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ABOUT THE MUNICIPALITY AND BOROUGH Summary
L . - . . . In March 2023, Mt. Lebanon Municipality
The Mr. Lebanon Municipality provides municipal services including and the Borough of Dormont initiated a
DA public safety, recreation, public works, community development, financial services cooperative. Through
\ . - . \ . hi ive, the B hofD
ibrary, parking, and administrafive services for approximarely makes tes of Mt Lobanons statfingand
34,000 people in Allegheny County, Pennsylvania. The municipality has a combined operations to run aspects of the Borough
e . . . fD 's fi ial i .Th
budger of $89 million, an operating budger of $41 million, and 163 full-time employees. irot your andta bt of thic sotuphias
; : ; been successful, and the two organiza-
The Borough qf Durmom isalsoin Allegheny [}Uu_mv, just nprrheagr of Mt. Lebanon. The tions collaborate to provide accounts
Borough provides public safety, park and recreation, planning, solid waste, sewer, street payable, bank reconciliations, electronic
. . ; cashreceipting, payroll processing, and
sweeplng, and mhgr services Tq an area encompassing three quarters pfa square atility tracking This initial succese
mile and a population of approximately 8,500. The Borough has a combined budget of has led to other boroughs joiningina
: Pt similar capacity. Mt. Lebanon is the hub,
BUDTUXWHTE'V 317 ml”lUﬂ. assigning members of its own staff to
support these three other municipalities.
The cooperative is mutually beneficial
and allows Mt. Lebanon to grow its own
staff while reducing costs and giving the
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Mt. Lebanon (or “Lebo,” as it is nicknamed) is a suburb of Pittsburgh with a population of approximately 34,000 and a combined budget of $69 million.

small governments access to resources
they wouldn'thave been able to afford on
their own.

Crisis creates opportunity

In2022, the Borough of Dormont
discovered thatithad been the victim
of fraud and needed to replace its
bookkeeper. A situationlike thisis
always possible for small organizations
withlimited staffing, butitcanbe
mitigated with proper internal controls,
financial policies, and dependable
staff. Unfortunately, in Dormont’s case,
things broke down and the borough was
facing the need to hire anew bookkeeper,
implement new policies, and restore
trust. Given the current labor shortage,
Dormont knew that finding someone
was going to be difficult, and creating a
smooth transition for what was a one-per-
son department would be even harder.
Andrew McCreery, Mt. Lebanon’s
finance director, heard about the diffi-
culty Dormont was facing and quickly
thought that Mt. Lebanon, with its larger

finance staff, might be able to help. He
made acomment to that effect to Mt.
Lebanon’s assistant manager—who
received a call a few days later from

Ben Estell, Dormont’s manager, to ask
about that very possibility. It marked the
beginning of a successful relationship.

Developing a relationship

Staff from the two organizations soon
got together to explore possibilities for
collaboration. Both governments had
torely onlean operations and had even
worked together to provide efficiencies
in the past—meaning there wasan
initiallevel of trust from the beginning
thatallowed discussions to proceed
quickly. Dormont was able to present
the option of notreplacingits finance
staffand instead contracting with Mt.
Lebanon for these services. The council
was receptive, and staff began working
outdetails abouthow the arrangement
would work.

Before moving too far, the gov-
ernments agreed to a few simple but

important boundaries. For example,

Mt. Lebanon would not move money for
Dormont or touch its cash. All payments
would still be approved by Dormont.

The organizations also explored ways

in which various systems would work,
ultimately deciding that Dormont
would keep its ERP system and allow

Mt. Lebanon staff touse it tomanage
Dormont’s financials. At the same time,
Mt. Lebanon was able to configure its own
accounts payable automation system
toaccommodate Dormont’s processes.
McCreery explained, “We wanted to set
up systems that did not make Dormont
dependent on Mt. Lebanon. With this
current arrangement, if Dormont wanted
to take things back, they could.” Mt.
Lebanon also allowed Dormont to access
its SharePoint site, and they began
keepingarecord of everything. This was
important to the relationship between
the two organizations, allowing for
transparency and collaboration, and it
became valuable during the audit, as
auditors were able to getaccess to the
same SharePoint site.
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A residential suburb of Pittsburgh, the Borough of Dormont has a population of approximately 8,500 residents and a combined budget of approximately $17 million.

“We wanted to set up systems that did not make Dormont dependent on Mt. Lebanon.
With this current arrangement, if Dormont wanted to fake things back, they could.”
ANDREW McGREERY, MT. LEBANON MUNICIPALITY FINANCE DIRECTOR

Finding the right mix of services

The organizations signed an official
agreementin January 2023 and began
working together in March 2023. As
partof the agreement, Dormont pays
Mt. Lebanon an administrative fee that
is calculated in advance. Dormont then
pays the hourly salaries and benefits of
Mt. Lebanon staff members who work
on the project. Mt. Lebanon’s finance
departmentis now made up of one
part-time accountant, Lisa Gundel,
who was hired for this project to take
on the effortnow required by Dormont.
Atthe time, her position was also able
to satisfy additional work that Mt.
Lebanon needed in addition to the work
for Dormont. Gundelis scheduled to
work approximately 25 hours per week
between the two organizations. At the
beginning, she spent about 20 hoursa

week on Dormont. “Lisa’s been fantastic
and a huge part of why this has been
sosuccessful,” McCreery said. “We
hired theright person, and she really
deserves alot of the credit for how
smoothly things have gone.” Things
have gone so smoothly, and the team
hasbecome so efficient, that the hours
worked and the costs for Dormont have
beenreduced.

