, 
we’re projecting we should be, but the chances that we’ll get that many sworn officers 
isn’t likely. If we’re trying to lower the numbers, we’ve got to cut somewhere. If we cut that 
down to $4 million, just as an example, we know we won’t get close to 58 sworn officers. 
It’s always good to hope, but we also should be realistic about what we can fill and use 
those true numbers instead of just budgeting for full staff because I don’t know that that 
may happen this year.  

Councilman Peel asked if we did not budget for all the officers before? Director Steward 
said that was correct. Councilman Peel said he was looking at the numbers and there 
wasn’t a lot of difference between the last few years. He asked when we stopped 
budgeting for all the positions because the numbers were pretty consistent from what he 
was seeing. He wasn’t sure if we had the level of detail to check if they were in there. In 
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2020, the amount spent is consistent with the amount allocated in previous years, but he 
didn’t know the number of police officers. Councilman Walton said we always had issues 
with the police department not being fully staffed and we ran into a lot of overtime issues. 
Councilman Peel pointed out that there’s a separate overtime line. He asked Director 
Steward if she was absolutely sure these positions weren’t there. Director Steward said 
that she was. She’d analyzed it as a whole and the trend of our expenses going up, all of 
our expenses, over more than 5%. She agreed that if we knew how many officers we may 
get within a year, then we could subtract the excess and lessen the budget impact of the 
salaries.  

Mayor Rivers felt that going to $3.9 million there would help a lot with various items, 
including FICA and insurance. He asked how many new officers we picked up in 2022-
2023? Councilman Gibbs said there are three in BLET. Mayor Rivers said the Chief thinks 
he can maybe pick up 10 additional officers. He felt that we should do the math off of 10 
officers instead of just saying “3.9 million”. He noted that next year, if we need to go up, 
so be it, but real numbers have been used. If the Chief feels optimistic that we can get 
10, then we can use that number. Councilman Walton noted that we could always have 
amendments throughout the year. Mayor Rivers requested that staff bring back a number 
for that line item reflecting 50 officers. Councilwoman Whitehurst asked for the numbers 
to be itemized as well with a breakdown for everyone to see.  

Mayor Pro Tem Spence said he would love to have a fully staffed police department. He 
asked Chief Webster what number he was comfortable with budgeting for? Chief Webster 
said he really did feel optimistic about 15. Mayor Pro Tem Spence said so that’s 50 total. 
Maybe we can look at some more recruiting avenues as well. He felt that 50 officers would 
be a good number if Chief was comfortable with that. Mayor Rivers asked that they make 
the changes across the board to reflect the reduction from 58 to 50 across the board. He 
asked if they would let them know as soon as possible what those numbers modified 
down to. Manager Freeman said he would have those numbers for them by Thursday 
and we could go over it at length if necessary during the next meeting. 

Councilman Biggs asked what contracted services were, as it had jumped significantly in 
the last few years. Chief Webster said we had a number of services, everything from 
software systems that run our cameras, our CAD systems, etc. Councilman Biggs asked 
if the current number is a pretty accurate number going forward or is this a one-time deal? 
Chief Webster said that based on the current contracts, we’re going to exceed the budget 
by about $15,000. Councilman Biggs said if we know it’s going to cost X, we probably 
need to budget for that versus having an overage somewhere.  

Mayor Rivers asked what line item we had for repairing and replacement of cameras in 
the city or where should a line item be placed? He noted we often hear that cameras 
aren’t working or there are some areas that need cameras. He saw two surveillance 
cameras in capital outlay but that item was not funded, which was why he was asking. 
Chief Webster said we have a contract for the maintenance of the system, but adding 
more cameras would be an additional cost. Mayor Rivers asked if adding cameras would 
be helpful to us and something that should be explored? Chief Webster said they could 
definitely look into it. They are looking into a grant now to get more cameras, although 
that’s not always a given. Mayor Rivers noted that there are hot spots in the city 
sometimes and “big brother” might be of service. If we’re cutting money from additional 
positions, cameras might be beneficial to help. Chief Webster said they did ask for two 
additional cameras for the waterfront, and Harbor Town also asked for cameras for their 
project. Mayor Rivers asked how many cameras the Council would like to see put in the 
budget? Chief Webster said they did propose a system for shots fired that would point 
cameras at gun shots. It’s $42,500. He wasn’t sure how many specific units were included 
in that. Mayor Rivers asked him to talk through that. Chief Webster said essentially it 
would mount to a pole, tie into a camera and when it picked up a report from a rifle or 
pistol round, it would turn the cameras to the sound. It’s a system they could build on and 
tied into many of the systems that they had. Mayor Rivers asked him if he liked it? Chief 
Webster said Edenton used it and they did like it. Mayor Rivers asked that he bring them 
back the price of Acumen, how many cameras it entailed, as well as the cost for eight 
cameras.  

