GFOA's Mike Mucha connected with Matthew Trine, assistant
city manager/director of finance for the city of Rockledge,
Florida. Matthew is also part of GFOA's Small Government
Forum Advisory Committee to discuss best practices in small
government, financial transparency, and the value of working

for a local government.

Finance officers in small
governments are often forced
to wear multiple hats, which
issomething we talk about
frequently in the Small
Government Forum. Can you
describe the roles you play
for the city of Rockledge?

That's definitely true, not only for
me butalso for our entire team here
in Rockledge. Speaking about my
role, Iam the assistant city manager,
finance director, risk manager, IT
director, and GIS director for the city.
IThave a team of six people working
with me. Two staff members focus
on GIS, two focus on IT, and two help
outwith Finance. Buteven with our
small staff, we've recently taken on
severallarge initiatives.

To provide some background, the
city hasaunique culture that favors
providing services with in-house
staff. We are the oldest cityin
Brevard County, and we like to have
responsibility for our services and
notrely on outside contractors. For
example, we are the lastcity in the
county to provide full municipal
services, including sanitation
services, to our citizens. Asfar

as GIS, the city has continued to
promote the culture of self-reliance
and recently took over the function
from the county. With our IT staff,
we are very aware that many other
small cities have been targets of
ransomware, and we now provide
cybersecurity training across the

city. We are also working to deploy a
fiber optic network and toimprove
our disaster recovery capabilities.
With our Finance staff, we are very
proud to havereceived GFOA's
Certificate of Achievement for
Financial Reporting for the first time
last year. We want to be known as
anorganization that not only learns
from GFOA but also contributesideas.
Thisisone of thereasons whyI'm
excited to participate in the Small
Government Forum and very much
enjoy sharing our experiences with
peersin other governments.

Congratulations on your
Certificate of Achievementin
Financial Reporting. Not many
cities the size of Rockledge
receive that award. One request
thatwe get at GFOA is to develop
recommendations specifically
for small governments. Do

you find the current best
practices applicable for small
organizations?

If someone can doitanywhere, we
believe we can do it here at the City of
Rockledge. We've taken the initiative
torewrite our financial policies, and
we started with grants and capital
assets. And as part of this effort,
we're working to merge processes
inriskmanagement, capital assets,
and buildings to develop a consistent
approach across the city.

The approach we used to develop the
capital asset policyis a great example
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of how we were able touse GFOA’s
best practices and other resources
and apply them in a way that works
for asmall government. Our policy
takes full “stem-to-stern” perspective
for capital assets including capital
budgeting, procurement, onboarding,
maintenance, and lifecycle cost
analysis. Before we got started,
Icreated a packetofinformation

that pulled resources from several
sources including state law, old

city ordinances, and past policies,
and compared them to GFOA
recommendations from Government
Accounting Auditing and Financial
Reporting (chapter 23) and best
practices from GFOA's websites.
Ishared them withleaders from
across several city departments.

We then gotinaroomand
workshopped our new policy over
aseries of meetings spread over
several months. During those
meetings, we were able to come up
with arevised policy that covers
everything each department does
with capital assets. Our ordinance
isscheduled to go before the city
councilinJune.

Even though we are small, we were
able to allunderstand the best
practice and arrange conversations
necessary to get this done.

Any major changes with the
new city policy?

For us, it'sabout getting everyone on
the same page. When you are small,
youneed to be efficient. When you are
efficient, youneed to have active and
open communication. We alsoneeded
to make sure we weren't accidentally
working against people within our
own organization. We are trying to
change the mentality of the people we
work with, so they view Finance as
aninternal service. We can help the
other departments accomplish their
ownmissionsbynotinadvertently
creating obstacles. We also need to

do what we can to make sure that
everyone, including Finance, sees
the value of each other’s work.

The policy documents the end result,
but the culture we are trying to build
isreally about the conversation and
working together. We hope the policy
malkes it easier for Finance to say yes,
pitchin, and help people.

Completed in June of 2019, Rockledge’s
Civic Hub is complete with lighting,

a covered stage area, wi-fi, charging
stations and a sound system. Providing a
place for residents to relax and unwind,
the Hub also serves as the premier
center for the City’s community events.

