MINUTES

WATERTOWN TOWN COUNCIL

PUBLIC MEETING

POLK SCHOOL LIBRARY

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 27, 2003, 7:00 P.M.

PRESENT:
Elaine Adams


Lee Archer, Chairman


Robert Kane


Jean King


Raymond Primini


Paul Rinaldi


Richard Wick

ABSENT:
Raymond Hebert, Jr., Vice Chairman


Paul Valenti

OTHERS PRESENT:
Meredith Robson, Town Manager

1.
Call Meeting To Order
Mr. Archer, Chairman, Called the Public Meeting to Order at 7:03 p.m.

Mr. Archer:  Thank you everyone for coming out.  This is a fairly informal meeting.  We are here to hear from you (inaudible) collect opinion on a couple of different topics.  There are two topics this evening.  The first one is Town Facilities and that would include what to do with the two empty school buildings and also the sort of aging, decaying Town Hall, and they’ve given us their thoughts on it, but we also want to hear from you, the public.  The second is there’s been a lot of talk about an elderly tax relief package of some sort.  We don’t have any kind of sense of how that would be framed at this point, but again that’s sort of the purpose of this forum is to get some input on that topic.  If we could everyone will get their shot at coming up to the microphone.  If we could keep those as sort of two separate discussion items instead of mixing them all up that would be helpful I think for everyone to follow along, so we’ll start with a discussion of Town Facilities, and the mike is officially open to the public.  If there is anyone wishing to speak, please come forward at this time.

2.
Town Facilities


Charles Milia, 40 Sylvan Lake Road, Oakville, CT  06779


Mr. Milia:  Would this be also concerning Griffin School?


Mr. Archer:  Yes, definitely.
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Mr. Milia:  Well my thought on that is the Town should go into Griffin School, redo that because one thing they said they need is an elevator and a front area walk for handicap, and that ain’t much of an investment to put in there, and the money we’re spending on renting we can get rid of that, since we have a Town Hall, an area where we can put it, and everything in one area, instead of driving to 20 different places to go one place to another, plus you have for the workers who are at the Town Hall, there’s a bank there, there’s restaurants, there’s places they can go, it’s on the bus route, it’s good for elderly people or people who can’t drive.  Considering putting it out in the woods up in Watertown that other school I don’t agree, but at Griffin School I think it’s a very good place, for us, the community to put in a Town Hall.  Since we have it you don’t have to pay for the land or the building, there’s money saved there for us too, and like I said, it’s convenient for everybody, it’s on a bus line, and also the businesses around there I think would really enjoy that because they may pick up some extra revenue also while they’re there, people come in.  If you want to go somewhere, the people who work there want to go get something to eat, there’s restaurants right there, nice places, it makes it convenient for everybody.  I think money is more well spent putting it into that school.  If you have to do some fixing up, than if you are to go and purchase more land, another building, not the way the things are now with money.  We have a place, and it should be used for us.  There’s parking.  I don’t know this crap I hear about (inaudible) there’s no parking; there’s lots of parking.  There’s parking in front of the area and there’s parking across the street.  And it doesn’t mess up any traffic or any neighborhood as the one in Watertown where there’s more houses.  People said they don’t like it up there for that fact, a lot of traffic.  So I just want to state my opinion that I really think it would be great for this Town to put it at Griffin School.  Thank you.


Patricia Kropp, 52 Wheeler Street, Watertown, CT  06795


Ms. Kropp:  I just wanted to say that I see a lot of faces here tonight that don’t normally come to our meetings, whether they’re Board or Council, and there’s no nameplates on the tables.  Maybe we could just go around quickly and let everybody know who’s sitting at the table.


Mr. Archer:  That’s a good idea.


Ms. Adams:  Do you have nameplates, Lynn?


Ms. LaForme (Clerk):  This is a Public Meeting, it’s not a Town Council meeting so I didn’t bring them.

All of the Town Council members present identified themselves for the record.


Mr. Archer:  For those of you who don’t know Meredith, Meredith is our fairly knew Town Manager who was hired came on officially January 6th.
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Leo Buonocore, Capewell Avenue, Oakville, CT  06779


Mr. Buonocore:  One thing first, caution.  The Board of Education is (inaudible).  Now on the empty schools I believe Griffin School should be used for a community center plus bringing the offices from Depot Square down to that school.  It’s going to cost a few bucks to bring it up to code, but I think it’s well worth it.  On Baldwin School I’d like to see something done with Baldwin School.  I don’t know what anybody has in mind, I would put senior housing up there.  That’s my opinion, but I’m all for a community center at Griffin, and I’ll fight for this, plus bringing the offices from Depot Square down to Griffin.  It makes sense.  Thank you very much.


Valerie Petrillo, Oakville, CT 06779


Ms. Petrillo:  Good evening.  I’d personally like to thank you all for providing this time.  If you remember I came before you in December to ask for this, so I thank you.  It’s very refreshing to be reminded that we all are here exercising the, we the people, so thank you for inviting the public to participate.  Having said that though, I’m a little bit disheartened with what’s going on because obviously both Griffin and Baldwin are approaching the third anniversary pretty much, we’re close to, two plus years of being vacant, and I’m kind of upset, and thank you to Mr., I think it’s Milia and Mr. Buonocore.  I’m coming from a little bit of a different generation so no disrespect.  Just a couple of years, we’ll say, and I’m speaking I guess from kind of a different place too, but I echo with what both gentleman said, I think that we really need to, since we own these buildings, use them as I said to you before.  I don’t want to get away from (inaudible) when I said the we the people part, I’m disheartened in the sense that when are we all going to know to come here, cause I found out really, I’m going to say the word by happenstance that we were going to be invited here.  I came to you in December asking that we could have this time to broach the subject, again we knew that this was going to happen.  Before we even broke ground at John Trumbull we had to know, with kids that these two schools were going to be empty, and it’s kind of disheartening to know that we didn’t have a plan in action, and if we did, unbeknownst to me I don’t know what it was, so if I’m acting as if I’m misinformed just give me once chance okay?


