BOARD OF SELECTMEN MINUTES

Monday, December 19, 2011 at 5:30 PM

Call to Order

Chairman Bruce Bowler called the meeting to order at 5:35 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 Bill Overholt.

Citizen’s Forum

Mr. Overholt thanked the board for giving him time and read from a letter addressed to the Board of Selectmen regarding road maintenance and funding.  He specifically targeted the budget vs. warrant approach and cited the ongoing need for road maintenance, adding that the tax papers should be aware of the challenges. He suggested that it would be very confusing to the voters, who passed a $15M bond for road reconstruction just two years ago, to see another warrant for road maintenance.  He articulated very well the hurdle in explaining the bond for 23 miles of rebuilding, and the new warrant adding for the maintenance of the remaining 91 miles of roads.

Mr. Overholt, Chairman of the Road Commission, reminded the board that the RFAC (Road Funding Analysis Committee) had reported to the board in 2008 the need for the maintenance line to be increased  following the proposed bond to rebuild the first 23 miles. Since that has not been done, the town has continued to under fund and our roads are literally falling into the category of failed roads. 

 He pointed out that that we buy police cars, cut the grass in the parks & recreation fields, buy air packs for the firemen and while they are all essential to the jobs, he said road maintenance was very essential to our jobs and community.  

He suggested that warrants should be used for new and unusual expenditures.  He strongly believes that in placing something as important as maintenance to our roads on a warrant, it is asking a community of voters to make a judgment call in areas they have little experience and less access to the details of the request.  He said the maintenance line for the other 91 miles should be increased to $1.1M per year.  He pointed out that the town is spending $700,000 +/- (refer to the budget lines) for paving, crack sealing, part of outside hire, part of inside labor and a small part of summer help.  He commented that Brad concurs that it isn’t enough.   

In his closing comments, he proposed adding $150,00-$200,000 to the budget until we reach the $1.1M goal.  He stated his belief that we have no choice and we have caved in too many times in the recent past.  His final words: “It is time to face reality.”

Mr. Infanti said that he understood it would be a warrant for one year and then automatically added to the budget in subsequent years. He said he did not disagree with anything Mr. Overholt had said, but was concerned with increases.  Mr. Overholt responded that he thinks it is confusing and questioned why we look at percentages – 2-1/2% increase for schools is something like a 10% increase for this board.  The average household pays under $1,400 per year in town taxes that provides them with a plethora of services, and is quite “a buy”.   A short exchange of opinions took place and the board thanked Mr. Overholt for his time and his advice.

Mr. Kenneth Clinton next spoke to the discontinuance of a portion of North Street and referred to a package that had been distributed a month ago.  At that time, he had discussed the nature of the road and the merits of the request. He had been asked to seek official opinion and comments from the DPW, Fire, and Police.  He offered to review the results and comment on the endorsement of the plan.  The biggest discussion that had taken place generated an initial opinion from the Conservation Commission that no Class VI road should ever be discontinued.  He then invited the members to join him at the site and as a result received their endorsement. They were pleased with Mike Foisy’s intention to enhance easy access to trails and provide gravel parking spaces.  

Mr. Clinton asked the selectmen to sponsor a warrant article that would give the full weight of the board vs. a petition warrant article.   While a petition warrant can carry some level of support, obviously the board’s endorsement would carry more weight.

Mr. Brew, who is the Board of Selectmen representative to the Conservation Commission, said he knew the Commission had not had a meeting and taken an official vote.  He said he understood this would be addressed at their next meeting.  He added that he had exchanged a couple of emails with John Harvey.

He said he was not certain what the Conservation Commission supported, but that would speak for itself at the next meeting.  He said he was not in favor of the board putting forward a warrant article for private development.  He added that in terms of any warrant article, whether it was put together by the board or by a private citizen, he believed the town should look at all Class VI roads with an approach to deal with them and not just deal with them on a one by one basis.   He stated that both the town master plan and the survey done by the Recreation Commission revealed a need for trails going throughout town, and not exclusively on conservation land.  The Class VI roads represent an excellent vehicle to accomplish that.  He said he would like to see the Conservation Commission work up a document and bring it to the board for approval or adoption and outline cases where Class VI roads had interfered with development and how it had been handled.    He believes once a Class VI road is abandoned, then some future chance of a town reclaiming it/gaining access is very slim.  In summation, he said he would not support the board moving forward and he would like to hear from the Conservation Commission.