Mayor Rivers noted that the more our cameras go up, the more our maintenance costs 
go up. If we gave every resident $10 off if they allow us to tap into their Ring doorbell, and 



 

4 
 

we had those throughout the City, he wondered if that might be an idea. Chief Webster 
said he believed Ring had some programs in place to support ideas like that. Councilman 
Walton asked if he had any data that showed how many cases that were solved because 
of cameras? Chief Webster said he didn’t have data on him, but he could tell him that 
almost nightly, they were using the cameras for one reason or another. There might be a 
shots fired call and it will be on camera. They are a big benefit to us. Councilman Walton 
asked which he thought would be a bigger benefit? Chief Webster said he felt everything 
could support each other. Manager Freeman said the more robust we make our system 
the better. IT Director Simpson said the cameras help with vehicle liability and accidents 
as well, not just criminal activity. Chief Webster agreed that they use them for that as well. 
Councilman Walton asked if the cameras were being kept updated? Chief Webster said 
yes. Mayor Rivers asked if IT installed these or if it was a contracted service? IT Director 
Simpson said it was a contracted service. They are installed on poles and you have to 
have network connectivity. Mayor Rivers reiterated to bring back the cost of about eight 
cameras. He noted that if we find anything out from Ring, that would be useful information 
too. IT Director Simpson noted that would include a citizen campaign to get permission 
from them, so that would be a process. Manager Freeman said we’d have to get with the 
attorney to get written consent. Chief Webster said there are already things in place to 
look at Ring camera footage, and they do use that sometimes. IT Director Simpson said 
they sometimes use gas station camera footage as well.  

Councilman Biggs asked about the debt service of vehicles. Are these on vehicles we 
have not purchased? Manager Freeman said we have taken possession of the four of the 
five. He does not have any new vehicles in the budget.  

Mayor Rivers asked that the new numbers for insurance get plugged in. Manager 
Freeman said we also got a request to increase animal control by $30,000, which would 
bring it to $169,680. He noted that this was not a choice on our part.  Mayor Rivers clarified 
that there were no more questions for Police and they would receive new pages with the 
updated numbers from this evening’s conversation. 

Public Utilities – Mayor Rivers asked Director Bell for his number of employees. Director 
Bell said he had 102 full-time and one part-time, which is not filled. There are two positions 
in solid waste that need to be filled. In Electric, there are looking at five vacancies for 
linemen. There is one vacancy in load management. He noted there was a part-time 
position showing for GIS, but he didn’t think that that would necessarily work for that 
department. Manager Freeman said he saw that and had tried to determine where that 
came from. It did not align with the needs of GIS. Ultimately, that part-time position, if 
anything, should be transferred to a full-time position. Director Bell said he remembered 
for years that Amy Durden was the only GIS person forever. He didn’t know if maybe her 
initial help was part time and then made full time, he just wasn’t sure how that all came to 
pass. He felt that having a part-time person in GIS would be helpful only because of where 
we’re starting to go with technology with walking the whole city, but they’ve been working 
without it for the last four or five years, so it’s not detrimental. Manager Freeman said this 
was part of his ask for IT, another thing that could be automated. Mayor Rivers said it 
might have not really been part-time, but sometimes we’d put things as .5 when they were 
funded from two different sources, so that was something to remember.  

Councilman Peel asked about the line item for Hurricane Dorian under GIS. Councilman 
Biggs said it’s an error. It should not have printed there and it wasn’t included in the total. 
It seems to have just printed.  

Mayor Rivers asked how many positions are in GIS? Director Bell said there are two full 
time and one part-time, but there’s no part-time person there. Mayor Rivers asked if it 
was just mapping there? Director Bell said it was much more than mapping, but yes, all 
of our maps come from there. Manager Freeman noted that in order to take care of our 
infrastructure, they are a huge part of it. Mayor Rivers said it often gets put on the 
manager’s desk for the 2% raises, but we don’t know what type of trainings they have 
going on. He wanted to try to get some real numbers together. Director Bell said for his 
department, he had all of his certifications labeled out, as well as related training. He 
thought we should maybe look at what’s 2% versus 3%. Some of the trainings are tough 
and we’re losing people because other places are giving up to 5% for the same 
certifications. He thought it should be a discussion. Mayor Rivers said he didn’t like 
percentages because if you make a lot of money, 2% sounds good, but if you only make 
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a little, 2% isn’t much of anything. Mayor Rivers agreed that was something to address 
when we looked at salaries and to keep our people from leaving us. Director Bell said 
people in water and sewer come in at $15 or so and then go to school and take these 
hard tests for 2%, they’re not motivated to get through this. We put processes in place 
that you have to get these licenses within a year and they’re not motivated to put 
themselves through this for 19 cent or so.  

