Thetford Selectboard Minutes

Monday, July 25, 2011 – FINAL 

Present: Mike Pomeroy, Casey Huling, Donn Downey, Tig Tillinghast, John Bacon (arr: 7:45), Dean Whitlock (acting recorder)

Guests: Chief Lanctot, Jay Cougar Whitecloud, Jill Graff, Doug Stone, Tracy Borst, Ellis Paige, Joanne Kirstin, Judy Dixon, Kevin O'Hara, Richard Blacklow

Called to order at 6:04 PM

Tig informed the members of a letter from a letter Comcast with the contact name of Tuck Rainwater.

POLICE REPORT

Chief Lanctot reported that officer Bridget Tweedie was on medical leave earlier than anticipated.

Regarding the police radio system, the chief reported that any alternate locations for the new antenna were too far away, so it will have to be attached to the building. The surrounding trees have grown to the point where they interfere with the signal to the interior antenna. The members approved the new location.

The director of Camp Ohana on Quinnebeck Road has complained to the chief about speed on the road in front of the camp. The chief said that the road is posted for 35 MPH, but he agreed that its width and condition make that speed dangerous. There was a brief discussion of several incidents illustrating that fact, including obvious speeding by a local red sportscar. The camp has posted handmade 20 MPH signs, which are not legal. The chief reported that he will ask them to speak to the selectboard about legal options, such as lowering the speed limit. There was a discussion of the town posting a seasonal speed limit, which is allowed on state roads for 25 MPH or higher. Since this is a town road, Thetford could lower the limit year-round on its section. The members discussed the need to warn the issue and have a public discussion, so as to avoid any backlash as occurred with the speed was changed on Robinson Hill Road. They also would like to discuss the issue with the other Lake Fairlee towns, in their joint meeting scheduled on August 22.

The chief reported on using the old vault for a storage area for police files. They would need to have a part of the area currently designated for the food shelf. This would involve putting up a partition with lockable door. They already have file cabinets ready to move in. This would not be for evidence, but it would still need to be very secure. The selectboard members will speak to the food shelf directors about the space. The chief asked that he be consulted before any work begins to make sure that the new file cabinets will fit into the space.

The chief discussed his thoughts about altering the shifts of his remaining officers. The chief left the meeting.

TREASURER

Jill Graff joined the meeting.

Tax Rates: Tig reported that he and Jill had gone over the calculations for the new tax rates over the weekend to verify that they were correct and matched up with the amounts voted at Town Meeting and with the Grand List. He and Jill presented a table showing amount to be raised, grand list, 2011 tax rate and comparison to 2010 actuals for Town, Highway, and Warned expenses, with totals. A second table showed Homestead and Nonresidential tax rates for 2011 Education and Municipal taxes, with comparisons to the 2010 rates. Tig pointed out that, for the third year in a row, the Municipal rate is below the 2008 rate. The Grand List has increased by approximately $30,000 dollars since last year. The Municipal rate is now .5145, up from .5136 in 2010. The Education rates are 1.6881 (Homestead) and 1.5730 (nonresidential), up from last year's rates of 1.6382 (Homestead) and 1.5404 (nonres). The total Homestead tax rate for 2011 will be 2.2026 (compared to 2.1518 in 2010), and the total Nonresidential tax rate for 2011 will be 2.0875 (compared to 2.054 in 2010). Tig moved to accept the tax rates for 2011. Mike seconded. The motion passed unanimously.

Wage rates: There were three issues to discuss.

Listers: Their job has been rated at a 4 but under the new rating system should be a 5. There was a long discussion about whether the head lister should receive a higher salary or a stipend. The listers are appointed, but the head lister is then elected by the listers, which is true of town committees. There is no separate job description for head lister. In the end, the sense of the meeting was to raise the lister job to a level 5, which would result in higher salaries in general, and let the experience factor determine the final salary amount for each lister. Jill asked the members to be open to the possibility of the listers wanting to discuss the creation of a separate job description for head lister.

