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CITY COUNCIL WORK SESSION

City Council Chambers
Tuesday, May 27, 2025 at 2:00 PM

MINUTES

Call to Order
Mayor Becky S. Smith called the meeting to order.

Members Present

Present for the meeting were Council Members Brenda Boyd, Nellie Floyd, Bill Whitmire, Brent Guffey,
Allen Hook, and Donnie Griffin. City Manager Josh Ross and department heads were also in attendance. A
quorum was established.

FY 2025-2026 Draft Budget Review

City Manager Josh Ross opened the session by distributing his recommended FY 2025-2026 budget and
invited Council discussion. He noted that the budget materials and previous work session presentations are
available online for public viewing.

Council Member Bill Whitmire opened the discussion by recognizing the diligent work of City Manager
Ross and Finance Director Diane Jenkins in preparing the past two fiscal budgets. He then proposed reducing
the property tax rate from 55 cents to 52 cents per $100 of valuation by cutting several non-operational
expenditures, including resurfacing S. 12th Street, three full-time firefighter positions, facial recognition
software, and various sidewalk projects. Mr. Whitmire noted that while a 3-cent reduction would have
limited financial impact, it would demonstrate responsiveness to constituents' concerns. He also raised
questions about what might trigger financial oversight or intervention from the Local Government
Commission (LGC).

In response, Finance Director Jenkins and City Manager Ross stated that while there are no clearly defined
criteria for LGC takeover, the current recommended budget—maintaining the tax rate at 55 cents—has
already been submitted to LGC staff. Should Council wish to revise the rate, that intent would need to be
communicated promptly. Jenkins and Ross further explained that the City has been transparent with the LGC
over the past two budget cycles, particularly in highlighting the rationale behind raising the tax rate to support
budget stability.

Ross clarified that many of the items identified by Mr. Whitmire are tied to restricted funds and cannot be
redirected into the general fund. For example, funds for S. 12th Street paving would remain within the Powell
Bill fund if unspent. Jenkins also reminded the Council that governmental budgeting differs significantly
from personal finance.

The discussion continued with Ross pointing out that sidewalk improvements had been identified as a
Council priority during the February 2025 Planning Retreat. Council Member Allen Hook, serving as the
City’s MPO representative, emphasized that matching funds for the sidewalk project on Highway 161 are
critical; without them, the State may delay the project.



Council Member Donnie Griffin also expressed concern over the current tax rate and proposed eliminating
additional non-operational expenses, including improvements to Centennial Park, sidewalk repairs, and
Phase 11 of the pool improvement project. Inquiries were made regarding the $25,000 used for Phase | of the
pool upgrades. Staff responded that this amount, authorized after reviewing revenue projections in early
2025, was allocated toward cosmetic enhancements, filter repairs, and general maintenance. Phase 11, if
funded, would commence in Spring 2026 and would focus on renovating the slide, concession area, and
restrooms—the first such significant updates since 2006.

Mayor Smith addressed the Council and reminded members of their oaths to serve the entirety of Bessemer
City’s population. She emphasized the careful planning and expertise that went into the recommended
budget, urging respect for the efforts of City Manager Ross and Finance Director Jenkins.

Ross further reminded Council that in 2024, a memo was sent to the LGC outlining a plan to increase
revenue. While staff initially recommended a 15-cent tax increase, the Council ultimately approved a 10-
cent increase, bringing the rate to 55 cents. Although last year’s budget included significant cuts, this year’s
budget reflects relief from expiring debt obligations. Ross cautioned that altering the tax rate now may
prompt LGC questions about the City’s long-term financial direction, especially as this budget marks the
third year of reviewable financial data and the second consecutive year without using fund balance for
operations.

Council Member Allen Hook voiced his support for maintaining the 55-cent rate, noting that while he may
be open to a reduction in the future, the City must currently prioritize funding for full-time firefighter
positions due to a decline in volunteerism. He also supported pool improvements, viewing the facility as a
valuable community asset requiring continued investment.

Council Member Nellie Floyd agreed with maintaining the current rate, citing the need for stability and the
importance of forward-looking investments in amenities that support youth and families. As a senior citizen,
she empathized with residents on fixed incomes but emphasized that Council must weigh long-term
community benefits.

Council Member Brent Guffey also supported keeping the 55-cent rate in place for another year and
suggested increasing the staff cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) from 2% to 3%. He proposed delaying the
hiring of a water plant employee to help offset this potential increase.

