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VI. COORDINATION OF CAPITAL NEEDS

Item II in the Board of Selectmen's Charge to the Charter Reform

Committee reads:

Given the recent discussion amongst the public and the
media relative to coordination of capital needs between
the Town and School District, what is [the Committee's]
on this issue? Can the Town and School District
adequately plan long-term capital expenditures under the
current form of government without adversely affecting
the tax rate?

The question of cooperation between the Town and School District on

capital projects government is both simple and complex. Using the private sector

as an analogy, the three main ingredients of a successful project are a buyer, a

seller and a value proposition. Bringing the analogy to a public bond-issue

project, the Board of Selectmen or School Board is the "seller," the bonded

project is the product and the taxpayers (or voters) are the "buyers."

The concept of cooperation is a simple and obvious proposition. Like any

business deal, you must have a qualified and reputable seller, a willing buyer and

a good "product." The buyer must be convinced that he or she needs the product,

that it is fairly priced and that the buyer can afford to pay for the product

regardless ofthe price. Similarly, when it comes to a bond issue project, the

taxpayers must be convinced that the need is real, that every reasonable

alternative has been explored, that the cost reflects real value and that taking on

the long-term debt is both affordable and manageable. Unless a project advanced

by either the Board of Selectmen or the School Board meets these basic

parameters, it is unlikely the project will earn the taxpayers' support.
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When it comes to coordinating the needs between the Town and School

District, the issue becomes more complex. Publicly, the boards seem to pledge

cooperation-the taxpayers and voters expect, and are entitled to, that basic level

of professionalism. However, each board has different goals and responsibilities

and, because the Town and School District are autonomous entities, cooperation

cannot be forced upon either ofthem. Ultimately, they are competing for the

same tax dollars. Their respective schedules, based upon each entity's needs and

prior project rejections, will ultimately collide. While long range planning may

legitimately present bonded expenditures as coordinated and well-timed, the

reality is that the coordination is not the reality because only one or two voter

rejections of a project will throw the entire schedule into disarray, setting into

motion more competition for the following year's funds.

The answer may lie in even better planning and presentation, or selling, of

a bonded project from its conception. Even though recent examples have shown

that such efforts will not guaranty a successful vote on a bonded project, the

sellers of a project must not only undertake cost analyses of the options for each

project, illustrate the tax impact of bonding versus capital spending, of repairs

versus replacing and of initial costs versus on-going operational expenses, they

must demonstrate those processes to the voters and convince them of the value.

Earning voter confidence is paramount to the success of voter approval. If each

project can earn meritorious support, integrating the timing of major projects from

both sides becomes far more achievable. To put it simply, earn the voters'

confidence for each project, then layout a near-term (perhaps five-year) plan that

shows the taxpayers that they can afford multiple projects that are properly

scheduled. Even then, however, on a voter-by-voter basis, the requisite

supermajority vote may not be attained if the voters believe they cannot afford to

pay for it despite that it is a good and desirable project.
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That is not to say that the School Board, the Selectmen and their

respective staffs have previously failed in their responsibility. Quite to the

contrary, they have expended enormous energies, given selflessly of their time,

talent and resources, promoting important projects in which they strongly believe.

However, as long as a super-majority is needed to pass bonded articles, the

leaders must continually re-dedicate their efforts to finding the answers to the

taxpayers' concerns, be they compromises, consolidations or alternative solutions.

A graph the Committee reviewed comparing the percentage of bond issues

that passed under the former Town Meeting form of government versus the

present form demonstrates that it is more difficult to pass bonds under Salem's

current form of government. Lowering the percentage may very well increase the

chances that bonds will pass with higher frequency. The Committee heard

arguments that under the prior form of government, a smaller, presumably better-

infonned meeting made better long term decisions compared with the current

process that, for the most part, relies on the media to carry the message to the

several thousands who will vote. For the advocates of change, the choices appear

to be either lowering the supermajority percentage required to pass bonds or

changing the form of government.

The Committee's School Board representative, Pamela Berry, prepared a

memorandum to assist the Committee in its consideration of this issue. Her

memorandum is included as Exhibit Q.
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VII. CHARTER COMMISSION

The Committee's final charge was to determine if the Board of Selectmen

should exercise its authority under RSA 49-B:3, I and call for the formation of a

Charter Commission for either making major changes (revisions) to the Town

Charter or considering another form of government.

Given that the Committee had been tasked with looking into both major

changes (revisions) and minor changes (amendments), it decided to look at any

recommended changes without considering whether the changes were

amendments or revisions. The Committee will leave it to the Board of Selectmen

to determine the proper process to advance any of the Committee's

recommendations ifit chooses to do so.

On the question of whether to form a Charter Commission, the Committee

arrived at a viewpoint on this subject, although perhaps for different reasons. As

stated previously in this report, the Committee had several working meetings on

various elements of its charge from the Board of Selectmen. On several occasions

during these discussions the topic of a different form of government came up, and

how another system might have certain advantages. During the earlier

discussions, the Chairman and Committee members realized they were not yet

ready to take up that portion of the charge.

Also on a number of occasions, the Committee recognized that forming a

Charter Commission and subsequent periodic review of the Charter is healthy for

the community. This is an opinion that the Local Government Center shared in its

presentation to the Committee. The last such review for the Town of Salem

occurred in 1998.
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RECOMMENDATION: THE COMMITTEE RECOMMENDS THAT
THE BOARD OF SELECTMEN EXERCISE
ITS AUTHORITY UNDER RSA 49-B:3, I AND
ASK TOWN MEETING IF IT WANTS TO
FORM A CHARTER COMMISSION.

The Committee adopted this recommendation by a 6-1 vote (Ms. Lessard
was opposed).
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VIII. CONCLUSION

The Committee considered the issues discussed in this report in the order

that the issues were presented in the Charge to the Committee from the Board of

Selectmen. The Committee believes its recommendation about specifying the

Town's budget process ought to be considered a timing priority because the

Town's Charter does not comply with state law on that point. Otherwise, the

Committee assigns no particular order of timing or substance priority to its

recommendations. The Committee will leave it to the Board of Selectmen to

assign any order of priority to these matters the Board of Selectmen may deem

proper.

The Committee considered each item of the Committee's Charge

separately. In doing so, the Committee did not consider the impact any

recommended change to the Charter would have on the Committee's other

recommendations. This approach appeared to be proper in view of the fact that

the Selectmen could choose to disregard any or all ofthe Committee's

recommendations or advance them in any order it may decide.

Under the Selectmen's vote creating the Charter Reform Committee, the

Committee will dissolve on September 23, 2008. Consequently, the Committee's

final action will be its presentation of its report to the Board of Selectmen, which

is scheduled on September 22.
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D1JP1~
Daniel J. Norris, Chairman

The foregoing Report and Recommendation to the Board of Selectmen
was adopted by vote of the Town of Salem Charter Reform Committee on the 18th

day of September, 2008.

Date: September 19, 2008
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