Cost of Living Adjustments (COLA): Jill presented the table of COLA amounts and pointed out that there are a few people whose COLA would not be correctly calculated because their wage is higher than their job ranking would allow. Mike suggested putting a hold on the automatically calculated COLA for these people. By next year, all but three would automatically be at the proper wage. Those three could be tracked separately. Donn expressed concern that any manual adjustments could lead to confusions in a year. There was a discussion of other situations where there were manual adjustments (for example, anyone with more than 20 years of experience, or lateral transfers where experience for the new job automatically starts at 0). The discussion became very involved and went into specific cases. Casey pointed out that the table doesn't always result in an expected increase. After about 12 years of experience, transferring to a job at a higher scale (e.g., 4 to 5) would result in less pay because of the drop in experience. The members concluded that the table would need more development, but that for now they could move the listers to level 5 without adverse effects and that they could put a hold on the automatic COLA as discussed.

Balance the Table across Departments: Due to the need to move on to Public Comment, this topic was deferred. Jill said that the issue did not need to be resolved for tomorrow's payroll so could defer the discussion. However, since the board will not be meeting next week, they may need to make back-pay adjustments in some cases.

Jill left the meeting. 

PUBLIC COMMENT

Gus Jaccaci came to ask about the warning for the special Thetford 300 town meeting in August. Tig replied that the board had discussed the warning in a previous meeting. With the menu of items Gus had presented, they would soon choose which to include in the warning and would let Gus know before posting it. Gus Jaccaci left the meeting.

Jay Whitecloud asked if there had been any disposition regarding the position of Tree Warden. Tig replied that no one had applied in response to the most recent posting. There was no deadline on the posting, but the board would warn a public discussion for the next meeting.

Joanne Kirsten complained about roadwork done to the stretch of Five Corners Road along the entire length of her property line. She expressed concern about trees, shrubs and other vegetation on her property that were destroyed or removed.  She believes that the road was widened along her property line in a manner inconsistent with the rest of the road.  She presented a letter (which she had mailed earlier) describing the incident in detail and including photographs. She reported that the work had been done without any prior notice, and that when she asked the road crew members to stop, they told her that they could do whatever they wanted to her property within the roadway easement. She has since read the town's “Town Road Right of Way Clearing and Tree Policy,” which she believes shows that that is not true. Donn asked her to explain what the photos showed and she did, including a photo that showed stream bank erosion that she said was a result of the work that was done. One of the photos showed a culvert, which Doug Stone explained was a replacement to an existing culvert. Tig asked her what resolution she hoped to see. She replied that she would like the erosion remediated, the gravel removed, and the trees replanted. She asked that the recording clerk record that she had taken a long hard look at coming to the selectboard because she fears retribution, because the policy adopted in 1999 by this town has not been followed. She said she believed there had been retribution in the past and described an incident where people parked on her lawn to attend an event at the shooting range in the neighboring town forest had sworn at her when she asked them not to park there. Tig responded that any retribution would not be tolerated. Doug Stone requested that there be a site visit with he and members of the selectboard both present. A site visit was scheduled on the coming Saturday at 10 AM. Tig referred to a letter of complaint about roadwork from Carol Lorié, also on Five Corners Road, and said he would try to contact her to see if her site could be visited then also.

Judy Dixon complained about the noise of compression brakes on Cross Road/Town Line Road in Post Mills. She reported that trucks drive down the road as early as 4:30 AM and apply their compression brakes when they reach the downhill slope toward Lake Fairlee. These include log trucks, dump trucks, and food service trucks. She asked if there was a way to bring about a quieter use of brakes within the Post Mills village area. This has gone on for a long time, but she is now fed up. She knows that the town can apply an ordinance to control noise and would like the board to consider it. She has also researched compression brakes and knows that trucks also have ordinary brakes that they can use instead. There was a discussion of limits on noise ordinances; since this is a town road, most of them do not apply. Ellis Paige explained that the normal breaks on a truck will quickly glaze over from the heat (due to the weight of the trucks), leaving them with no brakes at all. There was a discussion of compression brake levels and the possibility of using only the lowest setting; also if speed was an issue so reposting the road or more enforcement would help. Since the road is shared with West Fairlee, a speed limit change would be more complicated. The board said they will warn the issue during the public comment portion of an upcoming meeting, around 7 PM, and asked Ms. Dixon to watch for the warning. They also recommended that she speak to the town's state representatives regarding a possible speed limit reduction.

