
Helpful Hints for  
Public Managers



On March 1, 2012, the Maine Town, City and County Manage-
ment Association hosted its 33rd Annual Statewide Manager 
Interchange – an educational seminar designed to enhance the 
professional development of public managers in Maine.

At this event, the attendees completed an interactive working 
session regarding the top issues faced by public managers.  The 
result of this effort is this guide.

MTCMA hopes that you will find this guide beneficial and will 
use it as a living document.  The association also encourages its 
members to share useful information to keep this guide relevant 
and helpful to all members.  To share information, please contact 
the current president of the MTCMA.

A print copy of this booklet was distributed to all members in 
2012 and new members will receive a copy moving forward in the 
MTCMA new member packet.  An electronic version is available 
on the MTCMA website at www.mtcma.org.

~ This guide is dedicated to all past, present and future  
public administrators who heed the call to public service  

and work tirelessly for their citizens. ~

Message from MTCMA

Mission

The mission of MTCMA is to broaden the knowledge 
and promote values necessary for Maine’s local 
government administrators to better serve their 

communities.
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Maine Town, City and County Management Association

MTCMA is the association for Maine’s Municipal and County Managers 
and Administrators.  Formed in 1945, it was one of the first associations 
in the United States devoted to the professional development needs of 
municipal and county management. Today, MTCMA has over 200 mem-
bers that represent Maine communities of various populations. Many 
members have decades of experience; others are new to the profession. 
All take pride in their community and eagerly share ideas, experiences 
and resources.

MTCMA is pleased to be an affiliate of the International City/County 
Management Association.  ICMA advances professional local government 
worldwide. Their mission is to create excellence in local governance by 
developing and fostering professional management to build sustainable 
communities that improve people’s lives. ICMA provides member sup-
port, publications, data, and results-oriented assistance and training to 
thousands of municipal and county officials and staff.

The MTCMA is governed by a Board of Directors who are selected at the 
MTCMA Annual Meeting. The Board meets periodically throughout the 
year to discuss the Association’s goals, events, professional development 
needs and member needs. The MTCMA has several committees and is 
always seeking members to become involved in the Association. The com-
mittees are:

Communications/Website Committee

Ethics Committee

Professional Development Committee

Senior Advisor Committee

Awards/Scholarship Committee

Nominating Committee

Membership Committee

Ambassadors Committee

Sponsorship Committee

The MTCMA offers a Member Certification Program for municipal 
and county managers in recognition of corporate members who have com-
pleted relevant courses of study and public service.

About the Maine Town, City and County 
Management Association
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Helpful Hints for Public Managers

About the Maine Town, City and County 
Management Association

MTCMA’s website is an information resource for all managers and pro-
vides numerous resources, links and listserv archives of various subjects 
related to municipal and county management. Visit us at www.mtcma.
org. 

The Ambassador and Senior Advisors Program is a beneficial men-
toring program that utilizes the substantial knowledge of experienced 
and retired municipal and county managers and administrators.  Am-
bassadors and Senior Advisors are available to provide experience and 
discuss issues with members.

The MTCMA follows a Code of Ethics that mirrors those of the ICMA 
and governs with a set of established Association By-Laws. In addition, 
members can participate in an active email group for information shar-
ing. Maine has nearly 500 municipalities and 16 counties of many sizes. 
Each has its own form of government, and for many, that government is 
run by a Manager, Administrator or Administrative Assistant to Select 
Board. The management role is diverse and that’s where the Maine 
Town, City and County Management Association can help.

Goals of the MTCMA
• Preserve the Vitality of Our Profession and Association: 

MTCMA works to ensure the long-term strength of professional 
municipal and county management and of MTCMA.

• Name Recognition & Respect: MTCMA and its members will 
be recognized and respected leaders on municipal/county issues.

• A Resource for Members: MTCMA will be the leading provider 
of personal & professional development for its members.

• Networking & Building Relationships: MTCMA will build 
strong relationships among our members, with elected officials & 
others interested in local government.