Mt. Lebanon and Dormont prioritized
areas where Dormont needed the most
help, and the first area taken on was
accounts payable. This was followed
by bankreconciliations. In other cases,
Mt. Lebanon staff was able to adopt the
same practices Dormont used. Up next
was transferring responsibilities for
processing credit card payments. This
required alittle more effort, but Mt.
Lebanon was able to tap into McCreery’s
experience as finance director to help

throughout the process. The arrange-
ment also has Mt. Lebanon completing
after payroll processing for Dormont.

Flexihility and expansion

When the initial agreement was signed,
both organizations agreed to a 90-day
outclause in case things weren't
working. They also agreed tore-evaluate
services after two years to determine if
anything could be improved.

The partnership has already
provided additional benefits for both
organizations. Shortly after signing
the agreement, both Krystal Watt,
the assistant manager for Dormont,
and Ben Estell, its manager, left the
organization. Financials were never
in question during this change, which
allowed Melinda Szabo to transition into
herrole as assistant borough manager
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successfully. “WhenIcamein, Ididn't
have abig finance background, and
having Andrew to bounce ideas off of was
valuable,” Szabo said.

“It makes it much easier for everyone
in Dormont to do their job and move
forward with full confidence that we
have the team at Mt. Lebanon’s support,”
Estell said. And in many ways, Dormont
also benefits from more experienced and
connected staff. For a very small orga-
nization, Dormont was primarily hiring
staff ata bookkeeperlevel. Mt. Lebanon
provides access to a more experienced
and knowledgeable finance director.

In fact, based on word-of-mouth
marketing, Mt. Lebanon was also
approached by two other small com-
munities, Etna Borough and Churchill
Borough, about a similarrelationship.
Before agreeing to take them on, staffin
Mt. Lebanon reflected on the Dormont
experience and decided to make a
few changes. Mostimportantly, it was
decided thatboth Etna and Churchill
would use Mt. Lebanon’'s ERP system
toachieve better standardization for
staff. The organizations were also able
to take advantage of a few state grants
focused on municipal cooperation, which
reduced the cost of the initial software
setup. Mt. Lebanon also hired a new
staff member to take on the additional
workload, and to help reduce some of the
stressrelated toits own financials, and
tobuildinimportantredundancies and
cross training.

Mutually beneficial partnership

This solution has allowed the munic-
ipality to create both a part-time and
full-time position to establish greater
resiliency throughout the finance
department and the cooperatives it
serves. For the client municipalities,
the impactis much greater. Of the three
clients Mt. Lebanon currently serves,
one of them hasbeen able to access
much-needed controls after experiencing
internal fraud. Another municipality
was able to repurpose its lone staff
member from a position of finance data
entry to finance review and analysis.

“This probably could have been scary, but we had a strong relationship
both af an organizational and elected levels fo begin with.”

BEN ESTELL, BOROUGH OF DORMONT'S MANAGER

The last borough was able to create
significant efficiencies by modernizing
its practices, with the assistance of

the cooperative—a taskithad been
attempting to achieve for years, without
success.

Lessons learned for other governments

Local government cooperatives aren't
new, but the approach Mt. Lebanon and
Dormont used could help more local
governments explore opportunities.
McCreery pointed out that this type of
ideareally wasn't new for their region.
Mt. Lebanon participated in an animal
control cooperative that used six staff
positions to serve 13 municipalities. In
the past, there was aregional dispatch
center. There have also been other
such opportunities with public safety,
recycling centers, code enforcement
inspections, and a few others through
theregional council of governments.
Looking back on the finance coopera-
tive, McCreery and Estell both stressed
the importance of the relationship being
atwo-way street, which comes from
mutual trustand good communications.
This allows specific tasks to be adjusted
based on ongoinglessonslearned. Estell
commented that “this probably could
have been scary, but we had a strong
relationship both atan organizational
and elected levels to begin with.”
McCreery emphasized the importance
of Dormont trusting Mt. Lebanon.
Dormont was able to provide almost full
access toits ERP system and visibility
into financial transactions because

ittrusted that Mt. Lebanon wouldn't
use thataccess to be what's referred to
in authentic Pittsburgh-ese as being
“nebby.” (That's “overly inquisitive,”
for those outside the area.) Mt. Lebanon
also has plenty of incentive to make the
relationship work. Revenue from the
cooperative helps pay for additional staff
on the Mt. Lebanon team, which brings
added internal controls, cross training,
and subject matter expertise.

Both parties also agreed that for this
concepttosucceed on alarger scale,
there would need to be more standardiza-
tion in systems and policies to provide
economies of scale. McCreery noted
that while he doesn't feel that using
two different systemsis that difficult,
itwould be easier to only use one. Also,
while most of the current responsibilities
thatare shared involve transactional
tasks, there is huge potential for coordi-
nation of budget analysis, policy devel-
opment, or taking on new initiatives.

Contacts

= Andrew McCreery, finance director,
Mt. Lebanon Municipality

= Melinda Szabo, assistant borough
manager, Borough of Dormont

= Benjamin Estell, former borough manager,
Borough of Dormont

= Krista Watt, former assistant borough
manager, Borough of Dormont
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