Thave agreat example to share.
When we started planning for

our fiber optic network, open
conversations between the city’s
wastewater treatment plant
managers and othersled to the
cityrealizing thatitalready had
anetwork connecting different
areas of the city in old wastewater
treatmentlines. We are now using
those old lines to lay cable, which
generates significant savings
compared to digging new routes.

When you're small, youneed to do
the most with yourresources, and
the mostimportantresource we
haveis people.

You mentioned that you want
tobe able to share experiences
with GFOA’s Small Government
Forum on your success in
Rockledge. The capital asset
policy sounds like a great case
study that we can use. Do you
have any other plans orideas
for the forum or ways that

you can help influence other
practicesinlocal government?

Honestly, the leadership group
within the Small Government
Forum is great. Norman Eckstein,
Jennifer Signs, and Jeff Hansen
have established a great plan. We're
working on a quarterly newsletter
and onreaching new members
(including those in Canada).

The newsletter will also provide
shortarticles on currentissues

or topicsranging from American
Rescue Plan Act funding to payroll
administration. The newsletter
hasalsobecome an areawhere
professionals can provide their
professional opinions on topics—
we've even had disagreements
and provided both sides of anissue
inarespectful manner.
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You bring up a good point.

In many areas of finance,
thereisn’t one single best
answer, and individuals can
have different perspectives
on what should be done.

There are so many state laws,
histories, and cultures. We also
represent different types of
organizations. We need to be able
tohonor ourdifferences and our
ownunique cultures. If we can be
educational and show different sides
of anissue thatallow other finance
officers tomake up their own minds
relative to their own unique cultures,
Iwill feel that we've done a good job.

Within the Research and
Consulting Center here at GFOA,
we have a phrase that describes
our goal: providing finance
officers with the tools to review
asetof facts and then make the
best determination for their
organizations based on their
own knowledge, experience,
and professional judgment.

We use the analogy that we want
finance officers to “be chefs, not
cooks.” A cook can follow a recipe
with predetermined directions.
A chef understands why certain
foods go together and can work
with flavors, techniques, and
their knowledge of ingredients
to create a meal.

That's good. I agree wholeheartedly.
You also need to know who you're
cooking for. You can make a great meal
that youwant to eat, butif the people
atthe table don't wantit, it'snotany
good. IfIcan add anything to that, it
would be that finance officers need to
listen to the people they are working
for. People are the mostimportant
thing, whetherit's your team, the

city, or the people you are ultimately
serving. The mostimportantthingI've
learned in my career—including my 10
years as a CPA and now my five years
atthe city—is that youneed tolisten.
Tused tobelieveitwasimportant to

beright. Now Iunderstand that whatis
mostimportantis thateveryone needs
tobe aligned with the same vision and
that we all keep working together to
achieve ourgoals. Evenifwe don'tall
agree on something, we canrealize that
it'swhat'’s best for the organization or
community as awhole.

In your bio, you mention that
one of your goalsis toimprove
financial transparency for the
citizens you serve and to make
complex accounting standards
easy tounderstand. Can you tell
us a bitmore about how you are
able to do this, and why it’s so
challenging?

Ithinkit'simportant because
governments can easily get caught
up in the short term. What we
don'tseeisthe longevity and the
experience of our citizens. Citizens
don't view services in the context of
anannual budget.

One example that we're navigatingis
the State of Florida’s recent law that
raises the minimum wage from $10

to $15. The decisions we make about
when toimplement those changes will
affect numerous stakeholders, both

within city government and externally.

Asafinancial officer, I try tolook at
theissue from the perspective of all
citizens, including homeowners,
businesses, potential employees, and
soon. Asafinance professional, Ineed
to take different pieces of information
and try to estimate theirimpact on
people. For example, increasing the
minimum wage will affect employees,
businesses, and taxpayersin the
short term. Butin the long term, it will
also affect our ability torecruitand

to stay competitive in the region. Asa
finance officer, I've felt that our role
istowork on spreading out the impact
and helping navigate issues to limit
disruptions for all of our citizens.

In communicating changes, we need to
relate the financialimpact to how we
support our overall city goals of growth,
continuity of service, and stability, and
dosoinawaythatistransparentas far
asthe cost and quality of services.
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When you're small,
you need to do the
most with your
resources, and the
most important
resource we have
is people.”