Then again as far as coming here and having the public I’m the one who put the signs out.  It was really quick, that’s why I look the way I am, I was up until 2:00 in the morning for 3 nights with sick children and I work, I’m a mother of 2 young children and in between the “free time”, and my free time everybody is 2:00 in the morning when you’re all sleeping, and I can’t do too much damage if you will at that time, so besides setting out these petitions which you’re well aware of, and thanks to the businesses who house them, I had very little time to do this, so I’m waiting and waiting and waiting to come here or have the public participate and it was very short notice.  Then I read in the paper which I don’t know if it’s true, that even the Council members here, which you’re supposed to be one cohesive unit I would think, are finding out about it again by happenstance.  And if I’ve been misinformed I apologize, I just want to put that out.
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Getting back to this petition, I had over a thousand signatures I want to submit to you as a legal document.  And I’m sure there’s (inaudible) a lot out there because again after these petitions would get filled up, rather quickly, I didn’t have time to go give them blanks, so there might be even more people out there, and I hope there is.  What the petition was to have Griffin be used, since we do own it for a community center.  Now I went through back articles and did a little homework over the past few days trying to prepare for today and again I keep this (inaudible) that if I’m misinformed I would hope you’d correct me.  One article from May, 2002 in the Waterbury Republican had said that in one of your meetings you were discussing some monetary concerns, and you said something about $14,000 of what it would cost to heat and maintain Griffin School and (inaudible) and as I drive by that school I wonder, I’m not going to sit there 24/7 and wonder, are there maintenance crews going in there?  I’m assuming there’s heat in there and we’re sitting here as taxpayers paying for that and Baldwin, and I wonder if there is a special interest group that we don’t know about that is hoping that this building becomes so decrepit that we’re going to want to get rid of this building and give it to somebody else and then we have no other choice but to do that, so I’m starting to wonder, and I hate to sound paranoid, but I fell like I have no other choice.


So here we are, we have Griffin School vacant, we have Baldwin School vacant.  I’m not going to buy into this Oakville versus Watertown stuff because I think it’s ridiculous. I’m not here as any particular party because really I don’t think it’s a political issue; it’s a people issue.  I think we can really set an example, especially in this changing time, especially for our future generation, our kids, that we could really (inaudible) open up the dictionary, as I said before, look up the definition of community, and put it to practice.  Take all the people, regardless of their political affiliation or whatever, and say wow, we can come together as one body of people, shared interest, do whatever we want as far as having some of the Town offices, we hear about like close to $80,000 in rent money in Depot Square.  That’s ludicrous.  If we own a building that’s sitting there we can bring Town offices there, w can possibly have events for young and old.  I’m not going to sit here and say oh gee, kids, I’m not going to apologize actually for being an advocate for kids, and I’m not going to say one specific age group either, and I’m not going to be against the seniors and the elderly in this area either.  I think it could encompass all ages and I don’t want us to be pro one group versus the other, I just think again I’m going to keep stressing that word community and reminding you what that word means.
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So I’m going to present these petitions to you.  If there are anybody in the audience that can support this I would hope that you would come up to the podium and just say that you do, cause again I’m going to present these names and obviously all of these people are not standing.  I hope that these signatures don’t get lost, that they are given consideration, and the next meeting I plan on bringing some more as well, so I don’t want this issue to be swept under the rug is what I’m saying.  I feel like when I read these articles that, I don’t think I read in between the lines, I almost appeared that this is a done deal, and I’m wondering if this is just a formality, I mean are we here spinning our wheels, because if that’s the case forget about disheartening, it just disgusts me because where we are living in the greatest country in the world and it’s a democratic nation and we’re supposed to have a voice.  I tell my kids your voice counts, you know, collectively I bet you everyone here has wonderful ideas and I think that’s great cause I’m not going to stand here and say my idea, our idea is the best idea, I don’t really know if it’s the best idea.  So I think collectively as people come up to this podium, or if these other meetings and come forth and say their ideas, maybe we can get ideas and collaboratively put something together, instead of wasting our money and seeing that these two buildings become another old Polk.  Thank you.


Ms. Adams:  Could you just read what the question you asked for this petition?


Ms. Petrillo:  We, the undersigned, represent concerned residents of Oakville and Watertown and strongly feel that our citizens would greatly benefit from a community center housed at Griffin School.  Griffin School is centrally located and could actually house many of the Town offices as well.  It’s already owned by the Town, it would be an ideal location that can be utilized for a multitude of purposes including age appropriate programs for all of our citizens, both young and old.  Furthermore it can house Town based meetings and functions held by local civic groups or organizations.  The community center would make Watertown and Oakville a more attractive community for our residents to feel proud of as well as to make our Town a more desirable place to consider moving to.


As I said I’d like to submit these to you now.


Mr. Archer:  If I can respond to a couple of things you said, and then I have a question for you.  You said why were the buildings left empty?  Didn’t we know it all the time we were building Trumbull School that we were going to empty out these two buildings?  I have asked that same question myself long before I sat here.  That was one of the things that got me interested in doing this, it seemed kind of silly.  The notice to the meeting, I have to apologize for that.  It did come up pretty quick.  We’re going to have a couple more of these, probably given the fact that it was kind of short notice.