There was no other public comment. Joanne Kirsten, Jay Whitecloud, Jean Dixon, and Ellis Paige left the meeting.

ROAD FOREMAN

Due to the crowded agenda, the staffing issue was not discussed. Doug said he would need an hour or two to discuss all of the issues regarding the roads and road crew, and Tig said that would be scheduled for the next meeting. Doug and the board went over the wording of an ad for a full-time road crew member with heavy equipment experience. The wording was adjusted to make it clear that the job also included manual tasks such as digging, clearing brush, etc. Doug approved the language and Tracy will insert the ad.

Doug and Tracy left the meeting.

PLANNING COMMISSION

Kevin O'Hara joined the meeting.

Kevin reported that progress had been slow while the new members were getting up to speed and the returning members were getting up to speed on the town plan process. They have set up a couple of workgroups and have learned of the new state and regional requirements from Sally Hull of Two Rivers Ottauquechee Regional Commission (TRORC). In the past two meetings, they have started to put pen to paper and work on the plan. Tig reminded Kevin that there were funds available outside of the municipal planning grant budget if there was a need to address any issues outside of TRORC's purview. Kevin said that the commission was currently addressing the need to develop a framework for dialog before getting the townspeople involved. John Bacon asked the commission felt the need for any push-back in regard to the state and regional requirements. Kevin replied yes and that they have discussed with the TRORC representative how certain requirements don't apply to Thetford. They are ready to push back. Tig asked about the draft zoning bylaw. The selectboard has developed a copy that highlights changes inserted by the workgroup (selectboard plus planning commission members). It is on the selectboard's agenda to discuss the document at the next meeting. Tig will send the document to the planning commission members so they can discuss it first, at their meeting next week, and bring their responses to the selectboard discussion.

Richard Blacklow joined the meeting.

There was a brief discussion of the very few changes to the district uses table. Tig said that at the discussion in the next meeting, the board hoped to warn the second hearing and decide the method for adopting the new bylaw. There are also ordinances regarding curb cuts and signs that need to be discussed, and he will send them to the planning commission along with the draft zoning bylaw.

Tig asked about the readoption of the existing town plan. Kevin replied that it would be, but that there was a need to create a clear cover letter explaining to the neighboring towns that there would be no changes at all, in order to forestall any concern on their part that might slow the process. Kevin explained that the scope of the rewrite was to go through the entire current town plan and solicit input from the townspeople about what should be in the new one. John asked if that included the problem areas raised by the Development Review Board (DRB). Kevin explained that those had been largely addressed in the draft zoning bylaw, which had received very positive feedback from the DRB. The remaining issues would be addressed in the Subdivision Regulations, which were being changed by another workgroup composed of DRB and planning commission members, plus Stuart Blood as a volunteer. Their plan is to make it more user-friendly and they are now working on details regarding process and authority.

Kevin said that he thought the reestablished liaison process was very good. It was very helpful to have Donn come to report, listen, and keep the lines of communication open. He felt optimistic that any perceived issues of performance will lead to quick feedback and resolution. He is happy with the openness of the selectboard. Once the groundwork for the town plan rewrite process has been fleshed out, Kevin would like the selectboard to be even more involved with the town plan rewrite. He also asked the board to re-advertise for a seventh planning commission member to bring it up to full strength.

