BOARD OF SELECTMEN MINUTES

Tuesday, November 29, 2011

Call to Order

Chairman Bruce Bowler called the meeting to order at 6:36 PM.  Other selectmen present:  Dwight Brew, Brad Galinson, Tom Grella and George Infanti.  Also present was Town Administrator Jim O’Mara and Executive Assistant Donna Waterman.

Pledge of Allegiance

The Pledge of Allegiance was lead by Robert Michaelson, Editor of Amherst Patch. 

Citizen’s Forum

Chairman Bowler introduced Donna Waterman as the new Executive Assistant for the Town Administrator and Board of Selectmen.

Chairman Bowler then welcomed Robert Michaelson to speak. Mr. Michaelson introduced himself and stated briefly that he has covered government, politics and local news since July.  He expressed an interest in increasing his coverage of local events and offered his contact information (robert.michaelson@patch.com). Chairman Bowler thanked him for coming and suggested he return and be introduced again at a later time.

Chairman Bowler next invited Janet Langdell, Chairperson of Souhegan Valley Transportation to come forward. Janet inquired about the local feed and the chairman responded it was not running.  

Carolyn Mitchell, an Amherst resident and board member for Souhegan spoke first.  She gave a brief overview of Souhegan Valley’s mission for the residents of Milford, Hollis, Brookline and Amherst; primarily to provide a regional transportation system that provides affordable, wheelchair accessible rides for non-emergency healthcare and social services.  She added additional services such as grocery shopping and RX errands were available to residents of these communities.  Carolyn expanded on the amenities available for door-to-door service, that “buddies” could ride for free, Medicare patients could ride for free and all others were charged $2.  Services are available 8 AM to 6 PM Monday through Friday. 

Advisory Board Members present were recognized:  Marcia Nelson, Cynthia Dokmo, 

Bill Parker and Peter Eiche.  

Chairperson Langdell advised the board that Souhegan had reached a milestone by providing 5000 rides and added that the number of rides had doubled in the last 13 months. She referred to the picture in the Amherst Citizen’s paper of the 5000 rider, Mrs. Smith from Hollis who received a lovely gift bag and added that the businesses who provided the gift certificates were from Amherst: Longhorn Steak House and Walmart’s.  Mrs. Smith is a senior citizen in Hollis who requests transportation for medical appointments in Nashua.  Were it not for the Souhegan Transports, she would be asking her children to take time off from work.  Ms. Langdell also pointed out last year’s numbers were 2,591 rides vs. this year’s rides at 5,137.   She next addressed three major points in growth and funding and advised as a result of leveraging federal funding through the TA 5310 Program, the participation was 80-20.   She said the program had grown from 3-8 hr. days to 5-10 hr. days.    Ms. Langdell informed the board that since the monthly rides have doubled they are on target to provide over 3000 rides per year, as well as expanded destinations. The community requests exceeded 3,000 rides this year and the destinations for Amherst residents were the Medical Center, Market Basket, Walmart, as well as  Southern New Hampshire Medical Center & St. Joe’s, both in Nashua.  She specifically targeted Amherst’s usage of the program from just under 10% in year 1, to 12% in year 2, and almost 14% in year 3.  She followed up by citing since March of this year, Amherst’s usage was at 35%, but could offer no solid reason for the increase and said they were still investigating.  Her handout stated Milford has 72% usage, Amherst at 12%, Hollis at 14% and Brookline at 2%. Ms. Langdon proceeded to point out the destinations of the participating communities and the synopsis for Amherst was 56% request for local assistance. 