Mr. Clinton responded that he had documentation with him in support of the project.  He added that the Conservation Commission shared the opinion that no Class VI road should be discontinued unless the specific circumstances, such as this case, would make it logical and beneficial.

Mr. Infanti acknowledged Mr. Brew’s comments and opinion, but stated he believed every Class VI road should be reviewed differently and on its own.  He recalled the problems the town had with the Conservation Committee with respect to snowmobiles – that Conservation wanted to close all trails to snowmobiles.  The board responded that they didn’t believe that was appropriate and he stated that he sees parallels in this case.   He recalls sending the Conservation Commission back to look at alternate roads and use and restated his opinion that each road should be looked at individually.   Mr. Infanti spoke on behalf of the Planning Board and recalled when Mr. Clinton presented to the Planning Board and the board’s approval, believing it was an appropriate thing to do.  Mr. Infanti then addressed the development and the uniqueness of each case and referred to the pending closure of Jones Road being presented by the board.  Mr. Infanti praised the cooperation of the developer in being willing to cooperate in all areas presented to him, the willingness to expand and open trails, as well as providing parking.  Mr. Infanti said he would support this article if the board sees fit.

Mr. Grella said he would support the article after learning that the “experts” e.g., those departments most affected by the change, endorsed the plan.  He added that Conservation showing support and the development/maintenance of trails, plus parking, made it a worthy article to support.  He stated he believed the selectmen should support this in view of making the conservation land more accessible.

Mr. Galinson said he concurred with Mr. Brew and believed it was totally inappropriate for a selectman to draft and vote on a warrant article that pertains to an individual.   He said he was not against development and stressed that warrant articles were those only appropriate to the budget of the town as they related to the town as a whole.   

Chairman Bowler said he also agreed with Mr. Brew and Mr. Galinson and stated he was not against the warrant article going forward as a petition, and he would probably support it as a petition.  He does not believe it is a proper measure for the board to bring forward.   Should the board take a vote, it would be a 3-2 today, however, he reminded Mr. Clinton that there is time to get a petition warrant article.   Mr. Clinton responded that Mr. Brew had said he would consider supporting but would look to hear from the Conservation Commission at the next meeting. Chairman Bowler asked when the next meeting was and Mr. Brew responded it was the beginning of January which would mean the petition warrant would miss the deadline.  Mr. Brew wanted to be clear he was not in favor of having the board bring this article forward, acknowledged the votes were not there tonight and restated the responsibility of the board and time for a petition warrant to be presented (January 17).  Mr. Clinton then asked if they were fortunate enough to secure the required number of signatures, could they anticipate support of the board.  Mr. Galinson said he didn’t know enough and there were a lot of hypothetical ifs. He added that he would have to talk with Conservation, Police and Fire, and his support would be contingent upon their endorsement.  A brief exchange took place regarding the weight of support required by Mr. Galinson.  Chairman Bowler asked the board for a call of support:  Infanti-yes, Grella-yes, Brew-needs additional information but leaning toward not supporting it at this time, Bowler-yes.  Town Administrator Jim O’Mara asked for clarification that if the road were closed would it hinder the ability to provide professional services and it was confirmed that it would not.  Mr. Brew then commented that there was likely a better way to accomplish what the developer needs and protect the town’s interest, saying he did not think that the Conservation Commission could get all of that in place in time.  He said if this did not go forward this year or did not pass this year, he would hope there would be some guidelines that would help him support the project.  Mr. Brew responded to a question from Chairman Bowler expanding on the possibility of not abandoning it, but relocating it not as a Class VI road, but possibly a Class A or B trail, doing something with setbacks (Class VI roads have setbacks that might hinder development).  Mr. Brew said he did not want to lose the ability for residents to walk on this road.  Discussion continued and Steve Desmarais (19 Pinetop, Amherst, NH) developer approached the board and acknowledged the board’s comments regarding lack of information but pointed out that the Planning Board has had this for 7 years and both the Planning Board and Conservation has been looking at this for 5-7 years. They all knew the former access was access to nothing except Enright’s back yard which is not a trail and the relocated access would be access to open space, adding that he believed the subdivision was granted based on the presumption that the town was going to abandon the road because there is no way anyone in their right mind would have had a right of way go through the middle of a 1-1/4 acre lot; they would have moved the lot to the left and placed the trail in the position where the old road was. The Planning Board and Conservation Commission and everyone else all agreed on the configuration that presumes the abandonment of the road.  He added when a humble contractor proposes a petition article it doesn’t often win based on the fact, sometimes it loses just because a contractor presents it.   In closing, Steve said he believed it was always presumed that the road would be closed.  Mr. Infanti commented that he hoped the board could get something from Conservation because he understood they supported it, and to go along with Brad and Dwight, he would like to see it in writing and suggested that the Commission have a special meeting since they do support it.  He added that the board has special meetings quite often, and asked if the Commission could have a 15-minute meeting and advise the board in writing one way or the other. Mr. Infanti said he knew how the Planning Board felt and in view of the time constrictions, he said he didn’t think it was asking too much to ask them to have a special meeting and advise the board so the board can let the parties know.  Chairman Bowler suggested in the interim they collect 25 signatures.

