
M E M O R A N D U M 
 
 
To: Honorable Council, City Manager 
Fr: Noam Bramson 
Re: Capital/Infrastructure Investment 
Date: February 18, 2016 
 
Following up on several informal discussions, I offer the following suggested framework for enhanced 
investment in the City’s capital and infrastructure needs.   
 
 
Background 
 
While New Rochelle’s budget and workforce are lean across the board, infrastructure is the City’s most 
severely and chronically underfunded municipal priority.  Our annual capital budget typically provides 
for only a small fraction of what is requested and needed, many of the capital priorities within our 
vague long-term budget are perpetually deferred, and other capital priorities are entirely dependent on 
the receipt of grants that may never materialize.  An additional issue is that a huge portion of our 
capital budget is devoted to equipment and vehicles, leaving long-term physical assets even more 
shortchanged.  Attached to this memo is a copy of my recent testimony before the Assembly 
Committee on Cities, which describes some of our local challenges in greater detail. 
 
A comparison with White Plains helps to illustrate the problem.  Not surprisingly, our overall spending 
levels are lower than White Plains’, but the gap is especially pronounced when it comes to capital and 
infrastructure investment.  While White Plains’ overall operating budget is 35% larger than New 
Rochelle’s, White Plains’ capital budget (the portion paid for by general fund cash or debt service) is a 
whopping 150% higher. 
 
   General Fund  Capital Budget (General Fund Cash & Debt) 
New Rochelle  $121m   $3.4m 
White Plains  $163m   $8.5m 
   +35%   +150% 
 
New Rochelle’s chronic capital underinvestment is costly on multiple levels: 
 
• Deferred investment in and maintenance of infrastructure may result in higher expenses over 

the long-term. 
 
• Degraded infrastructure negatively impacts our quality of life, service levels, safety, and 

property values. 
 
• Inadequate infrastructure may impede economic development efforts and result in the loss of 

potential revenue sources. 
 
• Failure to invest in infrastructure and/or community assets negatively impacts the sense of 

“value” that residents receive in exchange for their tax dollars. 



 
• Insufficient planning and preparation can make it more difficult for the City to compete 

successfully for grants. 
 
All of the above could be rephrased in positive terms to illustrate the virtues of infrastructure 
investment. 
 
 
Needed:  A Policy of Consistent, Ongoing Investment 
 
A one-time bump-up in the capital budget or a decision to fund certain specific infrastructure needs in 
a single budget cycle is helpful, but insufficient.  What is needed, instead, is a policy or formula that 
provides for consistent, ongoing infrastructure investment every year. 
 
We have such policies or formulas in place for other municipal spending priorities.  For example: 
minimum manning in the Fire Department, a distribution of sectors in the Police Department, and a 
fund balance equal to at least 5% of our operating budget. 
 
None of these are binding requirements.  The Administration and the Council always have the right 
and opportunity to adjust these figures.  But they are still important, because they establish clear and 
measurable expectations, targets, and baselines –  they become the foundation atop which the rest of 
the budget is constructed; and it is generally understood that these standards will be met, unless 
extraordinary circumstances or a carefully considered redirection of policy compel a change. 
 
Infrastructure should be treated the same way.  There should be a clear, measurable expectation for 
minimal annual investment, informing every budget going forward, until such time as the Council 
decides to do otherwise. 
 
For discussion purposes, the following is proposed as a framework. 
 
 
Divide the Capital Budget 
 
The Capital Budget should be divided into two distinct sections, with separate accounting and funding 
mechanisms for each: 
 
• First, vehicles and equipment with a projected lifespan of less than 15 years.  This portion of the 

Capital Budget should be presented and funded the same way that it is today.  Nothing in this 
proposal would reduce the resources available for such purchases, and the Administration could 
continue to recommend whatever vehicle and equipment purchases it deems appropriate.   

 
• Second, infrastructure and long-term physical assets with a projected lifespan of 15 or more 

years.  This portion of the Capital Budget should be presented and funded in the fashion 
described below.  (The rest of this memorandum applies only to this second portion of the 
capital budget.) 

 
 



Investment Level 
 
The annual infrastructure budget should be at least 4% of the prior year’s adopted operating budget.  
(I would prefer an even higher number, but suggest 4% because it could be achieved realistically in the 
context of other priorities.) 
 
 
Eligibility 
 
Eligible investments should include construction, repair, maintenance, design, and planning intended 
to preserve, improve, or create long-term capital assets with a projected life-span of 15 or more years.  
Such investments must benefit the public in one or both of the following ways: 
 
• Raise property values by enhancing the appearance, environment, safety, or public amenities of 

the community. 
 