She elaborated on direct costs at $120,000 annually to operate that is comprised of printing, liability insurance, marketing, none of which is passed on to the towns.  What the towns are asked to contribute to basically be direct service costs. They sub-contract to Nashua Transit System. Souhegan’s concern is if the feds do not continue funding (none of which is state money).  The federal contract in place is allegedly set for next year, but her concern is with the government’s budget.  She wants to be certain that the services can continue for at least 30 hours per week and wants to confirm support form the participating communities. Souhegan needs to raise $73,710, $37,000 of which could be carried over, resulting in a balance of $36,710 that they need to come up with.  She informed the board that based on community usage and community shares, Brookline had $1100 in their budget, Hollis has $4400 in their budget and Milford $26,500.  They are appealing to Amherst for $4800.  She was not sure if this would be a budget or warrant item in Milford.   Mr. Brew asked if the Fed’s come through, is this mainly a back-up plan.   Sharon said if it were a stipulation that could only be contingent upon receiving federal funds, it would be OK.   A discussion followed regarding the $5500 warrants last year and why we didn’t roll it into future budgets. Mr.,Infanti asked if Hollis’ commitment was based on last year’s donation.  Mr. Grella cited the hard work and diligence and commended the great service, especially in doubling the number of rides.  Mr. Galinson asked for confirmation on the round-trip fare and learned medically necessary companions and children ride for free and round-trip is $4.  Chairman Bowler stated he thought it was already in the budget and Mr. Infanti questioned if we need a warrant article or can we place in the budget. The discussion continued on numbers and the feasibility of rolling this into the budget.

Maggie Paul of Ways and Means stated the program was very well presented and then questioned if Hollis had more riderships than we, why they were paying less; Ms. Langdell responded that Hollis’ percentage last year was a lot higher and their contribution was approximately $8,000 and Amherst’s was $5,500.    Peter Eiche addressed the options of being a warrant article vs. being in the budget.  He compared the two Health and Human Services warrant articles and the intention to include as budget items. He recalled an earlier discussion regarding this and added that it makes a lot of sense since there are now 13 organizations.  He stated historically when other organizations have come before the board for funds of some sort, the item has always been placed in the budget, with one exception when the item had been in the budget and came out.   David Chen questioned the potential of setting a precedent for other agencies if we offer support for just Souhegan Valley Rides.  Chairman Bowler responded that typically the first time around it was placed as a warrant article and a general discussion followed. Ms. Langdell offered additional information regarding Health and Human Services requests and cited a previous year when the Town was not able to participate and an individual in the community stepped forward with a $7,500 donation that enabled Amherst to remain a participant. She also stressed that they were a nonprofit recognized by the State of NH and were not a 501C.

Mr. Galinson and Mr. Brew would like to see this as an annual review; both acknowledging they support the program. 

Mr. Infanti moved to place $4800 into a special line in the FY13 budget, second by Mr. Grella.  Vote: Mr. Bowler-yes; Mr. Grella-yes; Mr. Infanti-yes; Mr. Galinson-nay; Mr. Brew-nay. Vote 3-2

Chairman Bowler invited Paula Troie to speak. Paula is a Registered Pharmacist who represents New Futures, a nonprofit organization that advocates, educates and collaborates to prevent and reduce alcohol and other drug problems in New Hampshire.  She is also Co-Director of CAST, Community Action for Safe Teens serving Amherst.   She said how important it was for youth involvement, in fact it is crucial.  Their opinions are important, as well as professors and parents.  But the entire community needs to participate.  

She specifically was seeking support from the board for a 12/3 Youth Retreat.  The retreat will be comprised of students and speakers from Nashua, Amherst and Merrimack.  She was looking for a selectman to be a speaker on the panel to represent Amherst, joined by NH Liquor Commissioner Michael Milligan (Merrimack) and Nashua Mayor Donnalee Lozeau. She apologized for the late notification, but mentioned she had approached Mr. Infranti earlier but he was already committed and unable to attend.  She asked for two hours; the program runs from 9-1:30, specific request is for 12:15-1:15.  Mr. Grella offered to pick it up.

ADMINISTRATIVE BUSINESS

Approval of 11/14/11 Minutes

Mr. Brew moved to approve; second by Mr. Grella, Vote unanimous.

Approval of Accounts Payable Register in the amount of $562,280.10.

Mr. Galinson moved to approve, second by Mr. Infanti,  Vote unanimous

Approval of Payroll Register in the amount of $184,751.21

Mr. Galinson moved to approve, second by Mr. Infanti, Vote unanimous

TOWN ADMINISTRATOR REPORT

Budget Discussion

Chairman Bowler acknowledged the hard work of the department heads in bringing in a workable budget and thanked everyone for their efforts.  He stated he had asked the board to review the budget and return this evening with their thoughts.