Councilman Peel said he did not feel we had time to do that in this budget cycle, and he 
thought we could come back with that later. Manager Freeman said he didn’t know how 
long it would take. A lot of what was in Public Utilities was state supported and very clean, 
but a lot of Finance was not, a lot of Community Development was not. He wanted to look 
at other municipalities to see what they were doing and get competitive. We’ve lost a lot 
of employees because we can’t pay what they pay.  

Councilman Gibbs said he was a firm believer in making sure the staff knew that you 
supported them and believed in them. If you have a good relationship with your staff, 
they’ll stay with you, even if someone offers them more money. He reiterated that we 
must make sure that it goes beyond money and that we are treating our staff as well as 
we can. They must have a support system because it makes a world of difference. We 
can’t just get caught up in numbers.  

Mayor Rivers asked about the increase in fleet maintenance to $214,000 from $174,000 
last year. Manager Freeman said Director Bell requested a $500 increase in overtime. 
Director Bell said he did not request an increase in wages so he wasn’t sure about where 
that was coming from. He had five positions in fleet maintenance and he did not request 
any additional positions. Councilman Biggs asked if the Manager knew how we got there? 
Manager Freeman said apparently the $174,000 must have been short from last year. 
Councilman Biggs noted that even with the $500, we still had a bit of difference there. 
Director Steward said she’d do a list for the entire department with the description and 
the backup like what Councilwoman Whitehurst asked for. Councilman Peel noted the 
year before $197,000 was budgeted. $214,000 wasn’t that far off from that point. 
Councilman Biggs said he’d still like to see how the number came up.  

Mayor Rivers felt that the communications budget was a little low. They were only 
requesting $45,000 and we’re already over $59,000 this year. He asked what labor 
charges were. Director Bell said that looking back historically, it seems that labor is a 
projected number. It starts out negative and appears to be the mechanic’s rate that is 
billed out and paid back into a revenue source. They had discussions on the mechanic’s 
rate, which has been about $30-something an hour, which is not market rate at all and 
should be adjusted if we want to properly use the line item the way it should be. He felt 
the labor rate should be paying salaries. If we’re not using it in this way, we don’t even 
really need it. Mayor Rivers clarified that $285,000 is billed to other departments for fixing 
their fleet? Director Bell said that’s correct. He felt it should be an actual revenue account, 
but it’s been this way for years.  Councilman Biggs said he did not disagree that this 
should be adjusted because we’re billing it out at a much lower rate and if we had to go 
to a third-party, we’d definitely have sticker shock. Director Bell said he’d contacted some 
other municipalities, and they said they’re not trying to compete with dealerships, but 
they’re charging $75 or so and we’re only charging $30-something. It’s not a true depiction 
of what these repairs would really cost. If you decided to bump it to $75, all the 
departments would have to adjust their request. Mayor Rivers said just check and make 
sure $214,000 is the proper number here. 

Councilman Biggs said we’ve historically been spending $30,000 in streets / Powell Bill 
maintenance and repair and now we’ve cut it to $20,000. Everything asphalt is going up 
and inflation is terrible, he felt that we’d probably at least need the normal $30,000. He 
didn’t know how or why we’d have cut that knowing that construction is seeing record-
breaking increases. Director Bell said that particular line item was mostly for pothole 
repair and patching. Mayor Rivers agreed with Councilman Biggs that it should be pushed 
back to $30,000. Director Bell noted this item included sidewalk repair as well. Mayor 
Rivers asked the Council’s consensus on putting the $10,000 back in the item and moving 
it back to $30,000. The Council agreed to do so.  
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Street Signs – Director Bell said he’d recently found out that one of their vendor had 
inflated their costs, but they felt confident they had what they needed to finish out this 
year strong.  

Councilman Biggs asked if anyone knew why workman’s comp had been all over the 
place money-wise? He said he saw it over 100% across the board. He would hate to see 
us budget something if we knew we were going to have a real cost that was more going 
into the fiscal year and just trying to make the budget look better than it was. We might 
as well account for the hit now.  

Councilman Peel asked if we still got about a half a million a year from Powell Bill? 
Director Bell said about $540,000. He had been using it every year. They paved 15 or 16 
streets in 2021 and 2022. He would like to do that again. They’ve been prioritizing the 
streets. Councilman Peel asked him about North Williams Circle. Director Bell said he 
needed to look at it. Some patch work had been done but it needed some more work. 

