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Monday, January 30, 2012 at 7:30pm.

Call to Order (7:30)

Tig Tillinghast called the hearing to order.

Present: John Bacon, Donn Downey, Tig Tillinghast, Casey Huling. 

Not Present: Mike Pomeroy

Attending: Scott Hesser, Selectboard Assistant.
Members of the public in attendance:

- Sheila Bedi, the Community Building and Development Grant applicant;

- Jeffrey Worcest, Telisa Stewart, Chad Stewart, Kim LeFevre, Don Neatoa, Nicole Leibon, Jill Voelz Koppers, and Melanie French.

Tillinghast began the hearing with some back ground on Community Building and Development Grants (CBDG or the Grant).  The CBDG program was designed to help viable businesses that do not have access to capital markets such as traditional bank business loans.  The Town has supported a CBDG grant to one other Thetford business, Pompanoosuc Mills. The capital for the loan comes ultimately from the federal government. Interest and half of the capital paid back goes to the local municipality’s revolving loan fund, and the other half goes to the state CBDG office

Sheila Bedi was asked by the Selectboard to describe the nature of the project.  Bedi currently runs Creative Spirit Children’s Center in West Fairlee.  The Center is rated as a five star facility by the State on a scale of one through five.  The Center is licensed for 25 children and she currently has 23 children in the program.  The Creative Spirit Children’s Center currently serves families from several communities including Bradford, Orford, Newbury, Fairlee, West Fairlee, and Thetford.  She has been trying for 13 months to find and move into her own space.  She has found property in North Thetford along Route 5.  She would like to purchase the property and build a new facility there.  The new facility would expand the amount of children she is licensed to serve to 50.  She is applying for a Grant in the total amount of the project which is $320,000.  A spare room in the facility would be made available for community use.  She has already had a request from the Boy Scouts and inquiries about using the space for dance classes.

Melanie French addressed Bedi and the Selectboard with concerns.  French currently runs an in-home child care business.  French asked Bedi if the families that currently use Creative Spirits plan to follow Bedi from West Fairlee to Thetford.  Bedi replied that she has 30 families that will follow.  French said that several child care centers in Town have openings that cannot be filled and she is afraid that a center the size Bedi is proposing would put other centers out of business.  

Bedi and French then discussed which centers in Town currently had openings and which were full.  Each had contacted several centers in Town and they shared their findings with the Selectboard.   The number of openings differed in some respects, depending on whether part time openings were counted.  French believed there to be 15 openings in Town.

Bacon asked French how many providers were in Town.  French responded that there are 6 registered facilities, 3 of them are licensed.  Downey asked how many children in total could be provided for, or how many spots were available, in total.  French estimated between 100 and 120.  

Telisa Stewart of Bradford spoke in support of Bedi.  Stewart informed the Selectboard that she has a PhD in public health and has researched the issue of child care.   Based on her research of census results, the Town is not maxed out for child care.  Stewart also commented that there is a difference between full time care and part time care.  For parents that work full time, an opening for a part time spot is not viable and does not meet the needs of those parents.  Furthermore, Stewart added that for parents that have to travel to Hanover or Lebanon for work, the generally need to drop off at 7 am and pick up at 5:30 pm.  Also, working parents may have more than one child.  Stewart said she has found that few centers in Town can provide child care for children in different stages (infant, toddler, etc.) and accommodate those hours.  Stewart said Bedi was the only center that could meet her needs.

The issue of infant and toddler care was discussed.  French said that infant care in Town was scarce.  Bedi says she currently can accommodate 8 infants and 10 toddlers.  

Tillinghast asked about the vacancy rate for the Thetford child care centers.  Based on what he had heard from French and Bedi, he estimated it to be around 10-12%.  Tillinghast asked if that was normal.  Stewart commented that it is typically 30% in urban areas, but she does not know what it is for rural settings.

Downey asked for a clarification of the Selectboard’s objective. Downey asked what is the criteria the Selectboard is supposed to evaluate its support for the Grant.  Tillinghast answered that there is generally no criteria.  Essentially the Selectboard should evaluate whether they believe there is a net positive to the Town by supporting the Grant.

Stewart commented that having more parents come to the area to access child care in Thetford would increase commercial activity in neighboring businesses such as Wings or Huggett’s.  

Nicole Leibon of Post Mills also spoke in support of Bedi.  She said Bedi’s five star rating is rare and that a five star  rating is an advertisement in itself.  Leibon believes Bedi’s high quality facility fits well with the Thetford community’s strong support of education.  Leibon also commented that Bedi’s center is different than in-home child care settings and therefore would not draw people away from home providers, but would rather provide further options for people that prefer a center setting.  To this remark, Bedi commented that providers do fish from the same pond, but they offer much different services.

Downey asked if the Grant funds are available to anyone.  Tillinghast and Bedi answered that the Grant was open to anyone to apply.  Bedi further commented that the only requirements are that the proposed project has to benefit the community and has to move to increasing employment.  

Bedi commented that if she did not receive a Grant in the full amount of the project, the Vermont Community Loan Fund would make up the difference.

Tillinghast and Downey then discussed the workings of the Grant.  The Grant would function as a loan.  The funds would come from the Federal Government.  The funds would then be loaned to Bedi.  Half of the principle would be paid back to the State.  The other half of the principle and all of the interest would be paid back to the Town and would go into a revolving loan fund that could be later lent to other small businesses in Town.  In the event of a default, there are two negatives.  The first is that the State would require the Town to do everything to collect.  The second is that if the Town does not handle the default well, the Town would likely not receive another such grant.  

Tillinghast commented that typically these grants go to businesses that have lower credit.  Over the past few years, many such grants have gone into default.  The Pompanoosuc Mills loan is an example of such a default.  However, the State administers have said Thetford is currently handling the default well and modifications to the Pompanoosuc Mills loan are going smoothly.

Bedi stated that she currently employs three people from Thetford and that the new facility would have to hire more employees.

Jill Voelz Koppers of Thetford spoke in support of Bedi.  Koppers currently works for Sheila.  She observes teachers and coaches them to align curriculum with the curriculum of elementary schools.  Koppers said this has been a push by the State and Bedi has been on the front end.  Koppers said she has worked at other child care centers and each has its own style.  She feels that as a parent of Thetford children and as someone with a good understanding of Thetford, she believes Bedi is a good fit for Thetford.  She said Bedi is the right balance of education and play.   Koppers also commented that the child population of Thetford ebbs and flows.  The current 6th grade is large, but the kindergarten class is small.  Koppers feels a center like Bedi’s might help bring more children to the Town.

Kim LeFevre of Thetford spoke in support of Bedi.  LeFevre said Bedi offers summer program for elementary students.  This program is always filled and has wait list.  

Stewart further added that kids with after school care are known to have lower rates of substance abuse, are more fit, and have less screen time than kids without after school care.  Further, Stuart added that kids that access high end child care are more likely to have success between 1st and 6th grade.

Bedi commented that she was informed by the State that her five star rating would follow her to the new facility.  

Tillinghast noted that the Selectboard has public comment by way of email from French.  Also, Selectboard member Mike Pomeroy, who could not attend the hearing, also emailed the Selectboard that he would support the Grant.

Tillinghast adjourned the hearing at 8:00 pm.  The Selectboard will discuss the matter at further meetings.

The members of the public left and the Selectboard resumed its normal meeting.