Richard asked what the next steps and timeline were for adopting the draft zoning bylaw. There was a brief discussion of steps and required warning periods, yielding a timeframe of mid October for adoption. Richard brought up some pending cases and the fact that new state regulations would go into effect in September that would trump the old zoning bylaw in some issues.

HISTORIC DISTRICT PRESERVATION COMMISSION (HPC)

No members of the commission were present. There are three issues that need to be worked out with them regarding their guidelines and the draft zoning bylaw:

Demolition of buildings within the district and Review Criteria: Richard said that, based on comments in his meeting with the HPC in June, they are not keeping abreast with the changes in the zoning bylaw. They must make their guidelines conform to the new zoning bylaw. Tig said he would make another effort at getting them to attend a selectboard meeting.

Lighting: The HPC has created a guideline for path lighting but no one had seen it except Richard. The on-going process of deciding on how to light the new sidewalk will need their review, as will any sidewalks that might be added during the future road projects. There was some discussion about the fact that none of the HPC members came to the lighting demonstrations. Apparently most of them do not live in the district full time.

Richard reported that the HPC is developing a handbook of their guidelines (which are advisory, not regulations), but that there are contradictions between the guidelines and the zoning regulations. The HPC has authority to review and report on all proposed development. The handbook says they have 21 days in which to submit their report but doesn't specify the trigger date at which you start counting down to 21. He said this needs to be clearly defined in the zoning bylaw. The board asked him to get his proposed language to the Planning Commission before its next meeting so they could discuss it and pass their recommendation to the selectboard for the discussion of the bylaw at the next selectboard meeting.

There was a brief discussion of the zoning maps.

Kevin and Richard left the meeting

Jill Graff rejoined the meeting.

Jill presented a letter from the law firm of McGee, Guiliani and Cleveland, representing the Vermont Municipal Bond Bank. As part of a debt reduction plan for a number of Vermont towns, including Thetford, they have refinanced a number of town bonds. By accepting the refinance agreement for the town hall improvements, Thetford would save $14,553 in interest over the period of 2015-2021. Tig moved that the board refinance the town hall debt with the Vermont Municipal Bond Bank. Donn seconded. The motion passed unanimously.

Jill presented several state grant program announcements to be reviewed. She presented payroll slips for one camp counselor, which Tig signed. She reminded the board that the Vermont League of Cities and Towns (VLCT) salary surveys were due Friday. After a brief discussion, the board decided to provide the new wage grid. The VLCT structure does not match ours exactly, but the information they provide regarding state-wide wage trends is useful

TRIAL BALANCE REVIEW. Tig said that it was time to review the trial balance. Jill will provide a report of line items that are over budget, so the board can review them and notify department heads as necessary. Tig said that, in comparison to the past six years, the town has spent a much higher percentage of the budget at this halfway point. Fuel was a major reason. It will be necessary to save in other areas. Jill added that the reserve fund should be left intact to cover shortfalls later.

WARRANTS


Tig moved to accept the warrants. John seconded. The motion passed unanimously.


Warrants for 7/12:


23.1

$19,786.16


14.4

$17,624.63


24.3

$1,382.01


23.3

$2,401.66


Warrants for 7/27


24.1

$24,146.16


24.3

$7,127.98


25.2

$2,906.31

Jill left the meeting

MINUTES FOR MEETING OF 7/11/11


The minutes were accepted as read.

OLD BUSINESS

Revolving Loan Fund: Tig reported that Pompanoosuc Mills was not able to repay at this time. The town was required by the rules of the program to send them a notification about the amount overdue. The owners contacted the state about procedures for debt relief, and the state office contacted the town. There was general agreement that no rash actions would be immediately applied to force Pompanoosuc Mills into repaying, but that the entire situation needed to be discussed in more detail. The fund is intended to encourage business development, but it is not being refunded quickly enough to support more loans. The issue was deferred to a later meeting.