Ms. Petrillo:  (Inaudible) fair.
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Mr. Archer:  You mentioned is this just a formality because it sounds like that from reading the papers.


Mrs. Petrillo:  Exactly, (inaudible).


Mr. Archer:  It’s probably best that you go by what we say; feel free to call me at home, anytime.


Ms. Petrillo:  Oh you don’t want me to do that.


Mr. Archer:  Because the paper is not necessarily representative always of what’s going on.


Ms. Petrillo:  I totally agree.


Mr. Archer:  And not that it’s misinformation, but it’s never the whole story.  And my question for you is a community center – when people say a community center, or they say teen center or youth center, everyone sort of conjures up an image in their head of what that means.  So what exactly does that mean to you?  When you were going through the effort of getting the signatures, which I think is great, what exactly did you have in mind?  Is this a private enterprise, a government/private enterprise, is it a government enterprise, is it part of the Park and Rec system, what exactly is your idea of it?


Ms. Petrillo:  (Inaudible) it’s a Town run, I (inaudible) absolutely not, I just know that working with the Rec Department and doing some of the play groups, I mentioned, and you probably read it in one of the articles which was a true statement, that a lot of young moms would come into the area for the first time, not knowing anything about the history of, even the age old baloney of the Watertown versus Oakville stuff, and when they (inaudible) we’re from Watertown and then they’d say something where are you, you’re in a Senior Center in Oakville on Falls Avenue and that would kind of put the kibosh on it, but they were saying well there’s nothing to do here and I would cite, you know, I felt it was my job to tell them about (inaudible) or what have you.  Even so we’re limited to what to do, so they’re going to Middlebury and other surrounding towns and they get upset because their tax dollars are being paid and why can’t we have something?  Now come into view the fact that we have two beautiful buildings sitting there and one of them could be used.
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So what do I envision, you mentioned the Rec Department, I have a soft spot for the Rec Department, I’ll admit, and I think they do a marvelous job, but again the thing is, I’m an advocate for kids, they come up with unbelievable programs, I just know working with Lisa and Carrie, anything I’ve ever brought up, when I say anything I mean anything, anything they brought up to them, they find the money, they find the place, God only knows how they do it, but they do it, but we’re limited.  When schools are in session we can’t use the schools. To be honest with you, really we should call the Senior Center the Senior/Community Center because that’s really what it is thanks to the seniors who let us come in there.  Darryl and Pat are wonderful, they let us come in there, we clean up for them and what have you, but again they want to run their own programs too, so it just seems so unfair, you know you’re talking about a senior center.


Where do these kids have to go?  We have a group out in Town that is talking about, they’ve been up and running about 2 years trying to get a youth center and I’m still all for that, because again the word youth, but I think when you look at that, and I may be mistaken, but it seems to target a particular age group, and then I said what about 10 and under.  You have to be hiding under a rock to not realize that there are a lot of kids under 10 in this Town and it’s becoming more and more, where are we going to go?  Do you want us to be doing, I don’t think anybody here would say go to Middlebury, go to a Park and Rec sponsored activity, go to their library, and then go out to lunch and put money in Middlebury or Woodbury or wherever.


When I think of something at Griffin, you have the library across the street.  I’m a teacher so I think Swift is right here, regardless of any expansions, that’s a whole different subject.  We have President and Mrs. Bush talking about no child left behind and these big things about each school being accountable.  What a great thing, kids might need tutoring, CMT prep, whatever, they’re within walking distance to a community center.  We have volunteers.  I will put on record I will do, come and volunteer and do some prep testing.  I see programs, I see it running 7 days a week.  Lisa can tell you, you get moms coming forward with special skills, crafts, whatever, and they’ll do it for either no pay or a minimal amount of pay.  So I can stand here and say that I don’t have ay doubts that we’ll have people to actually work in there.  I can sit here and talk to you for hours cause I have like a book written about all the things that if you chose me to run it I would have tons of ideas, including all day Sunday.  Get guest speakers, look at these meetings, we’re talking about all this overtime for janitors, can’t we have Town meetings there?  Take the P.A. system and not worry about moving them back and forth.  We’re right there.  The Oakville Library is right there.  We paid all this money for renovations and oh what a great thing, there’s so much right there.  You could bring money into businesses around there.  I could go on and on, I don’t want to take time for other people, but trust me, I’ll be back to talk about it again.
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Mr. Rinaldi:  A couple of comments and a question.  I can only speak for myself here but I think what I’m going to say reflects everyone else’s opinion too.  This issue has never been a political issue thus far.  You touch a nerve when people go up to that podium and say we’re playing politics with this.


Ms. Petrillo:  I didn’t say that; I said I hope it doesn’t become that.  I’m not accusing you of that.


Mr. Rinaldi:  The Oakville/Watertown issue hasn’t been an issue either as far as I’m concerned.


Ms. Petrillo:  It shouldn’t be.


Mr. Rinaldi:  I haven’t heard from anyone else here so I don’t know.  My question is you said when you were up there that South School is a done deal.  What did you mean by that?


Ms. Petrillo:  When I read the article in yesterday’s paper that Tommy wrote, it seemed like the public was being given the last shot and you already seemed to be sure of what you’re going to propose.  It was kind of like, again, I’m not saying that was a correct quote, I could be misinformed, maybe I'm reading between the lines.  That’s what my question was – is this a formality or are we spinning our wheels here and you’re just kind of going through the motions to make it look like we can talk about it, when in fact you kind of have something to propose that you’re all solidly behind or are we open-minded here?