Line Item 4130

Chairman Bowler led off on line item 4130, General Government, and suggested the increase be raised by $35,000 for a total increase of $70,000 to prepare for emergencies. 

Line Item 4220

Chairman Bowler recommended an increase of $5,000 to get the department where he needs to be.

Under the same line item, Chairman Bowler referred to the department’s request last year for breathing apparatus estimated at $5,250 and recommended that be added into this year.

Line Item 4194

Buildings - Chairman Bowler suggested an additional $25,000 for repairs and maintenance citing the condition of the town hall as an example.  He acknowledged how hard Bruce worked within the budget and stressed the importance of maintenance now vs. later, e.g., the added expense in waiting.

Line Item 4312

Crew Wages

Chairman Bowler suggested $28,000 for a new 6-month position.  He referred to staff shortages in view of vacations, acknowledging senior staff eligible for vacation.  This would gain a floater in the winter to encourage our senior staff to take vacation and not be concerned about coverage and the potential to be called back in.  

The second area is to increase outside hire by $25,000 to bring it back to level funding. 

The next area was adding $7,500 for gravel to return to level funding.

Crack sealing suggestion was to add $10,000 to bring it back to level funding.

Chairman Bowler next offered his suggestions on Warrant Articles, beginning with Road Maintenance and suggested it be increased to $100,000 and look to continued annual Warrant Articles to increase this fund until this line reaches $1,000,000.  He added we would be looking at additional road bonds going forward and it would cost more in the long run.

Chairman Bowler pointed out the need for a potential disaster fund following the last storm, citing the problems with generators.  There are three locations and following an audit at the first, he recommended a replacement at the EOC Building.  The existing generator is 30 +/- years old, over-sized and is inefficient to run.  It does not provide clean voltage.  The Town Hall does not have a generator so it is closed when there is no power.  The generator at DPW failed during the last storm so it needs to be replaced with a portable or an automatic system.  Some of the funding could be generated from the contingency fund. 

Mr. Galinson shared his thoughts beginning with the contingency fund, originally thinking he would recommend increasing it less.  He expanded on Chairman Bowler’s thoughts and acknowledged the priority list, but said he had a list created that stuck with him. 

He then recommended we bite the bullet and hire a police officer; address the EMS and Fire rate with regard to COLA; the possibility of being more aggressive with the warrant articles and see the level of commitment from the citizens.   He referred to the Capital Reserve fund and wanted to see more done for DPW as it relates to equipment needs.   He also referred to the Northern Bridge?

Mr. Grella concurred with the need for a disaster fund and recommended allocating $35,000; to leave the contingency fund the way it is; the potential for starting a reserve fund for a garage for the DPW and the importance of protecting all the equipment.  He liked everything else that had been presented.  He voiced he would like to see a discussion on COLA as well.

Mr. Infanti addressed line item 4210 (Police Department) and recommended a more realistic increase of $5,000-$10,000 to cover amo, vests, office supplies, tires.  He acknowledged Chief Lyon’s frugal budget, but expressed concern that some items might have to be taken from the contingency fund.

Next item was Town Clerk, 4140, and the need to consider a plan to replace the printers that are 20 years old and will have to be replaced.  We can’t put everything on the contingency fund, but placing $2,000-$3,000 in her budget each year to prepare for replacement.  The monies in the contingency fund are reserved for software.

Mr. Infanti suggested $5,000 for Finance, 4150, to support the need for upcoming software.  He inquired as to the cost of the existing software and Merri Howe responded it was $45,000. Mr. Infanti had wanted to inject $20,000.

Mr. Infanti agreed with Chairman Bowler on needs for Fire saying his range had been in the $3,500, and reminded everyone how fortunate we are to have volunteers who do so much.  He said cleaning the firehouse was probably too much and consideration should be given to hiring a custodian for $3,500 and also wanted to add $600 for an education fund.  He expressed the importance of training.

Mr. Infanti had allocated $20,000 +/- for Repairs and Maintenance, #4194, as he believes it is under-funded.

Mr. Infanti had allocated $25,000-$30,000 for contingency.