• Promote economic growth, job creation, or revenue generation, consistent with the City’s 

planning objectives. 
 
 
Formula 
 
To calculate the 4% minimum investment level, the following forms of payment should be included: 
 
• General Fund Cash Outlays 
 
• Annual Debt Service on General Obligation Bonds/Notes 

(For investments approved in prior budget cycles, but after adoption of this policy, use actual annual debt service.  
For investments proposed in any current budget cycle, use estimated annual debt service.) 

 
• Federal & State Grants or Developer-Funded Community Benefit Contributions 

(Except that grants and contributions should not satisfy more than 50% of the total infrastructure quota.) 
 
Actual or estimated annual direct payback from such investments should be deducted.  (For example, a 
new parking garage with a $1 million annual debt service and a $300,000 annual revenue stream 
would count as a $700,000 investment for the purpose of meeting the quota.) 
 
Investments supported by Enterprise Funds should be excluded from this calculation. 
 
 
Rough Calculation for 2016 
 
How would this method have played out if applied to our 2016 budget? 
 
The 2015 adopted operating budget was $117m.  Therefore, the minimum infrastructure investment 
for 2016 would be 4% of that, or $4.68m (with at least $2.34m funded exclusive of grants.) 
 



Several items already proposed in the 2016 capital budget would count toward this minimum.  These 
include: 
 
 Cash Outlays 
 City Hall Fire Wing  $80,000 
 Pinebrook Retaining Wall $25,000 
 Playground Repairs:  $70,000 
 Engineering Studies  $80,000 
 Pinebrook Ball Field  $75,000 
 
 Grant Outlays (maximum credit of $2.34m or 50% of total) 
 Street Resurfacing  $1,100,000 CHIPS 
 Sidewalk Improvements $100,000 CDBG 
 Feeney Park   $100,000 CDBG 
 Lincoln Park   $123,000 CDBG 
 Montefiore Streetscape $895,000 Fed Aid/CDBG 
 
 Bonds/Notes (assume 5-year notes with annual payments = 25% of total) 
 Storm Drain/Sanitary $62,500 
 Sidewalk Replacement $37,500 
  
 TOTAL:   $2,748,000 
 
Therefore, to meet the 2016 quota, additional infrastructure investments totaling at least $1,932,000 
(either cash or projected annual debt service) would have been identified and funded. 
 
 
Illustrative Examples of Eligible Investments 
 
Infrastructure investments should be determined annually in the same fashion as our Capital Budget, 
meaning a presentation of recommendations from staff, following by review and amendment or 
approval by the Council.  The following, therefore, is not a list of investments that would definitely be 
funded, but rather examples of investments that would be eligible for funding and have a much better 
chance of receiving funding in any given year if this policy were adopted. 
 
• Roads:  Paving above CHIPS, enhanced maintenance and repair such as crack-sealing, 

creation of complete streets features such as bicycle lanes, pedestrian safety features, and flood 
mitigation infrastructure.  

 
• Downtown Development:  Traffic improvements, parking facilities, public open spaces and 

other physical improvements, especially in the downtown area, that promote economic growth. 
 
• Parks & Playgrounds:  Accelerated implementation of existing park master plans, and creation 

and implementation of master plans for additional parks. 
 



• Lakes & Other Natural Assets:  Restoration and enhancement of lakes.  Improvement or 
creation of nature trails.  Expanded tree planting and urban forestry program.  Improvement 
and stabilization of shoreline. 

 
• Public Buildings:  Stabilization and/or restoration of vulnerable and underutilized public 

buildings such as the Ward Acres Barn, the Armory, and the Wildcliff Greenhouse/Manor. 
 
• Public Safety:  Maintenance, repair, improvement and/or construction of firehouses. 
 
• Mobility:  Repair and creation of sidewalks, redesign of significant public transportation 

corridors, such as Quaker Ridge Road, Palmer Avenue, Memorial Highway, or the North 
Avenue Bridge. 

 
• Storm Water & Sanitary Systems:  Repair of aging sanitary and storm water systems to address 

inflow & infiltration and to reduce flooding. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
I believe there is a broad Council consensus (and public consensus) on the importance of adequately 
funding our capital and infrastructure needs, and I look forward to a discussion about how we can best 
address this vital priority in a consistent, responsible fashion. 
 



Remarks of Noam Bramson, Mayor of New Rochelle 
Testimony Before the Assembly Standing Committee on Cities 

February 11, 2016 
 
My name is Noam Bramson.  I am the Mayor of New Rochelle, the seventh largest city in New York.  
Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today about New York State’s infrastructure. 
 
In both state and municipal budgets, we strive to balance competing needs and priorities, and, with 
limited resources, these choices are never easy. 
 