Mr. Rinaldi:  No, we’re as confused as you are so . . . .


Ms. Petrillo:  I’m not confused, I know what we really need.


Ms. King:  Have you been in Griffin School?


M. Petrillo:  Yes; since it’s been closed, no.


Ms. King:  Have you been in the basement of it, the so called gym?


Ms. Petrillo:  Yes.


Ms. King:  I have real concerns about, and I have some other things that I’d like to say at some point, to think about the appropriateness of a facility that I truly believe was not good enough for our kids to be in there for a school, and every one of those is always saying these are wonderful buildings, but I would worry with people accepting that this is a good place for kids to play quite frankly.
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Ms. Petrillo:  And when you think of individual classrooms and having one particular class if you will being taken place and . . . .


Ms. King:  Well there’s a difference between classrooms and other things that go on in youth centers which is probably one of the other things that people, youth center versus community center, there’s a lot of things that . . . .


Ms. Petrillo:  I’m saying community center, not youth center.


Ms. King:  We could not have, I mean there’s a lot of things that would have to be done to that building to make it appropriate to have public meetings there.  One classroom would not hold what we really need for public meetings.


Ms. Petrillo:  I was envisioning the back, I’m not an architect and I (inaudible) claim to be and I’m not going to say I’ll be good with numbers when I don’t have them in front of me either, but I think of like that back, if there was a wall knocked down, that’s a pretty large area in the back, so if it could be a set room for Town Council meetings or what have you.  I can’t keep, if I had the plans here I’d look at them, but I can’t count how many rooms are there right now, but it seems like an awful lot of things could be run in each one of those rooms.


Ms. King:  I don’t disagree with that, but I really do worry about people thinking that it’s a good place for kids to be doing things in some places when it wasn’t a good enough place when it was a school.  There were questions of air quality in that school and some other things that went on in that building.


Ms. Petrillo:  So you’re saying it’s going to be a cost to the taxpayers if we’re going to do it?


Ms. King:  I think it’s going to be an incredible cost and I think the estimates that came up are . . . .


Ms. Petrillo:  When you had the architects come in to do the plans of possibly making it into a Town Hall, this was never looked at, so what about a community center?


Ms. King:  I’ve not been part of that committee; I know less than you do about what that committee and what those recommendations were made.  I just think we need to raise all those issues here with people too because I’m concerned that people continually, a lot of people say well we should just use those buildings without really understanding what the cost of using the buildings are going to be.  It is going to cost a lot of money to . . . . and that’s not bad, I don’t mean to say that it’s bad, I’m just sitting here, having been through 7 years of putting budgets together in this Town when no one wants to pay for anything, concerned about how we’ll make those choices.
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Ms. Petrillo:  But I still think, I wonder if we actually sat down and did a comparison, we would look at how much money we even pay out in rent?


Ms. King:  $80,000?


Mr. Archer:  It’s not $80,000.


Ms. Robson:  $64,000 a year.


Ms. King:  We don’t need to get into a discussion about the number, I didn’t mean to do that.  I really just was concerned from the beginning that people had this overly optimistic view that we had this wonderful building sitting there and it was given up as a school when it never should have been.  There were a lot of reasons why people in this Town really believed, parents believed that their kids needed a better place for their kids to go to school, so I don’t think we should accept it as a good a place for other facilities too, which means to make it appropriate and usable costs money.


Ms. Petrillo:  No, I totally agree, I would never want anything unsafe, but we can go on and on and I can talk about other individual schools in Town and say is it safe for the kids to be there, so we could be here hours on end about that.  What I want to put on the table is that obviously we have a good amount of people who want a community center.  I’m not going to sit here and say I’m an architect, how much it will cost, if it will be a huge cost or what, cause to be honest with you I don’t know that, but I would like it to be something that broach the subject and maybe have other people look into it to see if it’s something that’s doable.  No way am I going to want anything that’s unsafe for them, for kids, or for anyone.


Mr. Primini:  As the Chairman of the Facilities Committee, when we started this program well over a year ago our original goal was to get everybody out of Depot Square and put them over there.  The rents at that time were about $55,000.  I guess there’s an inflation thing of about 3% every year so my experience with rents they always go up, that’s why I bought a house first of all.  Our original goal was getting all of those departments over there. To keep the building locked up is costing us $8,000 a year just for heating it, and I know for a fact both schools this past Winter has been very hard on both buildings.  There’s been some pipe breaks, I know that for a fact, but our original price estimate we had for just doing that, basically cleaning the building up, restudding the walls out and rerunning the wires stuff like that, not making it the Taj Mahal, but cleaning it up, we originally had a price of about $1,500,000 and then all of a sudden it got to be what, about putting all of the Town offices in one building and that’s one thing that I think got out of control.  We had one architect we met with that gave us a price of $4,200,000, and we got another one for $6,000,000 and a lot of the costs were, once you start putting the Town Clerk’s office in there because just to put the vault in was $1,200,000 for the vault, and you have to sprinkler the building then as well.  If you just got a community center, we’d have to put a new heating system in.
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We talked to contractors about that and it’s not that big of a cost.  As far as the problems with the basement, the basement was only going to be used for storage, if we did use the first and second floor, so if we went back to those original figures and maybe build another Town Hall elsewhere just for what’s in the Town Hall and Town Hall Annex right now, that might be the most feasible, but we have a fairly new roof and windows on the building.  If you walk around the back of the building right now, you’ll see a lot of windows have been broken.  Personally one of the ideas I’ve been seeing lately is what’s going on with the World Trade Center site.  We’re tossing ideas around a lot.  Basically we narrowed it down to what the building can be used for.  It can’t be used for commercial use because of the lack of parking, because square footage.  It can be used for Town offices, it can be used for senior housing, (inaudible).  I was thinking, I talked to contractors, when they heard the prices we were given, the $6,000,000, they told me that was outrageous and that it could be done for a lot less than that.  I’m wondering why don’t we throw some ideas out like what was done with the World Trade Center, and approach people to come up with ideas, contractors, architects, whatever, give us your idea, what can be done and what ballpark range, because some contractors I talked to had some very good ideas at a very reasonable price.