Mr. Infanti addressed line item 4312 DPW- and cited the need for crew.  He said he was aware of issues with new storm water, the need for regulations and monitoring, and the continued maintenance issues.  He pointed out the equipment fleet and the time requirements of two mechanics that has taken away his crew labor.  He addressed potential loss if the cracked sealing issue is not addressed, and agreed with the new hire.

Mr. Infanti expressed concern about EMS wages and the fact we are not competitive.

Mr. Brew stated his concern was the amount of money we are funding each year for our buildings and roads and the fact that the amount of money it will cost in subsequent years to fix exceeds more than we are saving. He concurred that all the items presented were valid needs, but his focus was on buildings and roads.  
Mr. Brew wanted to pick up on the contingency and pointed out last year we said it was a $10 million dollar budget, but we are really looking at an $11 million dollar budget.  He expanded by saying if we were talking about a $110,000 contingency, it represents approximately 1% of the budget.  In view of the stretching everyone has done, the contingency is a good place to put the funds.  

He continued to look at the smaller warrant articles we are asking people to vote on – computers, communications, etc. and supported placing them in contingency in view of an $11 million dollar budget.  Mr. Brew wants to review step and COLA as part of the budget as well.

Town Administrator Jim O’Mara was charged with the task of taking potential adjustments to the department heads and reporting back to the board.

A general discussion followed reviewing opinions.  A concern regarding the number of warrant articles and their necessity vs. utilizing the contingency account was considered, especially since there are several small articles.

Chief Peter Lyon gave his opinion on the two $5,000 warrant articles, and the computer capital reserve which had been designed to make provisions for capital investment vs. contingency, adding that communications has not used capital reserve and the importance to build balance.

Mr. Grella questioned the multiple items in warrant articles and the potential that they might get voted down.  He stated the articles need to be in the budget and can’t be earmarked for capital reserve. Mr. Brew responded that the percentage for all items is marginal. A general discussion continued.  

Maggie Paul asked why we are adding to the budget as opposed to reducing it.  Chairman Bowler responded by citing a bare bones budget and added we will go back faster if we don’t become proactive and prevent a downfall.  

Ms. Paul then asked how much more was being added to the budget and she was advised the increase would be $150,000 tops.  Chairman Bowler assessed the pain to the taxpayers and reiterated that he wanted to prevent issues.

Charlene Carper informed the board that Ways and Means has not met with the departments and they are uncomfortable.  Mr. Infanti pointed out that Ways and Means had wanted to give more last year and the departments had done everything possible to come in level, adding the “hot spots” have gone up.

Ways and Means will meet tonight and they will meet with EMS and the Library on 12/06/11, the Police on 12/08/11 and Administration on 12/12/11.  Meetings should be complete by the end of next week.

David Chen stated the hardest thing for government is to identify what services should be reduced and asked the board what considerations had been given. He questioned what areas had been considered in the elimination and adding process, and added his concern that the board had not focused on what they don’t want to do to achieve a level budget.  He further advised the board that Ways and Means would address trading off certain departments and certain services to allow the latitude to fund some very important areas without adding a large increase to the town budget.  The Chairman responded that the board had diligently worked line by line on the budget to arrive at the numbers they were projecting. 

A continuation of exchanges included Mr. Chen asking the legal implications of going to the voters and advising we don’t really need a capital reserve fund and present a warrant article that would discontinue the item.  Mr. Chen received confirmation that the voter has to vote on the dissolution of each capital reserve item so that funds can be withdrawn and transferred.  Mr. Brew injected that the item had to be dissolved and then picked up again.

A general discussion ensued targeting issues such as Health and Human Services, strategy and the difficulty in passing a default budget.  Mr. Eiche commented on the board’s strategy concerning contingency and capital reserve and pointed out the small dollar amounts for the capital reserve and the fact that was the only way to save monies. The problem is removing funds from contingency and the availability for only this year because we can’t roll it over – that is the purpose of the capital reserve. He would like to encourage more discussion on that and the possibility of combining some items.  Some of these items might be more easily accepted by the voters if combined.  

