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Village of Westville

Special Meeting

05-03-21
7:15pm

Mayor Weese called the meeting to order at 7:15pm, followed by the Pledge of Allegiance.

The Village Clerk administered the oath of office to Village President Mike Weese and new Village Trustees Jeff Ellis, Vic McFadden and Chris Gallion.

Present: Trustees Sandlin, Hughes, Delhaye, Ellis, McFadden and Gallion, as well as Attorney Barney, Village Treasurer Larson, and Village Clerk Slavik. 

Mayor Weese entertained a motion to approve the agenda. Motion by Sandlin; second by Hughes. Motion carried.

Public Comments

The recent natural gas price billing issue was questioned. Weese explained what happened in Texas with the frozen heads coupled with the increased demand and then the prices went up. The Village was charged $4.52/therm and our billing system service billed $1.16/therm, and would still have the remainder needing to be billed. Our system bills one month behind. The Village cost to purchase the gas that was used was stated to be between $1.2-$1.5million. The Village has an attorney from Chicago looking into this situation, and if the Village gets money back, they will reimburse the citizens. Weese said it will take time. He said the Village has been in the commission for over 30 years, and we think the older group was there to help everyone; the new group wants to make money. This commission is leaning more towards electricity. There are only two Illinois cities still in the commission: Westville and Stonington. The contract expires Sept. 2022 with an automatic 5-year extension. The Village wants out by October this year and if we get out, this cost situation shouldn’t happen again. Texas has residents with bills over $6,000.00. Weese said we feel it is market manipulation and it was over a 4-day period. A comment from the public says the Village should have known; Weese said we were not notified. Had we been, we could have warned people to turn down their thermostats. Everyone on the board is affected and it is even worse for businesses. The State will contact Federal and hopefully they will send money to the citizens to help. Westville Gas and Water sent letters and customers will have 12 months to pay their bill for the higher billing. Mayor Weese said if we need to, we can extend that further and to let us know. CAP came up with more money and he suggests people apply whether they think they can get money or not. He said we borrowed $850,000.00 at 1% interest for 3 years. The comment was made that the Village has money in the bank. Weese said we do have $600,000.00 in reserves and we could use it; but if we have a disaster, we would have to borrow money anyway. This was a special loan from the state. Question asking if Village owns Gas & Water.  The Village does. These bills are not saying people used more gas, it is about how much they pay per therm. Larson explained how and when we went from under a low rate to the amount in this high billing. He explained how it increased and went up 100 times when the market fluctuated. He explained how there was gas in the country, but it wasn’t coming from TX/OK because they froze up, and our supplier had to get it from different places. The question was asked about price gouging. Bennett said the Federal Commission is looking into it. He said we have the pipeline and market analysis and it was price manipulation and market manipulation. Plus, we were not notified, and he said it started happening Feb. 11 and we were not notified until the morning of Feb. 18. He said we would have told people. Other towns were notified before we were and they told their schools to turn down or shut down, winterize the building, for example. Weese said there are 16 communities with our attorney in Chicago against this situation. Bennett said Ameren depleted all their reserves, and they will replenish them, and they will charge their customers over time. They have to go to the IL Commerce Commission to increase the prices. Our contract allows that. Most people didn’t know until they got their bill/letter how high it was going to be. Bennett said it was in the paper, discussed at meetings and on our facebook pages. Everyone agrees it is price gouging. Someone asked if the board members have big bills. They all have high bills, also. It has been the same contract for 30 years and this is the first time this happened. Larson said the gas is bought on the market. 
Representative Mary Miller’s office was represented at this meeting and they said the Department of Energy and state officials are trying to be of assistance. Most of the calls they are receiving are from people on fixed incomes. She gave an example and asked about the organization that helps pay. Weese said it is CAP and they have more money now. When Mary Miller’s office gets more information from the Department of Energy, they will pass it on.  
Someone pointed out the Village has $600,000.00 in reserves and said Rossville is using theirs, and wanted to know if Westville could. Weese said the Village is going to pay the 1% interest ($85,000.00) out of reserves and not charge the customers. He also said we have new meters coming because the gas meters are getting old and said we are looking at buying AMR’s on the top. Bennett said our gas system went in back in 1957 and he has had to replace valves that are leaking. Last year we had 3 to replace and it was $35,000.00. Barney said we are looking at over $200,000.00 for meters. The loan is only for this natural gas bill. Delhaye said we also may need money to get out of this contract. Bennett said we put our notice in that we want out of the commission in November 2020 before all this happened. Sandlin said we spent over a million on sewers a few years ago that we are still paying on. Someone asked if there is a cap in the contract, but there is not and is not part of normal contracts. Weese said we will look into this with the new company.
Treasurer Larson said the new tentative budget is based on what we actually took in under revenue last year and mirrors expenses last year, as well. Weese said we still don’t know what the state is going to do because we used to get 100% reimbursement and we may get cut down 10% more. Gaming averages $6-$7,000.00 a month, but it is in a separate fund. Weese said sometimes it is pushed towards the sewer system. He said we are going to see if we can use that money towards the gas bill. Tax money can’t be used for that purpose. Weese said we got $130,000.00 from the state last year in a program for COVID expenses. We are going to get another reimbursement, but we may not be able to use it on this gas bill. Gallion asked about the Health Insurance Deductible. Larson said we are a self-insured program. We raised the deductible a few years ago, and since we were saving in premiums, we pay part of the deductible. It is $6,400.00 for the family portion that is paid. Gallion asked about the listing under Buildings & Grounds for telecommunications. Larson said it is for the phones systems, internet, cell phones, computer systems in squads cars, and the camera systems in the park and by Village Hall. Gallion asked about an entry under the General Fund Total Expenses of $831,152.00 and then the $49,834.00 listed below that.  Larson said it is the difference between revenue and expenses. We should spend less than we take in. Gas & Water can give them information to reach CAP but it is also on the letters that went out.  

Mayor Weese entertained a motion to approve Ordinance #21-1490, the tentative Fiscal Year Budget for 2021-2022 so it can post for 30 days to be adopted final. Motion by Sandlin; second by Delhaye. No further discussion. Motion carried.

Mayor Weese entertained a motion that names a block of his appointment choices for acceptance as follows: Village Clerk for four years is Vickie Slavik, Village Treasurer for two years is Mike Larson, Village Attorney for one year is Ed Barney, Zoning Administrator for one year is Jeff Slavik, Superintendent of Public Works for one year is Mike Bennett and Police Chief for one year is Dave Booe. Motion by Sandlin; second by Hughes. No further discussion. Motion carried.

Mayor Weese entertained a motion to adjourn at 7:48p.m. Motion by Sandlin; second by Delhaye. Motion carried.