• Maintain High Ethical Standards: MTCMA will follow the 
adopted ICMA Code of Ethics. It will include and advocate for 
the Code of Ethics in all MTCMA activities.
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Maine Town, City and County Management Association

Budgeting
In the always challenging public service profession, budgeting and the 
need to “do more with less” is an on-going challenge that will not disap-
pear anytime soon.  Two primary ongoing challenges identified at the 
2012 Interchange were:

 < The tax demand of the education budgets on the mil rate. 

 < A lack of understanding on the part of many about budget pres-
sures, including: 

 ◊ state cuts, state cost shifts, lost revenues, shrinking excise 
taxes, a lack of return on investments, loss of tax base, in-
creased calls for service, and infrastructure decay.

As a working group, the attendees offered the following suggestions:

 � Hold a pre-meeting with stakeholders, and discuss the issues. 
Determine priorities with an understanding of the pressures of 
each issue. 

 � Pre-determine an acceptable level of tax impact.  A good compari-
son is the annual Consumer Price Index (inflation).  

 � Identify important issues in an opening budget policy/impact 
statement. 

 � Show year-to-year percentage changes in both revenues and ap-
propriations.

 � Budgets should include short, clear, simple, concise explanations 
of how appropriations are to be spent and the needs it addresses. 
List out funding recommendations, issues, and priorities by de-
partment.

 � Develop consistent line item names and account numbers across 
all divisions and departments.

 � Review all revenues and fees annually to determine if they are 
adequate for the amount of service provided.  User fees should be 
progressive and general taxation regressive.

 � Always break out municipal budgets into Operational and Capital 
budgets. Capital Investment or Improvement Programs address 
rather expensive, long-lasting asset improvement or acquisition 
(roads, trucks, buildings, downtown project funds, etc.)  Auditors 
appreciate a separate system that tracks adding, removing and 
improving capital assets and can help change the budget into an 
Operations budget and a Capital budget. 
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Helpful Hints for Public Managers

Budgeting
 � Discuss with the auditor the value of using reserve accounts for 

future Capital investment needs. 

 � Discuss utilizing a Gross Budgeting system rather than a net 
budgeting system, as gross budgeting is a much more transparent 
process.

 � If the community receives any grant money, create separate rev-
enue and expense accounts for the grant and keep a record of all 
transactions as well as electronic copies.  Today, many audits are 
done remotely, so having the documents electronically will assist 
with this process.  This is also good preparation for the annual 
audit, not just a grant-agency audit.

 � With regard to handling compensation issues, have the elected 
officials set a base increase. Consider using a base (COLA) as well 
as a merit pay system. Union compensations are often tied to the 
November Consumer Price Index (CPI). This can serve as a cap 
such as 1-3% (min – max). Make sure to have a discussion with 
department heads as they must understand and be able to explain 
the compensation system.

 � Discuss the merits of converting your calendar budget year to a 
Fiscal Year (July 1- June 30). Also, discuss collecting taxes in mul-
tiple payments, i.e., half due in May, half due in November. 
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Along the same topic as budgeting, public administrators always need to 
keep focused on how to get products and services for the community at 
the best price.  Identified challenges were:

 < Bad planning leading to hidden, unexpected costs

 < Lack of planning

The working group offered the following suggestions:

 � When considering outsourcing vs. in-house costs, make sure to 
include all of the associated costs of employees, equipment and 
materials.

 � It is recommended with many bidding processes to hold a pre-bid 
meeting with potential bidders. This ensures that all bidders have 
a clear understanding of the proposed project.  It also provides 
the opportunity for contractors to ask questions pertaining to the 
project and the bid documents.  

 � Have bids returned with qualifications, proof of insurance and 
numerous references.

 � Communities should have a procurement policy that includes the 
process for bidding purchases.

 � At times, leasing equipment may be a better option than purchas-
ing. 

 � There are several money saving options for cooperative purchas-
ing.  Examples include:

 ◊ Trading work and/or equipment with other communities

 ◊ Interlocal Agreements / Shared Services            

 ◊ State Bids, Regional (COGs) Bids, and Multi-Town Bids

 ◊ Joint purchasing of consumables and other products 

 � Consider using coupons; there are some that can really save 
money with the go-to vendor.  Some communities structure the 
community credit card so that they receive points for travel and 

Purchasing Options, Bidding & 
Outsourcing
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Purchasing Options, Bidding & 
Outsourcing

then use them when sending staff to training. Pay them off fully 
monthly and it’s a win.