Mr. Archer:  I think the key piece of information, Ray, from that is that even to clean it up and put a new heating system in and to get it ready, to make it a compliant, which it would have to be, which would include ramps and elevators, unless you don’t use the second floor, is probably $1,500,000 to do that.  That’s a lot of money.  I am completely with you on the concept of a community center, I think it’s great, but there are people in this room, right now as we speak, who will actively campaign against that referendum ever passing.


Ms. Petrillo:  You just struck something, can I add one more thing.  I’m speaking to most of the grandparents who are sitting here.  I’m mentioned that the two speakers before me there was a gap in generation, but I’m just listening to my grandparents speaking to me and every generation of 10, 20 years ago you always here that cliché like, gone are the days of yesteryear and such, we all know the world has changed, and unfortunately it’s not always changing for the better, especially when I look at it now, so I have to shamefully admit something too.  I lived in Town for awhile and like anything, until we have a vested interest in something you don’t move forward.  My vested interest are my 2 children, and I don’t think anybody could fault me for that, and having said that when I look at again what we can do, I think too, do we all realize that we parents can’t really say okay go out and play while mommy gets dinner ready, because the reality of it is are they going to be there when it’s time for dinner?  It’s not the safe world that we had, when we don’t even know the next door neighbor.  (Inaudible) subdivisions where you literally could just throw a piece of sugar and it hits the people’s house.
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Sometimes you’re working, sometimes you have a dad coming home, and shifts change and mom’s going off to work, or you have a nanny raising the kids because they’re able to afford that while two parents are working.  You literally have places in Town, I won’t mention names, where you have interactive gym times to play where it’s pathetic that we are actually paying money to spend time with our children, and that really hits hard.  So when I think of that community center, when you ask (Tape #1, Side A ended – may have missed some). This world as I said, it’s changing.  We need to go back to the way it was when my grandparents had it.  Yes, there were some negative things about that era, but I’m looking at a time when we need a safe place for our kids, for families to come together and you get to know your neighbors, get to come together on common ground, and that’s really where my heart is, that’s where I’m coming from.  As Mr. Buonocore says it makes sense, and sometimes when things make sense we don’t do them quite frankly, but I think that’s a good end note for me unless anyone has any more questions for me.  Thank you.


Donna Knapp, Westview Village, Watertown, CT  06795


Ms. Knapp:  I was just wondering if you could find grants to build a school like John Trumbull that has building issues, is there a way that people could guide a committee of people that would be willing to volunteer to find grants to help us establish this?


Mr. Archer:  Could we help to facilitate that, is what you’re saying?


Ms. Knapp:  Could you help, is there a way to help guide us into where to research to get this?  If you could find money to build a school with grants, are there any grants out there to help us with this?  I mean it is a very, very important thing to do.


Mr. archer:  It’s probably a pretty dry well right now, but there’s probably still something out there.  Am I experienced at grant writing or grant researching, I am not.  Whether or not we have Town resources to do that, I would say it’s unlikely.  We have someone who does grant researching and grant writing on a freelance basis so that’s something we could turn over to him to look into certainly, but as I say the grant well is kind of dry at the moment, as you know.


Ms. Knapp:  And you mentioned a statement that it’s not, I don’t know what words was used but sort of safe and that’s why we closed the school.  If it’s not safe, then how could we consider it for elderly housing?


Ms. King:  Anything that we do is going to cost money, that’s my point.  I’m just afraid that people think too simply that the building is sitting there, okay we’ll just open the doors, sweep the floors, and we’ll be able to have people running programs in there, and it doesn’t matter what we do, that’s going to cost some money, and that’s been my concern with an approach that we should have it as a community center, and it won’t cost the Town money.  We can’t pretend that it won’t cost the Town money.
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Ms. Knapp:  Nobody ever thought it wouldn’t . . . .


Ms. King:  Well again there have been other people who would say that.


Ms. Knapp:  Other avenues.  I could sit at home and figure out my budget and say how can I buy a car, and the money is not there.  That’s not the point.  The point is if we can get a community that stands together and united, we can always say we can’t, but are there ways that we maybe can?  Like I said, grants, research, are there ways that maybe could substantiate so that all the financial part isn’t on the Town?  I mean again we built a school with grants, with some help of grants that apparently didn’t work out well, but if you get the left hand knowing what the right hand is doing and it could be possible.


Ms. King:  Some communities could give the building to a community non-profit organization which is not something that we ever talked about here, but if there were a community organization that came together and said if you give us the building we’ll raise to do something with it, I think that’s something we should talk about and consider here.


Mr. Archer:  Sure.


Ms. King:  That’s another way to go about it.  I was thinking about that (inaudible) time.  If someone formed a non-profit group in Town and said if we had the building then we’d go forward with figuring out how to do things.