ADMINISTRATIVE BUSINESS

Mr. Infanti moved to approve the Accounts Payable Register in the amount of $1,998,921.47 dated December 12, 2011, subject to review and audit.  Second by Mr. Brew.  Vote: Unanimous

Mr. Grella moved to approve the Payroll Register for the period ending 12/10/11, disbursed on 12/15/11, subject to audit and review.  Second by Mr. Infanti.  Vote: Unanimous

TOWN ADMINISTRATOR REPORT

Charlene Carper voiced concern over the start time of 5:30 PM.  Chairman Bowler responded that on occasion there might be extenuating circumstances and conflicts of interest.  He confirmed that most meetings commence at 6:30 PM.

Dick Lefebvre said consensus following the last meeting was there was additional room for reductions. He said they had two options for accomplishing this. 

Charlene began with a recommendation of $78,900 in reductions.

1-1.2% COLA



($20,000)

Reducing Health & Human Services
($15,000)

Reducing contingency


($10,000)

Reducing Recreation


($21,500) 

Reducing Conservation


( $ 2,000)

Reducing Salary Zoning


($10,000)

Chairman Bowler asked Dick Lefebvre for his option.  Mr. Lefebvre responded that it would be to eliminate the Health Agencies in the amount of $46,300 stating the process of taxing the citizens for the purpose of giving money to charities is a subversion of the law.  Charitable donations are expressions of good will and free choice, not a result of taxation.   We are responsible for protecting the rights of our citizens, not forcing donations through taxation and suggested the board read the law.    Mr. Lefebvre then recommended elimination of the mosquito warrant  ($40,000) saying he had not heard where it had been effective.   Charlene Carper then spoke on the Recreation issues and cited the retaining wall and the possibility of local sponsors and referred to Moulton’s dugouts.  

Mr. Galinson asked how Ways & Means arrived at $78,900.  Charlene Carper said they had decided to do away with the 2% COLA, that some employees were getting steps, not all.   She said she had learned the only people not getting steps were longevity, the Zoning Director and the engineer.  A discussion continued regarding longevity.  Chairman Bowler offered a synopsis of longevity advising Ways & Means that it was either 10 or 15 years before an employee gets longevity and it starts at $500 and then an employee has to go a number of years until s/he is eligible for $750 and then eventually $1,000 and $1,250 is the max at 25-30 years.  He said an employee has to wait a long time to get longevity and in the interim they rely on COLA.

Chairman Bowler then stated he was not budging on the 2% COLA and said if we consider the last four years, if this goes through, it would mean the employees have gotten 3% over the last four years.  If everyone got a step, that would be one thing, but everyone does not get a step. It is the newer employees who get the step.  The COLA in 2009 was 1% and since then we have asked our employees to pick up additional costs such as 1% of their health insurance.  

