Irregularities Cited In CPC's Vote 18 January 2017 
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The playground section of Brooks Park would be expanded as part of phase four of a recreation department plan, which received community preservation committee endorsement for funding last week. WILLIAM F. GALVIN PHOTO
HARWICH — Recreation is the big winner when it comes to accessing Community Preservation Act funds in town meeting this spring. The community preservation committee last week recommended only four articles for the warrant and three are for recreation purposes.
The committee met last Thursday night in a session that is questionably compliant with the Open Meeting Law. New Business on the posting of the meeting stated, “Discussion and voting on the presented CPA application submissions.” There was no description of the topics to be acted upon.
“We're informally looking at the posting, it seems to have some irregularities in there,” Town Administrator Christopher Clark said after the session. “It would be a better example of democracy in action to re-vote these applications.”
The state Open Meeting Law makes clear the need to spell out the topics to be considered by a board or committee in public session. Postings must include the “time and place of such meeting and a listing of topics that the chair reasonably anticipates will be discussed at the meeting. The list of topics shall have sufficient specificity to reasonably advise the public of the issues to be discussed at the meeting.”
“I will forward to town counsel and see what his response is,” Community Preservation Committee Chairman Robert MacCready told The Chronicle on Tuesday through an email.
There were 14 requests for CPA funding made to the committee this fall. It is the committee's task to examine applications and make recommendations to selectmen on which projects should be placed on the town warrant. Absent a recommendation, a project cannot be placed on the warrant.
On Thursday night, the committee sifted quickly through the 14 applications and agreed to recommend four to selectmen. Those projects are $167,900 for phase four of the expansion and improvements to Brooks Park; $28,500 for a new irrigation system at Whitehouse Field; $13,800 for a Field Track Fit at Veterans Memorial Field; and $5,100 to restore a chimney at Chase Library.
The phase four for Brooks Park includes an expanded playground providing amenities for children ages 8 to 12 years old, including a Netplex in a 60-foot area to the east of the existing playground. It will include boogie board attachments, rope climbing and spinners. A new eight by 17 foot stick restroom will be added, including a septic system and park beautification features such as benches, picnic tables and split rail fences.
The town generates approximately $1.4 million in CPA funds each year. The CPA fund is established through a 3 percent surcharge on property assessments and a percentage match by the commonwealth. The fund was initially established for three primary purposes: to acquire, create and preserve open space; acquire, preserve, restore and rehabilitate historic resources; and acquire, create, preserve and support community housing. Recreational uses were added later.
The committee voted an estimated $625,000 Thursday, based on last year's number, to cover the annual Cape Cod Land Bank debt service, an annual payment on open space purchases made under the Land Bank program before the town adopted the Community Preservation Act.
Among projects usually funded using CPA funds are open space purchases. Last year $500,000 in CPA funds were used to assist Harwich Conservation Trust with the purchase of the Marini property, which included 17 acres with 1,400 feet of shorefront along Muddy Creek. This year there were no open space land purchase requests.
In Thursday's meeting, four of the requests for funding did not even garner a motion to approve or deny the application. Those applications sought $62,027 to create a public records storage facility in the basement of the community center; $40,000 for records management submitted by Town Clerk Anita Doucette to archive town records from multiple departments to be stored in the community center; $12,500 to digitize the Harwich Oracle Newspaper for Brooks Free Library; and $12,500 for a building condition assessment and evaluation of Albro House.
Absent a motion, the committee could not discuss the requests. The committee, according to their minutes from the previous meeting on Dec. 8, discussed the applications and took “a straw vote” on the 14 applications.
At the start of the session on Thursday, MacCready asked Assistant Town Administrator Charleen Greenhalgh if she had anything to offer on the applications before the committee.
“I don't think anything I say will change your mind on Hinckley's Pond,” Greenhalgh responded. “I don't want to beat a dead horse.”
The application for the Hinckley's Pond restoration project was filed by the town administrator seeking $500,000 under historic preservation and recreation to fund an alum application treatment in the pond, which has suffered algae blooms due to excessive phosphorus sediment. The treatment was recommended in a town report issued in 2012.
But the committee voted 8-0 to reject the funding, citing a lack of public access to the pond for recreational use. It was the position of committee members that the project should be placed in the capital plan and addressed through the comprehensive wastewater management plan and not with CPA funds.
Clark expressed frustration with actions taken by the committee, pointing out project similar to those denied Thursday have been previously approved. He cited the funding of the study for Brooks Free Library renovations and the rejection of the Albro House request as an example. Town record restoration projects were also funded in the past.
There are many projects but limited funding available to meet the needs of the community, he said, and the town reaches out for CPA funding to help.
“I'm trying to come up with a funding plan,” Clark said, discussing the Hinckley's Pond project. “We have $200 million in wastewater facing the town and I'm asking for a fraction of it to be taken off the table.”
A request by the historic district and historical commission for $15,000 to assist with shaping the application for a West Harwich National Register District was also turned aside by the committee. The commission and residents of West Harwich have been actively pursuing the district. The funds would have been used to prepare forms, documents and pictures for submission of the application to The National Register of Historic Places for a section of Route 28 from the Herring River to Dennisport.
The committee discussed what the district would mean to property owners other than to allow them to “place a plaque on their house,” member James Atkinson said. He said it would not provide preservation of historic structures.
Member Daniel Tworek, who put forward a positive motion, cited the committee's support last year for a historic property inventory, adding that did not preserve buildings either.
“It is important to the town to have an inventory, instead of anecdotal information,” MacCready responded. The committee voted 2-5 not to recommend funding the application.
The committee did not recommend a request by the housing committee for $100,000 to be used as part of a buy-down program to make one of the condominium units proposed in the Harwich Port Plaza development at 557-563 Route 28 more affordable. The committee's position was the town's contribution would still not make the market rate unit affordable.
A request for $24,000 for bike path crossing lights at the Pleasant Lake General Store along Route 124 was also denied. Committee members noted that a light approved last year on Queen Anne Road has yet to be installed A request for $3,994 for computers to electronically preserve the inventory of Harwich Historical Society artifacts, including those in the Crowell Barn, was also turned aside by the committee on a 4-4 vote.
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