 � If debt is callable, the community may save interest on loans by 
pre-paying or refinancing debt.  Use local prison work-release 
participants to paint, clean, and do park maintenance.
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Maine Town, City and County Management Association

Using Technologies

Utilizing technology to increase efficiencies, reduce expenses and improve 
customer service is paramount.  However, municipalities face many 
choices and challenges with regard to ever-emerging technologies and the 
potential for an over dependency. While person-to-person is always pref-
erable, all managers will need to embrace technological ways of sharing 
information and manipulating data.  Some important challenges are:

 < Technology is growing at such a rapid pace that it becomes neces-
sary to consider the financial impact to the maintenance and 
upgrade of the technology as well as the training costs necessary 
to assist staff with the ability to get the most out of improved tech-
nology.  As a result, policies must be monitored and adapted on an 
ongoing basis.

 < Technology can produce instant communication and can lead to 
a perception of 24-hour staff accessibility and availability.  Set 
boundaries and remember that it is okay to “turn it off.”

 < While most want the accessibility of accurate information, there is 
also a growing wariness and resistance to data collection, privacy 
violation and the possibility of too much transparency with the 
availability of public records on the Internet.    

 < There are still locations in Maine that do not have high speed 
Internet access. Technology can grow faster than citizen technical 
capabilities, so remember to keep it simple when offering online 
services to the public.  

 < Large-scale technology can negatively impact local economic 
development as local retailers and vendors compete against online 
marketplaces.  

A few suggestions and things to consider:

 � It is important to update budget procedures and policies to al-
locate appropriate funding and depreciation costs for additional 
hardware and software.  

 � As technology becomes a bigger part of the process, it is important 
to manage the perception and expectation of 24-hour accessibility 
and availability.  It is perfectly appropriate to set boundaries and 
maintain them.  

 � Technology policies – online data, Internet usage, e-mail, etc. 
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should be in place and reviewed frequently to ensure that they are 
effective and followed.  

 � Minimum density requirements – check with the local cable, 
Internet and phone vendor and look into coordinating a regional 
cost-sharing program with nearby communities to save on cost.  

 � Increasingly, communities are and should collaborate with each 
other regarding hardware and software purchases and even IT 
support contracts.  

 � Reevaluate processes, policies and procedures and use technology 
to streamline.  If technology does not streamline efforts or assist 
in providing a desired standard of citizen support, reevaluate op-
tions. 

Using Technologies
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Maine Town, City and County Management Association

Economic Development
As funds dwindle, there are always challenges to finding financial re-
sources to increase economic development in a community.  The issues 
raised by the working group were:

 < Shrinking opportunities and amounts of grant funds available. 
These dwindling grant opportunities increasingly require more 
and more local “match” and the grants are highly competitive 
requiring grant writing and grant management skills.

 < A lack of vision of what is wanted and reasonable for economic 
development. 

 < Access to broadband data is very important as it allows even rural 
communities to compete with more “developed” communities.

 < Transportation system in Maine is in sharp decline (local and 
state road programs lack funding).

 < There can be a lack of State-provided tools and resources for mu-
nicipalities to utilize for promoting economic development and job 
growth. Increasingly, business owners note a lack of specific skills 
in the workforce.

 < Maine is hampered by high energy costs and many regulatory 
road blocks.

 < Lack of recognition of the connection between economic develop-
ment and the property tax base.

Considerations offered by the working group:

 � Review census information to create an assessment of the region’s 
population increases or decreases, age, skills sets, and shifts in 
industries.

 � Define the community’s vision. Connect with residents and local 
business owners in creating that vision and a prioritized economic 
development strategy.  Define the type of economic development 
that is desired and fits in the community.  Take into consideration 
the likelihood that the choice of business will come to the commu-
nity. 

 � Investigate available grants not only through the State but also 
through philanthropic organizations. 

 � Investigate the use of Tax Increment Financing districts and 
public-private partnerships. 

 � For cost savings, seek to renovate or reuse existing infrastructure. 
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 � While attracting new business, do not forget about existing small 
businesses. Most new job growth will occur with the expansion of 
this demographic. Be aware of the needs of current local businesses 
and be prepared to help them thrive. 