Ms. Knapp:  There are other avenues.  I mean yes, it’s not safe, but it’s not safe for anybody, it’s not safe for children or the elderly, so either way it’s going to cost something.  Can’t we sort of try to consider the avenue of our future.  Our children are our future.  I live in Westview Village Condominiums and we have issues right now with a bunch of 16 year old kids that are all complaining that they’re bored and they have nothing to do, and I can remember back when I was 16, a long time ago, but I can remember even 20 years ago it was a lot less expensive to do things, and all this.  I mean kids can’t find jobs just like adults can’t find jobs to support their family.  It is a need of every community, and wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could set a precedent for other towns that this is feasible, it takes a lot of hard work, but it is feasible.  I just want you to think of opening up other avenues instead of just saying no, it’s going to cost too much money, it’s not possible, can we look at the avenues first before we do that?
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Mr. Archer:  I don’t think anyone said no we shouldn’t do this or it’s a bad idea.  We just said let’s just be real that it will be a lot of money, and if we were to go to referendum to spend $1,500,000 to renovate it as a community center, it’s going to require twice as many people as signed that to overcome the naysayers who don’t want to spend any money on anything for the community.  We went that route a year ago with 3,000 parents of kids in sports who wanted more fields, and we did what they asked, and took a land acquisition to referendum and got our heads handed to us for it, so you’re sort of damned if you do, and damned if you don’t, I guess, but all I’m saying is we can’t kid ourselves into thinking that it’s not going to be a lot of money, any way you slice it.


Ms. Knapp:  I never have.  Hopefully we can work together.


Mr. Archer:  I happen to think it’s a great idea.


Ms. Knapp:  Well let’s get some names together and do something.


Mr. Archer:  You’re more than welcome to participate as well.


Ms. Knapp:  That’s why I’m here, sir.  I work two jobs and it’s very hard and that’s why I’m here.


Craig Lamphier, Watertown, CT  06795


Mr. Lamphier:  I take exception to a couple of things that have been said.  #1, the Town Council charge to have this building looked at as a Town Hall.  What was brought before you tonight was not a Town Hall, it was to relieve some office space out of the Depot Square Mall, putting it down at Griffin School, and a community center/large room for meetings.  To quote the price of $1,500,000 is quoting the price for a Town Hall, not a community center and office space.  I also take exception with comments being made about air quality and whatever that are totally unfounded.  Where do you get these from?


Ms. King:  About the air quality?


Mr. Lamphier:  Yes.


Ms. King:  When it was being used as a school, the school system had to put in a complete new system to recycle the air because there was too much carbon monoxide in the building during the day and the kids were falling asleep at noon time.
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Mr. Lamphier:  Ma’am, I worked in that school.  I was the last group leader in that school.  I worked in there for 3 years.  There was no complete air quality system in there.  There were 4 air quality controls in 4 classrooms.


Ms. King:  Right.


Mr. Lamphier:  You said a complete control.


Ms. King:  What I meant is . . . .


Mr. Lamphier:  There was not a carbon monoxide problem in the school, ma’am.  I don’t want to get into a debate here, but I find your comments, you’re shooting from the hip here.


Ms. King:  I’m sorry, I’m not, sir.


Mr. Lamphier:  Show me otherwise.  My point is . . . . .


Mr. Archer:  Wait, stop, stop, stop, stop, stop – I don’t think anyone needs to get adversarial or anything here.  I’ve been through the school.  It’s kind of a wreck.


Mr. Lamphier:  I also would like to say something about that – (inaudible) since the school closed and what has the Town done to alleviate that?  I’m just curious.  There was a leak, there was a problem with the roof in the school prior to closing.


Mr. Archer:  Yea, it’s over one stairwell.


Mr. Lamphier:  Yes, there was a hole that was chopped through on a certain section and I doubt that that’s ever been fixed, and I’m sure the damage is substantial by now.


Mr. Archer:  Actually I’ve been in there – there’s a 6 inch puddle on the landing in one of the stairwells.  But the point is, all we’re trying to say it’s going to take extensive money to make it A.D.A. compliant.  An elevator is $500,000 to put in.


Mr. Lamphier:  What if you didn’t use the second floor, though, what if you strictly used the second floor for storage, and use the first floor to alleviate office space from down at Depot.


Mr. Archer:  Well then we’ve accomplished half of your goal.


Mr. Lamphier:  Half of what goal?
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Mr. Archer:  To use the building.


Mr. Lamphier:  To use it for office space.  You don’t need the entire building to use it for office space.  Take some of the offices that are down at Depot Square, stop paying rent to The Siemon Company.


Mr. Archer:  I agree with that too.


Mr. Lamphier:  Right, you don’t need the second floor to do that.  There are actually 12 classrooms on the first floor.  There is a handicapped bathroom on the first floor, in the Nurse’s Room.  Trust me, it is, (inaudible) had to be.  If you converted one classroom it would include knocking down a wall, but anything can be done today, turn it into a hall that can be used for whatever, whatever the Town deems necessary.  Recreation could run programs in there perhaps, or you people could use it for meetings or whatever, and then you would still have 10 classrooms that could be used for offices, they’re quite large classrooms. It’s just a suggestion, and I don’t know if that would cost $1,200,000 or whatever.  That’s my point.  The prices that you got were for converting that into a Town Hall, correct, the entire building?


Ms. King:  No, the $1,200,000 was the price that we were given at one point just to make it usable for offices, not making it a whole Town Hall.


Mr. Lamphier:  But the entire building, Ms. King, that’s my point?


Ms. King:  I do believe that that did include putting an elevator in, but it was not to make it a whole Town Hall as he was suggesting about things like being able to move the vault there, which is an incredibly costly thing.  Because that price is the one that gets up into never, never land.


Mr. Lamphier:  I’d like to see it at least looked at.