However, it is my strong belief, based on twenty years in city leadership, that infrastructure is the 
category of investment that is most severely and chronically underfunded, with the biggest gap between 
what we actually do and what we need to do.  Furthermore, this enormous investment shortfall has 
serious long-term consequences for the economic vitality, competitiveness, safety, and quality of life in 
New York. 
 
Let me give just a few examples from my city – and I offer these confident that New Rochelle’s 
experience is typical. 
 
Roads:  There are approximately 161 centerline miles of roadway in New Rochelle.  During the past 
13 years, the overall condition of our roads has deteriorated from a “B” to a “C” rating.  At current 
funding levels, which is linked to our CHIPS allocation, road conditions will become untenable in five 
to eight years.  The cost of restoring our road network to a B+ or A- condition is estimated to be $25 
million to $42 million. 
 
Sewers:  New Rochelle has a 192-mile sanitary system and an 87-mile storm drain system.  The pipes 
are typically more than 80 years old and are composed of vitrified clay with mortar joints, subject to 
cracks, holes, misalignments, and other problems that lead to inflow and infiltration.  We estimate that 
a quarter of the system needs repair, with a rough cost of $20 million. 
 
Municipal Buildings:  New Rochelle maintains about 40 public buildings, some of which are more than 
a century old, yet with functions that remain vital in the modern day.  For example, three of our five 
firehouses are more than 90 years old, and are becoming obsolete because of the increased size and 
weight of equipment.  Meanwhile, our Public Works Yard is aging badly and presently located on the 
waterfront, where it impedes economic and environmental progress. The cost to modernize and 
maintain our public buildings is estimated to be $60 million to $90 million. 
 
Traffic Management:  As New Rochelle grows and develops, our infrastructure needs to keep pace, 
including traffic control systems.  We presently use 50-year-old mechanically-timed controllers.  
Upgrading to a synchronized computer-controlled system to preserve service levels and reduce 
emissions will cost approximately $30 million. 
 
Vehicles & Equipment:  The average vehicle in our municipal fleet is more than ten years old, much 
higher than the recommended four to seven years.  Because of inadequate replacement cycles, our 
aging fleet experiences higher-than-normal maintenance costs, lower fuel economy, and reduced 
reliability.  Modernizing the City fleet would cost about $25 million. 
 



Add up just these examples, and you have a total infrastructure and capital price tag of as much as 
$200 million. 
 
And what is our annual capital budget in New Rochelle?  Including all sources of outside assistance, all 
federal and state grants, our capital budget is usually about $5 million.   
 
As I said earlier, this is where the gap between actual investment and needed investment is largest and 
most problematic. 
 
And, of course, I have spoken almost entirely about maintaining existing infrastructure, barely even 
touching on the question of improvements: the redesign of roads to accommodate multi-modal 
transportation, the expansion of infrastructure to support smart growth and job creation, the spectrum 
of investments associated with sustainability and climate resiliency, as well as the park and playground 
enhancements that make a community livable. 
 
We all know that this challenge is too big to address fully within current and foreseeable resource 
constraints.  But there are realistic steps the State could take to make things much better.  I’ll suggest 
just three: 
 
First, of course, comes the obligatory shaking of the tin cup.  Like every other municipal official, I urge 
you in the strongest terms to increase funding for both AIM and CHIPS.  As NYCOM has detailed on 
many occasions, these programs have not kept pace with inflation and represent only a miniscule 
fraction of the much larger grants that flow – deservedly – to our schools.  Cities need help, and these 
two programs offer the easiest and most direct means of providing that help. 
 
Second, you could establish better guidelines for the transportation dollars that already flow through 
MPOs like NYMTC.  At present, those dollars are not always linked to the State’s planning goals, 
which emphasize sustainable, transit-oriented growth, nor are they always linked to payback in the 
form of tax-producing economic development.  Establishing better guidelines would help ensure that 
every transportation infrastructure dollar is devoted to its highest and best use, and that future 
investment is paid for through a growing economy. 
 
Finally, if you cannot send us help, then at least allow us to help ourselves.  Amend the tax cap formula 
to exclude capital costs.  This would enable municipalities to made intelligent, long-term decisions 
about infrastructure investment, without defunding our fire, police, and sanitation services.  This would 
benefit taxpayers, too, by providing for economic growth, new commercial tax revenue, and higher 
property values.  And, remember, if the residents of our cities aren’t satisfied with how we use that 
authority – well, they can hold us directly accountable. 
 
By taking these steps, you can put New York State and its cities on a better, more sustainable path.  
You can do right by those whom we serve in the present and also by those who will judge our actions 
in the future. 
 
Thank you for receiving my comments.  I wish you wisdom and success in your work. 