 � Emphasize the positive aspects of the community.  For example, 
quality of place and workforce. 

 � Contact local educational institutions to discuss workforce needs 
and different ways the municipal and school leaders can find solu-
tions to the problems.

 � Avoid a sense of community instability in terms of its commit-
ment to economic growth by building community support. Issues 
of geographic isolation, competition among towns, big-box stores, 
shrinking local revenues and a high level of anxiety among the 
population leads to a difficult environment in which to grow the 
community. Help the community understand the economic develop-
ment planning process by being transparent and offering as much 
information as possible. Utilize the Department of Community and 
Economic Development for assistance, advocacy and grant training. 
Investigate the available “incentive” tools for municipalities to use 
to attract businesses in start up, relocation or expansion. 

 � Be an active participant in all local, regional and state roadway 
planning.

 � Maine can and should emphasize “quality of place” and having 
some of the most productive workers in America, but advanced 
and specialized job skills training must be available to our work-
ers. Maine’s community college system is moving toward linking 
their offerings with emerging job skill needs, but more collabora-
tion between business and education needs to occur.  When these 
opportunities arise, be sure to participate and ensure that the local 
voice is heard.

 � Inventory locations that have the infrastructure and local zoning to 
support economic development. Be aware that in some cases, land 
conservation, tree growth lands, etc. are limiting to the number of 
appropriate economic development land parcels that may be avail-
able. 

 � Collaborate with neighboring communities for joint development 
activities (e.g. Lewiston-Auburn, tax-shared Business Parks, etc.) 
Partnerships can be a very effective economic development tool, 
including public-private-non-profit partnerships and medical/uni-
versity partnerships.

Economic Development
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Maine Town, City and County Management Association

 � Carefully consider if there are business-friendly approval process-
es and consistent, smart regulations.  

 � Don’t be afraid to “market” the community, including the existing 
state programs such as tax increment financing (TIF districts), 
rural development loans, “Pine Tree Zones” and other tax shelter-
ing incentives.

 � Do some research on what business development support, exper-
tise and programs are available (Chambers of Commerce, Coun-
ties, SCORE, COGs, State agencies, federal agencies, CDBG, etc.).  
Consultants or staff from nearby communities may know of these 
resources and how to use them effectively. 

 � Pay attention to the news, websites and media for opportunities. 

 � Use available website space and social media options to promote 
the community and its development process.  

Economic Development
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Personnel Issues

Managing personnel can be very rewarding – and also frustrating – and 
always a challenge.  It can be time consuming as well, but managing staff 
is one of the public administrator’s most important tasks.  Some of the 
issues raised by the Interchange working group were:

 < As a leader, management of a multitude of personnel issues such 
as toxic attitudes, insubordinate behavior, apathy and lack of 
maturity is par for the course and can sometimes be continuous 
and overwhelming.  

 < Some communities are small and well-connected and, as a result, 
the administrator may have to battle the local “rumor mill.”  

 < Some communities can face difficulties between union and non-
union staff regarding issues of fairness, benefits and compensa-
tion.    

 < New administrators could inherit issues from previous admin-
istrators and may need to spend a significant amount of time 
adjusting the office culture. 

 < When trying to establish acceptable and desirable employee be-
haviors, it may be necessary to spend time in getting employees to 
accept the new expectations.  It may require dismissing some staff 
that will not comply.  

Here are some helpful suggestions from the work group: 

 � As always, ensure that all personnel and training policies are up-
to-date.  It is important to make sure that all policies are modern, 
legal and comprehensive.  They should be reviewed often to meet 
changing law requirements. 

 � Try to use education-based discipline versus purely punitive-based 
discipline.  Offer clear, constructive direction of how to improve 
and to meet acceptable levels of employee effort and behavior. Em-
phasize the importance of every staff member and how each staff 
member can positively impact the team and community. 

 � If changing the work environment significantly, consider bringing 
in a mediator or communications consultant.  

 � Use all available support and resources.  Some of these are:  Pro-
fessional peers and colleagues, the Maine Municipal Association’s 
Personnel and Labor Relations Department and Legal Services 
Department, professional associations like the MTCMA and ICMA 
and the community’s attorney.
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 � Take the time to address issues as they arrive.  If ignored, the is-
sue can get much worse.  