Chairman Bowler then looked to the Health Agencies stating they were not charities; they were non-profits who helped our citizens.  Mr. O’Mara intervened to announce the five new agencies requesting support and distributed a packet to the board.  The agencies are: SHARE outreach, St. John Neumann Pantry/Outreach, CASA, Harbor Homes and Healthy at Home.  These five are requesting support for FY13 and would be presented in separate warrants.  Mr. Infanti had asked for additional information at the last meeting and Mr. O’Mara outlined the request amounts: SHARE Outreach-$2,500, CASA-$500, Harbor Homes-$3,000, Healthy at Home-$250 and St. John Neumann had not returned our call asking for a monetary amount.  To date we have expended $28,090, leaving a balance of $24,000.  Mr. O’Mara then provided a list of the entities who had not picked up their requests: Nashua Mediation Services, Red Cross, Souhegan Home and Hospice Care, St. Joseph Elderly Meals, Southern NH HIV Taskforce, Keystone Hall, Home Health and Hospice, Souhegan Valley Housing, Child Advocacy Center and NH Association for the Blind, totaling approximately $24,000.  Chairman Bowler once again stated these organizations were not charities, they reflect agencies assisting the residents of Amherst who, if they weren’t participating, would be utilizing our Welfare program.  There is a possibility of eliminating some, but he said he would want to look at it carefully.  He pointed out the effect of calendar years and some of these agencies may request funds in January. Charlene Carper spoke to a preliminary recommendation by Peter Eiche that the balance be removed and Mr. Infanti reinforced Chairman Bowler’s observation regarding the fiscal and calendar year differentials.

Chairman Bowler acknowledged that some could be removed and then moved on to the recommendations previously set forth.  He said he could live with the $10,000 reduction to contingency.  He said he had a question on the Recreation reduction since it was originally a warrant article and was moved to the budget.  He said he went to the sites and took pictures and noted that the walls were rotting and leaning, and the steps were completely gone. His biggest concern is the potential liability due to an injury.  Remaining members of the board went to the site as well.   A discussion ensued with Mr. Grella providing important construction information to which Charlene Carper responded she did not want renovations with wood.  Mr. Grella ensured that wood could carry a 40-year guarantee.  Nancy McMillan said she had gotten a bid for stone and Chairman Bowler said any improvements would have to go to bid.

He advised Conservation had requested the $2,000 be added back in because they spend it.  

Chairman Bowler said he would not consider a $10,000 reduction in the Zoning salary at this time, in spite of the economy.  He said he was committed to getting the best hire-most qualified candidate with economic development skills.  He cited that F. W. Webb was paying close to one-half million in taxes and a savvy candidate could bring in new business if skilled. Maggie Paul suggested a change in the job description to reflect community outreach and to actively search for new business for our community.   Chairman Bowler said the job description could be changed immediately, and reiterated he would not budge on the salary at this time. 

Dick Lefebvre asked if we have to pay the non-profits for services to our citizens and Chairman Bowler responded we are not obligated to support them, but if the agencies lack the funds to provide the services, our citizens won’t receive the amenities they need. It would make sense for those agencies to serve the communities who are funding them, and noted that we experienced that with the Souhegan Transportation – if the citizen had not come forward to fund the agency, our citizens would not have had the bus for the year.  Mr. Infanti said someone has to pay them to provide the service and advised he was involved with two agencies in Milford and could speak to the significant impact they had on our communities.  Mr. Lefebvre said he thought it was illegal to fund in this manner and Mr. Infanti said we could get a legal ruling, but it is the way it is done all over the country.  Mr. Infanti said if we depended on fundraisers and did not offer the town’s support, we would have serious issues.  He cited the services of SHARE  - the thousand of dollars in services they provide to the citizens of Amherst. He added that he keeps an eye on the agencies providing services and some have provided services to 200 people in our town.  He added this was on top of the State cutting services.   He said if we have a $20,000 Welfare budget and we spend $50,000, we have to spend it and it comes out of our contingency.  We are not able to decline welfare assistance to a qualified individual; we are legally obligated. 

Charlene Carper asked to change the subject and revert back to steps and asked those in the back row to speak to step – who didn’t get step.  

Mr. Brew was then asked to respond to the recommendations.  He recalled last year when Rick Katzenberg formed a committee to look at agencies directly benefiting Amherst.  We are receiving considerable support (“one agency serving 29 families, another serving 34 and another serving 76”) for under $50,000.  As a side note, he contacted Rick today and Rick has offered to pull together a committee to freshen up numbers.  

