                                                                  SAUGUS CHARTER COMMISSION

   MEETING MINUTES

                                                                                          OF

                                                                             FEBRUARY 21, 2008

The fifteenth meeting of the Saugus Charter Commission was held on Thursday, February 14, 2008.  The meeting was held in the auditorium of the Belmonte Middle School.  The meeting was called to order by the Chairman, Peter Manoogian at 7:30PM.

ROLL CALL OF MEMBERS

Seven members of the nine member committee at roll call:  Eugene Decareau, Karla de Steuben, Albert Diotte, Joan Fowler, Peter Manoogian and Thomas Stewart.  Cam Cicolini and Karen Cote were absent.

READING OF MINUTES OF LAST MEETING (FEBRUARY 14, 2008)

The minutes were passed out to the members for their review till the voting at the next meeting.

ACCEPTANCE OF PREVIOUS MINUTES (FEBRUARY 7, 2008)

Karla de Steuben made corrections that #4 should read: “what is the definition of “what is the best interest of the town”.  #18 – asked the members what their decisions were based on.  Voted 6-0 to accept the minutes with Debra Panetta abstaining.

PUBLIC COMMENTS – CONTINUED PUBLIC HEARING 

Joseph Dennis Gould, 6 Serino Way, Saugus, Here is what I wanted to share the Charter Commission: TOWN MEETING: Frustrating to get budget when it is too late to make changes. I do not agree with an open town meeting to vote because what may happen for any given article, those who have passion for the particular article could show up and sway vote one way or another. Having ten from each precinct though to vote for all in their area may lend to more objective voting.  I believe the town meeting should relinquish setting of water rates to Selectmen for consistency with sewer rates and total budget.  I believe it is good to have town meeting review all zoning changes, land swapping, land/building renting and final town budget.  Maybe should open up election to 10% for more inclusion and diversity.  We could also have five up for re-election every year for 2 year terms to assure that there is some experience each year.  Maybe the criteria could be minimum 5 maximum 10 for each precinct.  I think there should be term limits for town meeting members also of 3 consecutive terms (6 Years) but allow these people to run again after at least 2 terms off town meeting.  Being in any office too long can lead to loss of objectivity and/or lean more towards personal feelings than good of the Town and or precinct.  Fresh ideas and perspectives are a good thing.  Moderator should be on a term limit, maybe 3 terms max.  I believe that the town personnel and/or immediate family members of town employees should abstain from voting on articles that may impact themselves or their immediate family members.  I understand this cleared conflict if interest review, but that doesn’t mean it is the right thing to do.  It does cause lobbying, and pushing/pulling with town meeting and votes taken may not be consistent with the good of the town and its’ people.  FINANCE COMMITTEE: went to many meetings, assisted in development of Cemetery budget last four years but it is frustrating when going through finance process. First there appears to no forethought and review of total budget prior to the meetings with the Finance Committee due to the timing of budget submittal.  I am in favor of the finance advisory committee, but rather selected by the Selectmen.  Also believe committee should have a more expanded role.  I would like the finance committee to play a more proactive role and assist in the following:  1. Strategic Short and Long Term Planning;  2. Review and assistance with grant writing/receiving; 3. Detailed analysis if all department budgets, including the schools;  4. Prepare unbiased town budget for Selectmen and Town Manager;  5.Review of all State and/or Federal monies available, changes impacting Saugus, to notify Selectmen, Manager and others on potential opportunities or negative implications of changes.  SELECTMEN: strongly believe we should have a 9 member board with 3 being newly elected every year and each having a 3 year term.  This would assure some consistency on Board but also give Selectmen the extra year in office, since the first year in any new office is often a learning year.  Also recommend that with a 9 member Board, the vote needed for hiring or discharging the Manager should be 2/3 (6 votes).  Selectmen should appoint all Commissions, Boards and/or Committee members for all Town Commissions, Committees and/or Boards.  This should include the finance committee.  THOSE SERVING ON TOWN COMMITTEES, BOARDS OR COMMISSIONS: I believe all town boards, commissions and/or committee members should be appointed by the Selectmen.  I personally do not believe that we should require that you must be a Saugus resident to serve on any board, commission or committee in Town, but should expand that to those who work or run a business in Saugus.  We need to draw talent to assist Town and limiting it to just Saugus residents may exclude some local top talent.  TOWN MANAGER: It is my opinion that the Town Manager form of government is appropriate for the Town of Saugus.  I do not believe that the town manager needs to live in Saugus.  This may limit us from attracting and recruiting the top talent in area.