Treasure Island: Casey reported that the event at TI had gone well, and that 60 people there had completed the survey. The results have not yet been analyzed but appear to support maintaining ownership. This was supported by the discussion at the event. No one spoke to support shutting TI down. The attendees also voiced support for keeping the residence occupied, for security reasons. The event was a good chance to clear the air and also to showcase all of the different types of activities available through the town.

CVPS Streetlight Plan: Tig reported that the Public Service Board had come out in favor of the towns over CVPS's new pricing plan. The PSB heard our arguments that the rates were unreasonable. They will have to pass the CVPS-suggested rates at this time, with the condition that Thetford and Strafford will be first in line to get the new LED type of lights as soon as they are available, as a result of the letters of complaint our two towns sent to the PSB. The PSB will also open an investigation, with a hearing scheduled in Montpelier in August. Tig said he thought this was good timing. Green Mountain Power has re-established much lower rates, which puts the CVPS rates in the spotlight in the midst of their merger.

Tree Warden Position: Casey reviewed the situation: the position was advertised online but no new candidates came forward. Along with or even prior to a discussion of the candidate, there needs to be a discussion of the broader issue of the relationship between the tree warden and the road crew foreman and the town policy about removal of trees along roadsides. In order to move the discussion forward, Mike moved to appoint Jay Whitecloud as tree warden. Donn seconded. Tig called for further discussion. John expressed his concern that appointing Jay would lead to a head-to-head dispute between him and the road foreman. Casey said he was also concerned that Jay had applied with a specific localized issue in mind. Mike said that he supported appointing Jay because the town had a need and a policy that should be enforced. Doug's response to complaints has been that his interpretation of the policy was different. After further discussion, there was a general consensus that it wouldn't be wise to appoint Jay before the planned discussion with Doug next Monday. The motion was deferred until the next warned meeting after that discussion, which was tentatively scheduled for 7-9 PM next Monday.

NEW BUSINESS

Catering Permit: Tig moved to accept a permit application for vinous and spirituous liquors for an upcoming wedding. Casey seconded. The motion passed unanimously.

VLCT Health Insurance: Tig reported that the VLCT had admitted their insurance offerings had problems and were preparing another set of offerings, which might result in better rates for the town. He said he thought it was good to use a local agency, but the town must consider the new rates when they are made public.

Town Hall Septic Tank: Donn reported that the tank had been serviced today. The body of the tank was OK, but the cover was eroding and was replaced. John mentioned that it should be pumped more frequently, and there was a brief discussion of getting on an automatic schedule with the servicer, but no action was taken.

Workers Comp for Volunteer Firefighters: Casey brought up the issue raised by the Fire Chief on the town listserv. This concerned a case where a volunteer firefighter in Vermont had been injured while performing maintenance on fire-fighting equipment. The insurance company had refused to cover it because the firefighter had not been fighting a fire at the time. The chief had asked townspeople to contact their state representatives and senator to request that workers comp be applied to all volunteer firefighting activities. Towns already have a hard time finding volunteers for this vital job, and this will only discourage more from joining. Dean said he had contacted Thetford's delegation, and Jim Masland had replied that he and Margaret Cheney were already working on writing a bill. Casey moved that the selectboard write a letter of support for the plan to be sent to our delegation and recorded in the legislature. Mike seconded. The motion passed unanimously. After a brief discussion, Dean volunteered to write the letter.

Winter Sand Bids: Mike said he had seen requests from several towns in the newspapers for bids for winter sand. It was time for Thetford to put in its own request. There was a brief discussion of including sand and creating a checklist of such annual tasks. John said that the road foreman usually negotiates for the sand. John will be seeing him tomorrow morning and will discuss a bid request.

MORE OLD BUSINESS

Tig reported that the estimate for the Sawnee Bean Road culvert had arrived and was okay. The road foreman should be notified, along with the landowners so the project can proceed.

Mike moved to adjourn. Donn seconded. The motion passed unanimously, and the meeting was adjourned at 10:08 PM.

Respectfully submitted by Dean Whitlock, acting recorder