Manager Freeman moved back to Councilman Biggs’ question about worker’s comp. He 
said there were still some claims out there. He noted that we did just get recognized as a 
city for safety awards. Councilman Biggs asked if the worker’s comp was a true expense? 
Manager Freeman said if we keep the trend, no. Historically, it’s been electric and public 
utilities that have carried the brunt of the cost for worker’s comp. It’s a projection at best 
right now and this number was a decision to help balance the budget. Councilman Biggs 
said he understood balancing the budget, but it’s a real cost and a real expense and we 
can’t ignore it. Mayor Rivers asked when we’d get the actual number? HR Director 
McClary said she’d received an email on her way over to the meeting, so she may have 
some numbers there now, but generally it was July or August. 

Powell Bill – Director Bell said only one employee is getting paid out of Powell Bill. Director 
Steward said there was another employee being paid from Powell Bill, but not any longer. 
That’s why there are new numbers there, bringing it from $80,000 to $47,000. Councilman 
Biggs noted that last year, we budgeted $719,000, recommended was $298,000. Where 
is the discrepancy? He knew that it was a unique thing. Director Steward said it was 
edited. Assistant Director Lewis said one of the numbers had changed and they’d be 
bringing back some new numbers with the new set of pull-outs. Director Bell said his initial 
ask was $100,000 more than last year for paving. They had to shave off a few streets 
from their plans from last year because of some issues with Butler’s Lane and the milling 
there. It was in horrible shape. He wanted to make sure there was enough cushion for the 
necessary core sampling. Councilman Biggs said the admin recommended is only 
$298,000 and Director Bell asked for $719,000. He didn’t know why we were so much 
further below. Do we know how much we’re getting from the state for Powell Bill? Director 
Steward said between $500,000 and $540,000. One of the findings on the audit report 
was that Powell Bill funding has not been treated like a capital project. It’s restricted funds 
that cannot be used anywhere else. Sometimes there’s a combination of years and that’s 
why there should be a multi-year capital project ordinance. She noted that this sheet 
would be changing as well  

Councilman Biggs worried that we were changing too much and we’re trying to “fix the 
plane as we’re flying it.” We’re trying to make decisions on things that have changed and 
we don’t know. We’re going into fund balance to balance the budget. We’re going to still 
be sitting here August 1st to balance the budget. I hate to be critical, but we have to figure 
this out. Councilwoman Whitehurst said they need the updated sheets so they can start 
looking at these sections. 

Councilman Biggs said he recommended that they adjourned so they can get all updates. 
He noted that there was also $50,000 that needed to be in the budget for the Boys and 
Girls Club. There’s about half a million that wasn’t in the Parks and Rec budget for the 
new gym that was put in. There’s salaries that we don’t have included from IT – is that 
going to have us going into fund balance additionally to balance the budget? Manager 
Freeman said he couldn’t really answer right now, but he’d know in probably about a 
week. Mayor Rivers asked if Councilman Biggs felt we were about $500,000 off. 
Councilman Biggs said he wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t in the book. If he looks at the handout 
from April 24th and the one from May 8th, there’s a big difference, so he doesn’t know. He 
wanted to go back and do some more homework. 
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Councilwoman Whitehurst said she had a question about workman’s comp. Historically, 
we’re been over $4,000, but now we’re budgeting for $2,500. She worried that may have 
been under-budgeted. Manager Freeman said that’s what he was referencing earlier 
about we were heading down, so they cut that down. The things being paid now are from 
previous years, they just haven’t been resolved yet. 

Councilman Peel said tomorrow, we are to send the LGC a preliminary budget, correct? 
Manager Freeman said that was correct. Councilman Peel asked what exactly we’re 
sending them? Manager Freeman said we’ll send them the changes from tonight, balance 
again and have it to them by tomorrow. This is just a preliminary. They know it’s a work 
in progress. Mayor Pro Tem Spence said the ones we don’t have in here? The sections 
will be in the packet tomorrow? Manager Freeman said that’s correct and the LGC is 
completely expecting changes. 

Councilman Walton said he appreciated this Council and the intensive process they were 
going through. They are expressing their concerns and are the group that’s going to pass 
the budget. He urged them not to get upset and keep communicating and working 
together because we still had time. The LGC would get their preliminary on time and we’d 
keep going.  

Mayor Rivers asked Mr. Freeman if he had the updates for the budget. He said that he 
did. Mayor Rivers asked if they’d go to the LGC because it would put the budget out of 
balance? Mr. Freeman said that was correct, but it’s preliminary, so they knew it was 
going to be a fluid, changing document.  

Mayor Rivers advised that the next budget meeting will be discussions around Parks and 
Rec, IT and HR.  

 

    2. Adjournment: 
 

There being no further business to be discussed, Mayor Rivers adjourned the meeting at 
7:10 p.m. 

       __________________________ 

       Kirk Rivers 
       Mayor     

 __________________________ 
April D. Onley 
City Clerk, NCCMC 