Question from Albert Diotte to Mr. Gould: Do town meeting members understand the budget?  NO – monthly report to the town meeting members.  Every department should be transparent – money is swapped around to make up differences.  Segregated line items?  YES

Questions  from Debra Panetta to Mr. Gould: Do you agree with term limits?  Yes – 3 or 4 terms for Town Meeting Members and 3 or 4 terms for Town Moderator.  They should be allowed to come back and run for the office after they are done. What other recommendations do you have for the schools to get their message out to Town Meeting Members?  Have all meet together.  Getting the budget to Town Meeting takes too long.  Finance Committee should report to the Board of Selectmen not the Town Meeting.

Dennis Robitaille, 29 Elmwood Ave., Saugus – former town meeting member – Does not think 100 town meeting members would be a good idea – a fire wall to prevent town employees who sponser article makes a difference – Route 1 safety team was never appointed – same with the safety officer -  only employees voted against – more news was cover for town meeting members than the Board of Selectmen – not forth coming for an ordinary citizen – Karla – are there more problems having town employees on town meeting?  Dennis – conflict of interest and pressure on them.  Albert Diotte voted his mind for 32 years.  Question from Peter Manoogian – any changes you would like to see?  Dennis – no – content with town meeting.  

Robert Davis – 8 Holden Ave., Saugus – Precinct 4 – good experience with town meeting – mentioned the Trimount Project – situation with 11 dogs – feels he can call on town meeting members for any problems – against term limits – father was a town meeting member for 40 years.  Question from Karla – What happened at the Board of Selectmen’s meeting?  Robert – we presented a petition – neighbors gave testimony – ruled by the Board of Selectmen to ban the dogs – when to court 7 times.  Town Counsel represented the Town because the neighbor opposed the ruling of the Board of Selectmen.

Janet Leuci, 36 Wilbur Ave., Saugus – Town Meeting Member – Charter Commission—Remarks by Janet Leuci 2/21/08

1. Thank you for the opportunity to address the Commission for a second time.  I first spoke at your meeting of December 19, 2007 and continue to feel as strongly now as then in the value of preserving our town meeting form of government.

2. Our government, like anything else, is not perfect and there are always improvements that can be made.  I agree with previous speakers who believe that the Conflict of Interest Law should apply to Town Meeting.  The exemption of the Conflict of Interest Law to town meetings was probably meant for larger open town meetings and not small representative town meetings, such as ours, which is the smallest in MA.

3. The Conflict of Interest Law would apply to all members, not just town employees.  Anyone who might have a financial interest or whose immediate family might have a financial interest in an article would not be able to participate in the vote.

4. I do believe in staggered elections for the Board of Selectmen and School Committee, but not for town meeting.  If we had staggered elections for town meeting, it would be very difficult for new faces to be elected.

5. With reference to the Finance Committee, I believe it should remain at 9 members, with 7 appointed by the town moderator, one by the Board of Selectmen and one by the School Committee, thereby fostering a more divergent perspective.

6. The Finance Committee should have the authority to hire an independent auditor chosen by the committee, if necessary

7. I have been thinking a lot about the differences in the ways town meeting members serve the entire community as opposed to       members of Boards of Selectmen or a potential council.

8. I think that town meeting members truly work in the trenches, so to speak.  They work closely with residents who are having problems.  They help by obtaining plans and records.  They may mediate disputes between neighbors and abutting businesses. They represent those neighbors before the various boards in town.   They are really the “go to people” for the residents of the precincts they represent and many beyond precinct boundaries as well.

9.  I have said previously and truly believe that town meeting levels the playing field for many residents who cannot compete with the entourage of attorneys, engineers, architects, and consultants employed by developers.  At least residents can depend on the help of their town meeting members.

10. Most town meeting members do much more than just show up to vote at town meetings. They attend numerous meetings –planning board, and finance committee meetings to learn and prepare themselves for issues that will be before the town meeting.