Mr. Archer:  We are and I appreciate you said, you know that you address my suggestions, well that’s what we’re here for, we’re here for suggestions.
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Coreine Peluso, 365 Buckingham Street, Oakville, CT 06795


Ms. Peluso:  I’m Chairman of the Commission on Aging.  I did send a letter to the Council because we talked about this at the Commission on Aging and they felt that one or both of the schools should be used for elderly housing.  Now if you look into the elderly housing issue, I’m not saying it’s all Watertown people, but there’s still a lot of people that need to get into elderly housing.  I know there’s not a lot of funding available, I understand that, but you still could go after funding for elderly housing a little bit quicker than you could go after a few other things.  My main concern is the elderly.  I have raised children, but my main concern is the elderly, and I don’t want to see what happened to Old Polk School, which I believe something should have been done with it, I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong, but with so many people looking for, and the hard times that are coming up, if you go into elderly housing you know the government it’s subsidized by the federal government.  I’ll talk about the tax break afterwards, but this would help them out and rather than take these buildings and let them go by the wayside, I don’t know what’s going to happen with them, my first priority would be elderly housing.


Rick Sarandrea, Oakville, CT  06779


Mr. Sarandrea:  I want to start out, all night I’ve heard it’s going to cost a lot of money, it’s going to cost a lot money.  Of course it’s going to cost money, but you have to spend your money wisely.  First off let’s start off with the engineering firm you hired to do the survey for these two buildings.  I went to the meeting that night; there were no dimensions on the plan, so how are you getting your square foot prices when there were no dimensions on that plan?  I don’t know what you paid that firm, but let’s start out right there.  That’s what I’m talking about, spending money wisely.  As far as schools and buildings, it’s bricks and mortar.  Griffin School has a new roof and windows on it.  That’s half the battle.  And if you have a carbon monoxide problem, that was your furnace.  You take that furnace right out of the building.  There’s nothing wrong with Griffin School.  I think we should use both buildings.  Griffin School can be a community center, you can put Park and Rec down there, you have plenty of parking.  Now the other thing with this Town Hall, it could be Oakville or Watertown.  I travel to a lot of towns, I do a lot of development, and I go to a lot of meetings in a lot of towns.  Some of the towns don’t even have town halls; they’re called commons.  They’ve taken old buildings, for instance Baldwin School, you put all your land use boards up there and your Town Clerk, the Town Manager, and the vault for all the records.  Now you take Griffin School and you do build a room where you have meetings like this, where you’re not running around with these speakers.  I go to buildings where they have cameras set up; the place stays just for meetings, for land use boards, that’s it.  But what I’m telling you is the prices you’re getting are outrageous.  $1,000,000 for an elevator?  I’ll tell you what, you call me up tomorrow, I’ll bring you over to Seymour Smith.  I have a freight elevator in that building, freight and passenger, $89,000 my friend.
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Mr. Archer:  No one said $1,000,000.


Mr. Sarandrea:  Yes, you did.  You just said $1,000,000 to put an elevator in.  Wrong. You did, you said $1,000,000.  That’s wrong, I’m sorry.


Mr. archer:  I said $500,000.


Mr. Sarandrea:  All right, $500,000.  Where are you getting these figures from?


Mr. Archer:  And I was talking about elevator, I got cut off when I was talking, an elevator and making the entire building A.D.A. compliant.


Mr. Sarandrea:  $500,000 for an elevator?  No way.  I’m telling you, you’re not spending your money wisely.


Mr. Archer:  Should I repeat myself again?


Mr. Sarandrea:  Go ahead.


Mr. Archer:  I said $500,000 and making the entire building A.D.A. compliant.


Mr. Sarandrea:  I don’t think you’d spend that either.  I mean, I need to see the dimensions.


Mr. Archer:  How much would we spend?


Mr. Sarandrea:  I don’t know, I don’t have dimensions, but I know one thing, you can’t get prices on a building without dimensions without square foot dimensions.  When I went there that night and saw the plans, there were all rooms made up, there were no dimensions in any of these rooms.


Mr. Archer:  He took them out for the purposes of the presentation because it was easier (inaudible).


Mr. Sarandrea:  How are you getting these prices?  That’s what I want to know.  I want to hear square foot prices, that’s what I want to hear.  I’ll tell you, I do this every day, and the prices you people are getting are outrageous.


Mr. Archer:  This is a feasibility study; they are not final prices.
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Mr. Sarandrea:  If I had to do a feasibility study every day with the properties we own, we’d be out of business.


Mr. Archer:  It was only to determine whether or not all the Town offices could fit in one of the buildings.  That was the purpose of the study.


Mr. Sarandrea:  Okay, well my idea is I think you should use both buildings.  You should take Baldwin School and make that your land use, all your buildings officials, engineering department, water and sewer has their own building, but all your land use boards, Town Manager, Town Clerk, put your vault up there, and then take Griffin School and make it a community center with Park and Rec in there and put a room in there for Town meetings.  When I was a kid we used to go to dances on Friday nights.  Where do these kids go in this Town?  If you put a community center in and it doesn’t cost that much money.  Like I said before, it’s bricks and mortar, that’s all it is.  It’s not going to fall down.  Thank you.


Mr. Archer:  Thank you, by the way.  I just want to be clear that the purpose of this meeting is to solicit suggestions from the public, it’s not to, for us to be berated for 30 years of poor facilities management.


Mr. Sarandrea:  I’m not . . . .


Mr. Archer:  I haven’t addressed you.


Mr. Sarandrea:  Well you were talking, looking at me.


Mr. Archer:  I was looking at the entire room, sir.


Mr. Sarandrea:  Okay.


Mr. Archer:  Okay?  We’re here to solicit opinions from the public, so I’m having a hard time with why we’re getting a hard time for asking people for their opinions.  So we can continue please.