It soundslike part of the
solution is to thinklong term
and to explain why. How do you
communicate this message?
Do you feel that citizens want
thisinformation?

Ithinkthereis growing demand
forgovernment transparency. In

our current form of government,
Icommunicate primarily through the
budgetbook, audit, and presentations to
council. Florida also has a broad public
records law that allows transparent
access tojustabouteverything we do.
Iactuallylike the level of transparency
we have and wouldn't be surprised

if even greater levels of transparency
were mandated in the future.

What do you thinkis the most
difficult part of government
finances for someone without
afinance background to
understand?

The most difficult partfor citizens
tounderstand is the balance sheet.
Mostgovernments have large reserves
compared to the private sector. Italso
looks like we have so many assets on
the book, including those that are non-
spendable. We even have assets that
we need to take care of, such asroads
and infrastructure. If Iowned a small
business and looked at my own books
and then tried to compare that to the
city'sfinances, I would see reserves
and assets as the two biggest outliers—
and of course the disparities between
governmental funds and enterprise
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funds, and the different forms of
accounting that we use for each. I
don'teven thinkthisissomething
thatgovernment officials, including
some in finance, understand.

How do you communicate

to your council or other
leadersin the city about these
differences, to help them
understand the city’s financial
situation so they can then
make appropriate decisions?

We've done a deep dive with our
counciland have had similar
conversationsin team meetings.
For example, when we developed
our capital asset policy, we worked
toinclude considerations for
understanding the actual costs
for capital assets. When capital
assets are purchased, departments
indicate the fulllifecycle costs
and determine expected costs for
maintenance and operation. Many
of the capital assets are items
thatwe need to put money into for
maintaining so they can provide
services. These are not things
thatwe are goingto get dollars

out of. Inmany casesit's easy to
say we can buy the asset, butthe
additional costs of maintenance
and operations, and the potential for
other large risks to service, need to
be considered as well.

Talsothinkit'simportant to
understand other major risks that
governments face. We're asmall
government, and many of our
elected officials are focused on
operations and providing direct
services to citizens. Citizens don't
often call and ask about fraud
protection, financial accounting
practices, orif our cybersecurity
protections are up to date. They
want to know about fixing the
pothole in front of their house or why
the trash wasn't picked up. Butit’s
important for finance officers to pay
attention to these risks, including
the financialimpacts that would
significantly affecta government'’s
ability to provide services.

Matt and his family on vacation near Sedona, Arizona.

Five years ago, youmade the
switch from the private sector,
where you worked as a partner in
aCPAfirm, tolocal government,
where you're working as a finance
director—a position where the
value you bring may not be clear
to those outside the organization.
Do you have any reflections

on thatmove and thoughts for
anyone else considering a
similar career change?

Ithinkitis one of the mostrewarding
thingsI've ever done. To go from
providing advice onissues after the
fact, telling people what they did right
or wrong—Ilove being partof a team
thatis proactively working with the
community and trying to make good
decisions. I strive, along with other
members of my team, to provide good
information and come to the table
with a voice that speaks to the future
impact of decisions. I find it extremely
rewarding tobe part of a government
and represent the taxpayers and
businesses of the city of Rockledge.

Iwould strongly recommend that
people consider government finance
asacareer. The finance team does
hard workand putsin the time thatis

required to get the job done right. I'm
alsohome everynight to spend time
with the peopleIlove, including my
wife and children. While itis true that
the private sector can be financially
lucrative, there is so much more to

be gained by knowing that at the end

of alongcareerinlocal government
finance, you helped steer acommunity
and worked to ensure its long-term
stability. WhenIretire, if the Rockledge
community is doing well and any fiscal
changes have been slow, steady, and
transparent, I'll know I've done a great
job, and that will be very rewarding.

Mike Mucha is deputy executive
director of GFOA and the director of
GFOA’s Research and Consulting Center.

To find our more information
about the Small Government
Forum or to register, please visit
gfoa.org/small-government-

forum. The forum is available to
any GFOA member who works at a
community with fewer than 25,000
people or at an organization with
fewer than 500 employees.
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