11. Not only do town meeting members work in the trenches with residents, but they work on committees often becoming experts in that particular field.  It might be the School Building Committee, the Affordable Housing Committee, the Growth Study Committee, the Berthold Study Committee, the West Side Fire Station Committee, the Pipeline Committee, and the Houston Avenue Study Committee.

12. You may ask, “ Why can’t members of the Board of Selectmen or a City Council perform the same function?”

13.  At the selectmen or council level there is a certain distancing from neighborhood issues, a fear of compromising oneself by becoming too involved with a neighborhood issue, a fear that this issue may come before the Board or the Council for a special permit or a license, so “ I’d better not get involved.”  

14. At the selectmen or council level, there is also the perception that one must act in the best interests of the entire town, rather than in the best interests of a particular neighborhood.   I was watching the re-run of last week’s meeting last evening, and a former town meeting member said that sometimes town meeting votes with its heart on zoning issues rather than in the best interests of the town.

15.  Why do the two have to be mutually exclusive?  The standard for voting for a rezoning should be, “Is it good for the neighborhood?   Is it good for the Town?  If the answer to either question is “no”, then the rezoning should not pass.   

16.As was stated last week, regarding rezoning matters, “once it’s gone, it’s gone forever.”  Rezoning affects what the town will look for future generations.  It is absolutely critical that the authority to rezone land remain with the town meeting, rather than with a smaller group, which could easily bend to political and other pressures.

17. Town meeting is strong because of the diversity of its 50 members. 

18. It is always dangerous to take the power out of the hands of many and put it in the hands of a few.

19. I sincerely hope that your recommendation will be to make some improvements to the Charter, but to retain the town meeting form of government.

NEW BUSINESS: 2 Town Moderators – Robert Long – current moderator and Clayton Trefrey – former town moderator.  Thomas Stewart – finding candidates for the finance committee referring to Janet Leuci’s comment – Clayton – I disagree – like to appoint qualified people – if qualified – keep them – finance committee represents Town Meeting not the Board of Selectmen.  Bob Long – totally agree with Clayton – mixing apples with oranges – finance committee beats itself up for resources – scouting up people is not an easy job – it’s a thankless job.

What qualifications do you look for?  Clayton – understanding of finances and never take money from stabilization funds.  Robert – sort way thru a budget – state aid – chapter 90 – debt schedule – medical – how much to put away for medical per average person – understand the budget process – age range. 2 years ago an ad was placed in the paper for candidates for the Finance Committee.  Question from Thomas Stewart – what qualifications do you look for?  Clayton – understanding of finances.  Also, never take money from stabilization fund.  

Clayton – as a moderator it was an honor to appoint the Finance committee – violently opposed to the Selectmen appointing the Finance Committee.

Karla – description of the budget process – timing – problems – might help process.  Clayton – annual warrant and budget to the Board of Selectmen – budget has to be given to the Board of Selectmen by 2/15/08 – Finance Committee receives it on the 3 Monday in April – adequate time – yes – Finance Committee is familiar with budget.  Robert – 2 pieces – School Department’s budget is received later – Finance Committee do not make up receipts – Town Manager does – recap sheet –numbers supplied by State – DOR is looking at guessing of receipts – 4 out of 5 years for decreased deficits  – Town Meeting starts the first Monday in May and usually last 5 nights – last year 4 nights – cannot overspend certain items – by line item (Town), School budget is on the total budget. Clayton – it was an honor to appoint the Finance Committee when I was Town Moderator – violently opposed to the Board of Selectmen appointing the Finance Committee.

Karla – Who should citizens  to about how the money is spend?  Ten signatures are need by any citizen or group of citizens certified by the Town Clerk for the annual town meeting heard by the Finance Committee  then the Town Meeting members – separate article to make improvements  - Town Manager is going to fight over this as well as others – Finance Committee will hold a public hearing – probably a negative.

Robert – impressed with Bob Palleschi when we had the Finance Committee interviews.  

Question by Karla de Steuben – If there is money coming into the town, how would an ordinary citizen petition for it?  Robert – 10 signatures are needed to do this, certified by the Town Clerk for the annual town meeting.  It would be heard by the Board of Selectmen – public hearing by the Finance Committee  with a negative result especially if you don’t show up.