Mr. Brew then went to the top of the list and addressed COLA. He said he had decided to pull numbers to have an accurate picture, and surmised if we looked at the town employees based on the assumption the 2% COLA goes through, combining the step and COLA over the past three years, it would total 3-1/2%.  He then referred to the SAU comparison and said they do not get steps, but the highest paid people at the SAU got a 3% raise over that period of time and the support staff got a 4-1/2%% increase.  He provided an overview of bottom line cost to the town.  

He targeted Contingency and said if we have to cut the $10,000 it would be OK, but believed that we had successfully started something this year by increasing our contingency and asking our department heads to shave to the bones.  

With regard to Recreation, Mr. Brew believes the work needs to be done whether it’s a warrant or in the operating budget.

He said his opinion of the 25% cut from the Conservation Commission was a way to bring people to the table and that it had not been based on funds not being expended.  He said his understanding was that Conservation had not had an increase in a number of years and $8,000 has been spent in all of those years.

Mr. Infanti said he had done research as a result of headlines today and learned that the military had gotten a 1.4% increase in 1/11 and was slated for a 1.6% increase in 1/12.  The military gets longevity raises every two years and also get a COLA.   He also assumed they had received increases in 2009 and 2010.   Mr. Infanti said he had put a lot of thought into raises and he would be uncomfortable doing less than 2%. 

Mr. Infanti said he felt strongly that Health & Human Services does a lot for the town.  He added that he might be willing to cut something, but he would have to look at who did not collect their monies last year. 

Mr. Infanti said if he had to acquiesce on Contingency for $5,000 or $10,000, he believed we would be shooting ourselves in the foot.  He projected an increase in welfare this year, especially with some of agencies losing money and others shutting down.  He said he thought the Contingency would be tapped more than in other years.   He said the former Welfare Officer had administered welfare for 25 years and had been extremely frugal.  He compared Milford’s welfare budget that was far in excess of $200,000 last year vs. Amherst’s budget of $20,000.  He acknowledged there were more apartments in Milford, but also pointed out the $180,000 budget differential and the population differential of only 4,000 residents.   He praised the effectiveness of the former welfare officer and added it was not an easy job – one that pulls at your heartstrings with each case.

Mr. Infanti has viewed the Recreation wall and concurs that the work needs to be done and stated he had not yet seen the playground.  He offered the option of doing one project this year and one next, but expressed concern about liability.  

Mr. Infanti does not want to cut $2,000 from Conservation who performs an incredible amount of work in addition to the hundreds of hours of volunteerism.  He believes Conservation is very frugal and would not ask for the money if they did not need it. 

Mr. Infanti advised that he was involved in two economic development committees in Milford and agrees with Mr. Bowler that he doesn’t want to cut the Planning Director’s salary.  He then expounded on the successes realized in Milford and what he would like to see happen in Amherst, offering to play an active role.  He said he believes even in this economy a Town Planner can be very effective and part of the job description will include recruiting and retention. 

Mr. Infanti voiced his support of the mosquito warrant adding that he believed it had been beneficial to the town, and has continued to speak with Brian and inquire where the Lyme is in the state.  Brian said that it is creeping closer to Amherst than last year or the year before and he has continued to give us excellent reports and updates.  Mr. Infanti said he respected Brian Gleason’s opinion as a health officer and said we need to listen to someone with that expertise.  Mr. Infanti noted other towns have had problems with the mosquitoes and he didn’t want Amherst to have similar problems over $40,000.  

Mr. Grella said he would like to begin with COLA and said he believed saving $20,000 is a slap in the face to the folks in the last two rows (department heads).  He referred to the department heads as the lifeblood of this community and this would be the 3rd year without a raise.  Mr. Grella said it was not worthy of discussion.

He said his perception of the Health Agencies is that we are looking forward to a year and a half and he is fairly confident it will all be requested.  

He then addressed Contingency and said he would be OK with the $10,000 reduction.

He said he would support one of the two improvements and acknowledged he had not seen both sites.

He wants to see Conservation stay.