A brief discussion followed regarding the upcoming pay and classification study to be conducted by the
MAPS Group. Following that, Council Member Hook made a motion, seconded and approved unanimously,
to exclude the Mayor and Council from the 2% COLA designated for staff.

Council Member Brenda Boyd shared that although her ward faces significant economic challenges, she has
not received any complaints about the tax rate. She supported maintaining the current rate and echoed interest
in increasing staff pay.

Council Member Whitmire closed the budget discussion by thanking everyone for their input. He also
encouraged staff to better communicate the City's financial story and its placement on the LGC's Unit
Assistance List to help residents understand the City’s position.

Council Member Guffey requested that the City include information about the upcoming sewer rate increase
in the next utility billing mailer. Staff confirmed that the 5% increase is a direct result of cost increases from
Two Rivers Utilities, operated by the City of Gastonia.



Department Reports

JoD Franklin, Parks & Recreation Director

Mr. Franklin thanked all departments for their support in the successful execution of the 37th Annual Down-
Home Festival. He noted the pool opened over the weekend and that the City would host a baseball
tournament at Stinger Park from June 11-15. Efforts are ongoing to secure additional sponsorships for future
events.

Jamie Watkins, City Planner & Stormwater Administrator
Mrs. Watkins informed Council that a voluntary annexation request would be brought forward at the June
2025 regular meeting.

Diane Jenkins, Finance Director
Ms. Jenkins provided updates regarding the ongoing audit, packing at the Annex, and noted that FY 2024—
2025 budget amendments will be presented for approval at the June 2025 work session.

Jamie Ramsey, Operations and Special Projects Director

Mr. Ramsey reported a successful gas audit and noted that Dylan Farris in the gas department recently earned
his welding certification, which will allow the City to reduce external welding costs. He also reported on a
pending gas line relocation in the Vantine area and the receipt of two lead and copper study engineering
contracts that will be presented to Council in June.

Tom Ellis, Public Safety Director

Mr. Ellis praised the seamless collaboration among departments during the Down Home Festival. He
reported that the Police Department currently has four vacancies, with two cadets in training and two lateral
hires planned. Narcan-related emergency calls have increased by 20%, and there is a growing need for full-
time firefighters due to the decline in volunteer service. Neighboring cities are now responding with multiple
fire trucks due to staffing shortages.

Hydeia Hayes, City Clerk & Human Resources Director

Ms. Hayes shared that the ABC Board has conducted interviews and will present appointment
recommendations at the June meeting. She also reminded Council of the Juneteenth Festival taking place
Friday, June 13 at Centennial Park and thanked the Council for its continued support of public celebrations.

City Manager’s Report
City Manager Ross provided the following updates:

o Staff are coordinating with NCDOT regarding road closures for upcoming painting projects at the
11th and 13th Street underpasses. Staff would like to see these underpasses used for "expression
tunnels."

e The branding committee has met again to incorporate Council feedback. The consultant will
present revised materials at the July 2025 work session.

o Public Safety Capital Project is underway. The initial site assessment and environmental testing
were completed. Additional revenue for this project will be generated from the sale of City Hall
Annex, Central Drug, and the Old Rex Theatre.

Council General Discussion

Mayor Smith opened the floor for discussion. Council Members, Allen Hook and Brent Guffey spoke about
a FEMA program dedicated to helping private homeowners remove debris from Hurricane Helene. City
Manager Ross informed them that staff have received this information and will be sharing with the
community.




By general consensus, the Work Session on Tuesday, June 24, 2025 will be held at 2 PM to allow for several
presentations regarding upcoming projects and grant funding.

Closed Session
By motion of Brent Guffey and unanimous vote, Mayor and Council went in to Closed Session as
permitted under N.C.G.S. 143-318.11 section (a) (5) to discuss the purchase of property at 3:47 PM.

By motion of Brenda Boyd and unanimous vote, Mayor and Council came out of Closed Session at 3:57
PM. No action was taken.

Purchase of Property
By motion of Brent Guffey and unanimous vote, City Manager Ross was instructed to negotiate on behalf
of Council for a piece of property located at 115 West Washington Avenue for $135,000.

Adjournment
There being no further business, by motion of Brenda Boyd and unanimous vote the meeting was

adjourned at 4:11 PM.

Becky S. Smith, Mayor Hydeia Y. Hayes, City Clerk