 � Remember to respect the integrity and emotions of the employee 
and focus on the behavior and not the person.  There is a litany of 
resources available on the Internet as well as the MMA’s Resource 
Center.  

 � Show effective leadership to create the desired team.  The team is 
led by example.  If the new administration desires well-trained, 
professional and customer-focused staff, then the leadership needs 
to be well-trained and support training, maintain professional 
standards and hold all staff accountable on the same level.  The 
leadership needs to provide excellent customer service not just 
to the community (external customers), but also understand and 
embrace the idea that all staff are customers, too, and should 
be treated accordingly.  In understanding the internal customer 
concept (the staff), many issues will work out simply by fostering 
a service-friendly environment.  

 � Create incentive programs for retaining appointed and volunteer 
staff.  

Personnel Issues
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Community Relations

It is desirable to have a positive relationship and reputation between the 
public staff and the community.  Unfortunately, some citizens do have a 
negative perception toward government and some even spread this nega-
tive perception to other citizens. There can be a very high level of apathy, 
cynicism and disillusionment for many reasons.  Constant media reporting, 
negative publicity or even just past errors not forgotten can all lead to a 
certain level of mistrust with the public.  

The working group discussed these challenges as well as the following:

 < Continued restricted budgets make it even more difficult to com-
municate with the community as effectively as possible.  Not just 
in the potential financial requirements of sending communica-
tions, but also in finding the time to do so on an ongoing basis.  

 < As staff positions are cut and consolidated, less staff is taking on 
more work which makes it more difficult to find the time to pre-
pare communications unless mandated or due to crisis.  

Public administrators may find use in the following suggestions:

 � Seek to have community forums where open dialogue is encour-
aged about community plans, challenges and visions.  

 � Be transparent and honest – share both the good news and the 
bad news.  

 � Use technology to support ongoing communication.  Social media 
sites, websites or even monthly newsletters sent via email are all 
free or extremely inexpensive ways to communicate with the com-
munity at large.  

 � Develop a trusting and transparent relationship with the local 
media.  

 � If not doing so already, look into using part of the local cable fran-
chise fees to fund the community website and Public Access Chan-
nels.  In addition, provide advertising space to local businesses to 
help defray the cost of this technology.  

 � Community Relations is an integral part of running a successful 
local community.  It should be a part of the overall vision of the 
community, part of the goal-setting process and should be a prior-
ity in the evaluation process.  Talk with the elected officials and 
work with them to have one voice – the community voice.  Train 
the appointed staff to support and execute the community-orient-
ed message.  
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Community Relations
 � Consider that some citizens may have valid reasons for their 

negative perception of local government.  These citizens may have 
had a negative customer service experience or another experience 
that may have left them feeling that they don’t matter.  Find ways 
to reconnect with these citizens and try to make it right moving 
forward.

 � In order to keep the citizens trusting of the local government ad-
ministration, create a comprehensive customer service policy that 
all officials, appointed and elected, and all staff follow.  When a 
promise is made, keep it.  Follow up to ensure satisfaction. 
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Additional resources for public administrators:
MTCMA Website: http://www.mtcma.org

MTCMA Website Resource Area: http://www.mtcma.org/resources

MTCMA Member Area: http://www.mtcma.org/members/

MTCMA Website Resource Library:   
http://www.mtcma.org/category/mtcma-resource-library  

(user id and password required)

MTCMA Chat Group:   
MTCMA-members@mmaaffl.org  

(must be subscribed to list and a member of MTCMA)

MMA and Affiliate Associations Training Opportunities:   
http://www.memun.org/TrainingResources/WorkshopTraining.aspx

MMA Member Center: 
https://www.memun.org/MemberCenter.aspx

Information Packets & Guides: 
https://www.memun.org/MemberCenter/InfoPacketsGuides.aspx

MMA Municipal Officers Manual: 
https://www.memun.org/MemberCenter/ManualCollection/

MunicipalOfficers.aspx

Legal Note Archives: 
https://www.memun.org/MemberCenter/LegalNotes.aspx