His final concern was with the Director of Planning position – which he would hate to have the best candidate apply for the job and not have the funds to pay them.  He wants to keep the $10,000 in this line item and if it’s not used it can be used elsewhere.

Mr. Galinson repeated his question of why Ways and Means targeted $78,900 (he had not gotten an answer to that question).  He said he thought $15,400 with Health and Human Services was probably fine,  $10,000 for Contingency was probably fine, and $10,000 for Recreation should probably stay so they can do Spaulding – theoretically fine.  He questioned and wanted to hear if $35,000 was responsible, and is there some percentage W&M is targeting – what is their objective.

Chairman Bowler said he believed everyone was close and Charlene Carper responded she just wanted to see a responsible budget.  

Charlene Carper wanted to address longevity and said it was fuzzy.  Police Chief Peter Lyon responded he had worked for the town for 32 years and earned his longevity.  Chairman Bowler questioned why we wouldn’t want to give longevity to hard working and loyal employees vs. getting new people.  The discussion continued and Charlene Carper said she continued to be confused with the criteria associated with longevity and COLA.  Town Administrator Jim O’Mara advised her that longevity was in the personnel manual and COLA was not. 

Mr. Galinson said his objective was to finalize the budget, and acknowledged they had worked hard and done a good job. He said he appreciated that everyone had shared his or her opinions, but his goal was to get a consensus and get a budget in place. 

Charlene then wanted to address the Welfare budget and noted that last year the expenditures had been only $13,000.  Chairman Bowler acknowledged that was good, and Charlene responded we are probably where we need to be assuming more and more will be needed based on the track record.

Robert Brewster said the $78,000 was a compromise and reflected on the board asking all department heads to return with a 0% increase in their budget. After seeing the $200,000 +/- increase the board had proposed, the reduction of $78,000 was an effort to reduce the burden to the taxpayers.  This figure was predicated on previous recommendations and was the basis for a suggestion.

David Chen responded to Brad Galilnson regarding his question on the amount.  He said he was reluctant to retrace old steps but recalled at the last meeting the discussion had been 5.9% increase and one, which he felt, was disingenuous at best.  He said he had taken another look and removed the warrant articles and those that might be added this year, and it represented a 7.2% increase. He expanded on the budgetary difference of net budget to net budget and while he could not forecast which warrants would pass, if the fire engine does pass (1.4%), then the budget increase is closer to 8.6%. He said he understood how it was built up (bond insurance, mandatory pay increase for the Police), but if you look at the absolute value of the increase, it can approach 8-1/2% and it needs to be capped somewhere.  He said of concern to him were the issues of equity and the pay equity being one, - to tax off a 2% COLA to everyone exacerbates the problem.  He said he would prefer to address increases by department or by job category.  

Dick Lefebvre suggested that the Library Board of Trustees be approached and ask for a 5% reduction in their budget.

Chairman Bowler asked for a quick show of hands on recommendations due to the time constraint of the meeting.

Mr. Brew stated all of the changes are difficult, but could agree with Brad. He said he could live with the $10,000 reduction from Contingency, the $15,400 from Health and Human Services and support one Recreation project, possibly only address the Spaulding wall this year, which would reduce Recreation by $7,500.  

Mr. Infanti responded that he was uncomfortable taking $15,400 from the health agencies because the needs will be addressed through Welfare, but of greater concern was the deferred maintenance issue resulting in potential liability and his opinion that it was not worth $10,000 to be sued by removing the funds from Recreation. He stated he would support reducing Contingency by $10,000 and Health and Human Services by $10,000.

Mr. Grella echoed Mr. Infanti’s response.  

Mr. Galinson said he would like to see where we are since we found $30,000 and spoke to Mr. Chen regarding equity of salaries and suggested the possibility of a committee to study this because it is not possible to deal with five days before the budget.   Mr. Galinson’s final numbers were $7,500 from Recreation, $10,000 from Contingency and $15,400 from Health and Human Services.

Chairman Bowler acknowledged the liability issue and is not in favor of removing funds from Recreation.  He said he would support $10,000 from Contingency and $10,000 from Health and Human Services.  

Mr. Infanti motioned to remove $10,000 from Health and Human Services and $10,000 from Contingency for a total of $20,000.  Mr. Grella seconded.  Vote: 5-0. 