Mr. Eiche asked the purpose of the maintenance (Article 30) warrant for $75,000-$100,000 since we are already spending $500,000 and wanted to know what we will gain, Chairman Bowler responded that it was to include the voters in having a say if they wanted this option to get the roads in good shape or face a bond in another ten years that would reflect $10 or $15 million dollars.  Mr. Bowler added that DPW Director Bruce Berry had shared pictures of a road that was not part of the road bond how the town has been unable to keep up with the maintenance.  Opinions continued. Chairman Bowler hoped everyone would be on the same page and be able to educate the voter the reason for the increase.   Mr. Eiche echoed Mr. Chen’s request to enhance strategy and look at some of the items a little closer. Mr. Infanti stated he would welcome suggestions and the board would also come up with suggestions.  Mr. Brew responded to Mr. Eiche’s question regarding the possibility of placing the  $75,000 in the budget and Mr. Brew suggested that would increase it by .7% and the higher we raise it, the less chance it will pass and unfortunately if we get 49% of the vote we don’t get 49% of something, we get the default.    Liz Overholt suggested considering a 5-yr plan that would add a specified number of dollars into the budget.  

Warrant Articles

Article: 21 Operating Budget

To remain on.

Article: 22 Public Health Mosquito Surveillance and Control Program

Mr. Brew received confirmation from Brian Gleason that the program specifically targets the prevention of encephalitis and not just for testing.

Mr. Gleason confirmed that we remain in the danger zone. 

To remain on.

Article: 23 Recreation Fields Acquisition and Construction Capital Reserve Fund

Consensus was it would be preferable to name a parcel.  Recreation Director Nancy McMillan advised that the commission met last week and shared the same sentiment, noting one of their concerns was if they asked for too much money as they have in the past, then the voters would think it would represent too much money.  The commission discussed how they could get to where they wanted to be and they decided to proceed in small increments so that when a parcel became available they had something to say to the seller e.g., that there were funds in reserve and they would secure the balance. She added that it would enable building potential to an already established fund.

To remain on.

Article: 24 Ambulance Capital Reserve Fund

To remain on.

Article: 25 Communications Center Capital Reserve Fund

To remain on.

Article: 26 Town Computer System Capital Reserve Find

To remain on.

Article: 27 Discontinue Capital Reserve Fund

To remain on.

Article: 28 Elderly Exemption
Town Administrator Jim O’Mara explained the exemption represents a $5,000 increase for married couples that will capture the greatest number of people who were removed from the elderly exemption last year.  

Mr. Galinson expressed concern regarding the revaluation amount that was reduced by 1% and questioned why the amounts were not comparable; Mr. O’Mara responded that it was the amount of dollars that would be impacted by the amount of the revaluations. A general discussion followed regarding the impact of value reductions, tax rates and the amount of the exemption, and applicable age(s).

To remain on.

Article: 29 Fire Truck Capital Reserve Fund

A review of prior warrant articles and funding took place.  Chief Mark Boynton was present and responded to questions. 

To remain on.

Article: 30 Road Maintenance
Mr. Brew was concerned in retaining this warrant article. Mr. Galinson also expressed concern on the number of articles and the need to focus on the essential needs. Mr. Grella acknowledged the need for the improvements but suggested it could wait another year

Mr. Brew suggested the budget be increased and follow up with additional warrant articles and advise the voters of the strategy, questioning if we would see a 60% threshold if trying to commit future default budgets.  His preference was to ask for the money and let people know we are going to roll this into future budgets.

Mr. Infanti responded that he would support making it clean by proposing $100,000 this year and increase each year in increments of $75,000.  Mr. Brew wanted to be sure we had the wording right - that it would roll into next year’s budget.

Mr. Infanti recommended it remain as a warrant article.  Mr. Brew concurred it should remain at least for tonight.  The bottom line on the increase represents approximately 6%.

Going to budget.

Article: 31 Discontinue Vehicle Traffic etal 

To remain on.

Article: 32 Appropriation of Funds for Generators

It was recommended to appropriate the sum of $20,000.