Question by Albert Diotte – Would taking out the zoning articles help the process?  Clayton – took up articles we could act on, usually the zoning articles.  Robert – worthwhile to look at – if we are closing town meeting at 8:30PM, we are not doing our job – 9:30PM to 10:00PM doing something.  Zoning articles do take up a lot of time and discussion.  Planning Board has a limited time to act on these.

Peter Manoogian – we will investigate what other communities are doing.

Questions by Debra Panetta – how many times does town meeting meet?  Once not counting specials.  What could we do in town government for more efficiency?  Robert – operating at a more rapid pace – 48 hours for a public hearing notice – Wednesday for the Board of Selectmen – finance committee – short leash – getting information and getting it to the town meeting members – 1 ½ weeks to make recommendations.

Question from Eugene Decareau – do you feel it would be better to have strictly line items instead of revolving accounts?  Clayton – opposed to revolving accounts – money can be spent between accounts – taking salaries from the expense accounts.  Robert – there are 3 types of accounts: Budget – line items; enterprise and revolving.  Conservation Commission revolving account for fees that go into their budget.  Enterprise accounts are line item, revolving are not.

Peter Manoogian – everyone we have talked to – Selectmen, Finance Committee – would like everything left the way it is – Clearly we will not solve the money problems – how do we account for it – is there an in between area – preserving democracy and act in a timely manner or is this the best it gets?

Clayton – happy with town meeting – good attendance record – I town meeting member never attended the meetings.  Robert – how are we going to play it?  Not enough time articles not recommended by Board of Selectmen – finance committee received the town warrant same time as town meeting members.

Peter Manoogian – same laws as open town meeting – scope of article by Town Counsel – what is the romantic constraint to that type of government? – look at ways to maintain benefits – Clayton – if we had more elasticity we could do better.

Eugene Decareau – would it be feasible before the town manager present the budget to the Board of Selectmen if the finance committee sat in on the meetings from the beginning?  Clayton – finance committee chairman should suggest the members attend.  Robert – awkward for finance committee members to attend – public hearing – may restrict process.

Karla de Steuben – should the Board of Selectmen hold budget hearings?  Why important?  Clayton – better informed – each department head should attend the meetings.

Clayton – opposed to the 19981-1983 proposed Charter proposal – because it eliminated the town meeting.  Robert – 4 to hire, 4 to fire; outside audit report to DOR – finance committee has the right to see all documents re: bills, etc.

COMMITTEE REPORTS:

Outreach subcommittee – Debra Panetta passed out up to date sheets on planned meetings – their next meeting will be 2/27/08 – Laurel Gardens at 6:30PM. Peter attended the Garden Club on Saturday.  Cam Cicolini attend the VFW – will bring survey sheets next week.

Treasurer’s Report – no change.

Timeline subcommittee – no change.

Albert Diotte reported on a comment from the Cliftondale Congregation Church – why interview just the town government and employees?  Why not ordinary citizens, merchants, store owners?  Good suggestion.

Budget and Finance subcommittee – Karla de Steuben reported final report next week.

Karla de Steuben – I was asked if we have a mail box at Town Hall.  Yes

THOUGHTS ON GUIDE FOR CHARTER COMMISSIONS – 

Albert Diotte – right on track – we should have a consultant for guidance.

Thomas Stewart – incorporate school children – project for middle school – teachers should have children watch us on TV –  great educational process - we need a consultant.

Eugene Decareau – excellent article – did we write it?  We could have. More prework done, less money spend on a consultant.

Peter Manoogian – people elected us to do the work and report back to them.

Second chapter in 2 weeks – read.

Next weeks guests will be 5 former School Committee members and the 5 current members.

Debra Panetta talked to Clayton after the meeting and reported that he was not against a 3 year term for moderator or town meeting members.

TENTATIVE SCHEDULE:  Town Employees, Boards and Commissions passed out by Peter Manoogian.

MARCH CALENDAR – passed out by Peter Manoogian.

Feedback from Laura Groark, Precinct 5 town meeting member read by Peter Manoogian.

Eugene Decareau – motion to adjourn at 10:15PM, seconded by the chair, passed 7-0.