Mr. Galinson once again thanked Ways & Means for their hard work and pointed out they had heard all the discussion with no perfect answer, and appealed to them the importance of hearing back from them next week and offer solutions if they are not in support of the budget. 

Chairman Bowler stated that the board had been discussing a piece of property presently owned by the State of NH.  It is located at Merrimack Road, Smith Lane and Route 101, approximately 6-1/2 acres.  The State of NH has offered it to the Town of Amherst and extended us first refusal.   Mr. Bowler said he was presently in contact with Executive Councilor Wheeler and Senator Bragdon to see if they can assist in reducing the price given to us. On Saturday morning, Mr. Infanti and Mr. Bowler walked the property with a contractor and the contractor’s opinion was that it was a perfect spot for cemetery fields because it is pretty much level with very few low or high spots in that area. It also gives the time for the fields to sit as the cemeteries are going away in 2014.  It consists of two soccer fields, and a baseball diamond that doesn’t take up 6-1/2 acres of land.  He encouraged anyone to walk the property and look at the potential investment.  He said he hoped to have a warrant article soon. 

A general discussion took place with Mr. Brew asking if he understood correctly that this warrant article would be to purchase the property and to develop it.  Mr. Bowler responded that it would be a board decision to which Mr. Brew responded that he felt very strongly the board needs to separate those options as this piece of property is an opportunity and if we lose it, there are not other parcels that will be available.  He reminded the board that they had been looking for a long time and said he would not want to lose it because people were afraid of the development costs, therefore he would support two warrant articles.    

Warrant articles were briefly addressed as it related to last year’s warrant for the fire truck (#28) and the fact we will see five new warrants at the end.

Bruce Berry had reported to Town Administrator Jim O’Mara the current pricing and cost factors assessed to the Town of Amherst, by PSNH, primarily because we are considered “small accounts”.  Mr. Berry, representing Amherst, attended a meeting to review bids previously submitted by the consortium Nashua Regional Planning Commission to eight suppliers.   Mr. Berry reported that Hess was the overall low bid, , that the group had agreed to retain the services of William Drescher to review the contract (the fees to be shared evenly by all recipients), and that the Board of Selectman needs to authorize one person to sign the “Master Contract” by January 4th (non –binding) and be available to travel to NRPC to sign the “Pricing Agreement” to lock in the bid price on January 11.   Mr. Berry also included in his memo that the Town has the ability to walk away without obligation should the price exceed that of PSNH’s rate.  However, it is anticipated to be a favorable rate and the town would be locked in for one year as of February 2012. 

Mr. Infanti moved to authorize Town Administrator, Jim O’Mara to sign the Hess agreement, second by Mr. Brew.  Vote: Unanimous.

DISCUSSION ITEMS

Health Director Gleason, Police Chief Lyon, Fire Chief Boynton and Director of Public Works Berry presented an overview of the “After Action Report” following the October 29th snowstorm.  The presentation featured the goals and objectives, the teamwork and the problematic issues encountered.  The opinion, not only of the EOC, but also of the board and residents, is that the emergency management team did an excellent job managing the storm and overcoming obstacles.  The Emergency Operations Plan was put in motion immediately, staff remained onboard throughout the night, and the Center was open and responding to issues.  The Town was kept informed of limitations, services available and restoration efforts. A warming shelter, potable water and drinking water were made available to those in need.     The problems that surfaced revealed a need for generators, backup power for the Town Hall (to include internet access as well), and state of emergency funding.  Areas of continued priority include working with PSNH staff, and NH DOT.  Of equal importance is the use of Code Red and Police Chief Lyon stated he wanted more and more people to sign up for Code Red which can be done through our website. He said it is free. At the peak of the storm, Code Red had about 6,500 residents utilizing the program both in Amherst and Mont Vernon.  Mr. Gleason said ongoing objectives include the need to continue to prepare, train and get ready for the next storm, storms that are coming earlier and earlier and staying later.  He reminded everyone that pamphlets and brochures are available in the Police Department lobby, and also the www.ready.gov site.   Amherst was supported by mutual aid from Hancock and Peterborough.  