Article: 33 Assessing Revaluation Capital Reserve Fund

To remain on

2012 Holiday Schedule

Town Administrator Jim O’Mara asked for approval of the 2012 Town Holiday Schedule.  A discussion followed regarding the transfer station being closed the day after Thanksgiving and the fact the overtime was already included in the landfill budget.  Discussion ensued regarding holiday schedule for town employees and how it related to vacation time and, specifically, how one employee had been called back for coverage at the transfer station on a Saturday.  The cost would be wages at time and a half for 16 hours.  Average wage would be $20 per hour.  Consensus was to have the transfer station open for four hours and pay overtime.

Mr. Infanti moved to approve, second by Mr. Grella.  Vote: Unanimous 

FY 13 Budget Timeline

Chairman Bowler referred to the FY 13 Budget Timeline and Mr. O’Mara stated he had added to the Agenda for confirmation purposes.  Chairman Bowler suggested that 12/19 would be out and the 29th be moved up to the 27th since the 26th is a holiday.  Chairman Bowler then stated meetings would take place on 12/19 and 12/27.

The first Deliberative Session is set for Thursday, 2/09/12 and the second session will be March 13th.  

Mr. Infanti moved to accept, second by Mr. Brew. Vote: Unanimous.

FY 12-07 Budget Transfer Request

Budget Transfer Request

01-4192-10-2825, Professional Consultant, $250.00

Mr. Infanti moved to approve, second by Mr. Brew   Vote: Unanimous

Budget Transfer Request

01-4130-10-2840,  Meetings ($1,500), Town Administration Vehicle Gas ($1,500), Town Office Supplies ($1,500), $4,500

Mr. Brew moved to approve, second by Mr. Grella  Vote: Unanimous

Planning Department – Recommendations for Application and Fee Changes

Town Administrator Jim O’Mara introduced the recommendations for changes in fees and applications on behalf of the Planning Department.  He reminded everyone that the last increase had been implemented in January of 2009.  The differential in the proposed changes for 2012 is 3%.

Mr. Infanti made a motion to accept the fee changes, second by Mr. Brew.  A discussion followed that the changes were minimal and we should consider rounding off even if the increase represented more than 1% per year.   Mr. Infanti withdrew his motion.  

Mr. Infanti moved to bring back next week, second by Mr. Brew.  Vote: Unanimous

ACTION ITEMS

Approve Cemetery Deed

Mr. O’Mara called for a motion to approve execution of Cemetery Deed.

Mr. Infanti moved to approve, second by Mr. Galinson.  Vote: Unanimous

NEW BUSINESS

Mr. Grella advised some of our teams had done very well this fall and wanted to bring two of the four in next week or the week after.  Chairman Bowler asked if they had a banquet and a discussion followed regarding timing with budgets, etc., and the possibility of presenting at their banquets. It was agreed that we would look to attending the teams’ banquets. 

Mr. Infanti: no comments

Mr. Brew: no comments

Mr. Galinson: no comments

Chairman Bowler advised board members that he and Bruce Berry had driven to Hancock to thank them for their support and he was impressed that he had received an email back this morning advising how impressed they had been that Amherst had made the effort to thank them in person.  They exchanged commitments to help each other in the future, whenever assistance was needed. 
Mr. Galinson motioned to enter non public session pursuant to NH RSA 91-A:3 II (d) seconded by Mr. Infanti.  Roll call: Mr. Bowler: yes; Mr. Brew: yes; Mr. Galinson: yes, Mr. Grella: yes, Mr. Infanti: yes.

NON-PUBLIC SESSION UNDER RSA 91-a:3 II (b)
The Board entered non public session at 9:05 pm.

The Board discussed a potential land purchase with Town Administrator, Jim O’Mara.

No motions were made and no votes were taken. 

Mr. Grella motioned to exit non public session, second by Mr. Infanti.  Roll call vote: Bowler: yes; Brew: yes, Infanti: yes; Grella: yes; Galinson: yes.  Unanimous at 9:35 pm.

Mr. Galinson motioned to adjourn, second by Mr. Brew.  Motion passed unanimously.

Meeting was adjourned at 9:38 PM.

Respectfully submitted,

Donna S. Waterman,

Executive Assistant
PAGE  
12