Mr. Bowler thanked the “emergency team” for an outstanding job, and said he was amazed that things happened as fast as they did, that he didn’t expect to get power back for a week and half after seeing the damages.  The outside agencies that responded to help the town were fantastic, and the Hillsboro County House of Corrections sending assistance.  Mr. Galinson added they were “local heroes”, and he hoped the local residents realized the level of commitment and understood why their power was restored, why there were no catastrophe losses.  Mr. Galinson said he tremendously appreciated the team.    Mr. Brew also thanked the team.  

Mr. Grella wanted to understand the number of people who have Code Red and what percentage of the 6,500 is represented by the town, noting we have 13,000 residents. .  Police Chief Lyon responded that it was the number of phones in the households but also said it was fair to say better than half, adding each time there is an incident, we can anticipate hundreds more signing up.

Mr. Infanti wanted to acknowledge every one who had done such a great job and praised Code Red.  

Mr. Brew commented that quite a few residents had told him how well they thought things had been handled.  

Chief Mark Boynton informed the board that he had submitted the necessary paperwork to FEMA for disaster money in Hillsborough County. He anticipated hearing back within a week.  He echoed the sentiments of Peter, Brian and Bruce how well things had gone and expanded on the after actions reports and the great opportunities they provide. It is one of the key pieces of having support as the agency looks for after action reports to back up our needs.

Mr. O’Mara advised we might miss out on opportunities if we do not respond to The National Regional Planning Commission and their need for one full member and three alternates.  Mr. Bowler suggested we post this on our website.

The Elderly Exemption study was tabled for this meeting.

APPROVE

Mr. O’Mara read the Abatement recommendation which included 44 properties comprised of 7 vacant land properties enrolled in the current use program as well as a result of coding and current use pricing changes; 20 properties represent unbuildable parcels that resulted in revaluation and assessment changes; 3 condominiums which inadvertently had assessments removed resulting in overpayments; and 13 properties of elderly exemptions with some also receiving veteran tax credits and/or a blind exemption.   As a result of the revaluation and tax rate change, there was a net amount of $3,071 in overpayments and the total amount of overpayments of $4,448.

Mr. Infanti moved to grant the overpayments in the amount of $4,448 as recommended by our Contract Assessor of Municipal Resources, second by Mr. Grella.   Vote: Unanimous. 

OLD BUSINESS

Mr. Bowler invited John Harvey to come forward to request that he call a special meeting of the Conservation Commission prior to his next scheduled meeting of January 10 to get an official vote and recommendation on the North Street and Founders Way discontinuance.  Mr. Bowler advised the parties had been at the meeting earlier and plan to present a petition warrant article, further that the board had a 3-2 vote to support it as a petition warrant article, but the board is looking to get additional information from the ACC.  Mr. Bowler said Mr. Brew and Mr. Galinson would like additional information and it was hoped this could be provided prior to the board’s next meeting. 

Mr. Brew stated he did not want to put John on the spot unless he would like to volunteer, but he would be very surprised – his perception was that the Conservation Commission was a little bit different, or quite a bit different, than what was represented here tonight so he would encourage everyone to wait and hear what the Conservation Commission comes back with.  John agreed to get opinions and said he would likely be an email vote.

Mr. Galinson stated the importance of the vote to close the road, and his concern that the process could be rushed.   He stressed the importance of getting all the details, followed by discussion and getting a deliberative vote for recommendation to the board.  He said he didn’t want to make the wrong decision, even if we missed the warrant period.  

John responded that the missing information will be historical impact that started in 1820 and the record is not very clear up until 2007 when they voted not to discontinue it. John added that the developer had done research and reached one conclusion about an easement, and Conservation has also done research and can’t find anything that would lead us to believe that it is anything other than town managed property.  

Mr. O’Mara reminded the board that at the last meeting Mr. Brew had asked about an audit and would there be time to go out to bid for FY2011 or would be it be quicker to ask Vachon Clukay to do another audit for 2011.   The RFP process would take us well past the selection process.

Mr. Brew asked when we would have the results of the FY11 audit and the FY10 as well.  Mr. O’Mara said when we execute the letter of intent, he will bring it before the board and we will have a date on it.  

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

Meeting was adjourned at 7:45 pm.

Respectfully submitted,

Donna S. Waterman

Executive Assistant
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