Watertown Town Council

Public Meeting

February 27, 2003

Page 20


Tom Olsen, 23 Clyde Street, Oakville, CT  06779


Mr. Olsen:  I won’t refer that to Griffin School because I despised the person it was named after, after many beatings with rulers and (inaudible) stand in the corner, outside Ms. Griffin’s office, so I’ll refer to it as South School.  I’m in favor of making the old South School a new Town Hall.  The building is sound and it has everything the Town Hall can need.  The Town had its high paid puppet Steve Whitaker make the building look unfeasible because some Town workers and Watertown residents have a problem coming to a Town Hall in Oakville.  I attended this school from 1961 to 1965.  We had plays in the auditorium, an excellent cafeteria, we even had air raid practices down in the basement during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  It has a good sized parking lot on both sides and it’s on the bus line.  I looked at how the Town wasted the park improvement money for Echo Lake and we don’t even want to get into that.


Mr. Archer:  That predates me.


Mr. Olsen:  We don’t even want to get into that.  Also I was wondering if I could address Ms. King?  Should I sue the Town because I was forced to go to the gym and auditorium when I was there?


Ms. King:  My kids went to Baldwin School and every week they had to get on a bus and go to Judson School to go to the gym because there was no gym there at all.  All I’m saying is we want to do better things for our kids, that’s one of the reasons we built a new school.  We said these schools have been there and (inaudible) but it was parents of kids who were going to the school saying we want something better.


Mr. Olsen:  Well I (inaudible) on John Trumbull because I saw nothing wrong with the other school; a matter of opinion.


Ms. King:  Our parents say, my kids went to Baldwin and there wasn’t a gym or a place where all the kids could get together at some time.  That’s just another reason why we did that, and it’s not a criticism of what happened before.  It’s sort of like okay, a decision was made to do something different and not, and not that I don’t think that the buildings themselves aren’t wonderful buildings that can be used for things, but I would worry about, you know, when you were running around in that gym, did you ever run into one of those poles?


Mr. Olsen:  No, I was smart enough to say there’s a pole.  (Inaudible).  Like I said, I had no choice, either get beat by Ms. Griffin (inaudible) which I have been beaten by her, and you know, going to the gym.  I figured let me take my chances with the air quality.  Thank you.
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Mr. Rinaldi:  About 4 or 5 years ago they took us on a tour of all the facilities in Town and I went to South School too, and I haven’t been there since I was a kid.  They showed us the principal’s office and I asked the current principal who was there, I asked her where the rack was?  She said what are you talking about?  I said she used to hang straps on the rack.  She said oh you must be kidding, and I said, no I’m not kidding.


Ms. Olsen:  He’s not.  She was 4 foot 10 and vicious.


Ms. Adams:  I’m very glad I went to Judson.


Joe Pawlak, 173 Middlebury Road, Watertown, CT  06795


Mr. Pawlak:  I would like to thank you for having this meeting and asking for public participation as to the best way to utilize these two facilities, which quite frankly I think are great buildings.  I’d like to start my remarks by saying my wife and I were taking a walk one Sunday last Summer and we walked by Baldwin School and I was really amazed first of all that it was built in 1910, I believe that’s what the cornerstone says, and secondly that all the windows were replacement windows which is better than I can say for my house.  I believe there is somewhere between 35,000 and 37,000 sq. ft. in that building and South School.


Mr. Archer:  They’re pretty close, yea.


Mr. Pawlak:  I would ask first how many square feet do we need?  I don’t want to get into a debate as to what we should use Griffin or Baldwin for, but how many square feet would we need, let’s say for a Town Hall?


Mr. Archer:  For all offices and increased Town Clerk space for the vault, it’s forty-ish.


Mr. Pawlak:  I would question that based on this – several years ago the company that I worked for moved its location from one point to another.  The location that we were using had 325,000 sq. ft. in it.  The facility we moved into had 192,000 sq. ft.  What I’m saying is it’s not a one for one.  If we had a 40,000 sq. ft. of somewhere thereabouts and we want to consolidate all of those activities into one facility, it might not necessarily mean that we need exactly the same square footage because there’s a lot of commonality that you have to take into consideration, hallways, lavatories, things of that nature.  The other points that I wanted to talk about is that I too read in the paper wherein the architect’s studies came up with some ridiculous number, between $5,600,000 and $5,800,000 for either one of those two schools to be converted, and I think the number he also used was something in the neighborhood of $200 per sq. ft.  I don’t know what that number encompassed, whether it was a new building or a renovation or what, because it doesn’t seem to me to make a heck of a lot of sense to have two, what were perfectly good buildings or reasonably good buildings 2.5 years ago, now cost upper $5,000,000 to renovate.
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Mr. Archer:  The figures that he quoted were for renovation of the existing building plus an addition onto each one of them.


Mr. Pawlak:  Then I would reiterate my question as to whether or not we would need an addition because we’re going to consolidate “x” number of offices of functions into one facility, it’s not necessarily going to be a one for one conversion, that’s my point.  As far as the numbers that they were throwing around, I found it very interested, I’m going to see if I have this date here, but I don’t, it was very timely, I believe it was earlier this week or later last week, it was in the Waterbury Republican which I don’t normally read, Seymour, CT, and I will admit that I’m a Seymour-ite, I was born and raised there and lived there for quite a few years, just announced that they are going to spend $550,000 to refurbish and reoccupy the old Seymour High School where I went to school,  That was a facility very similar to Baldwin School in its makeup.  It was built in the 30’s and a new addition was put on in 61.  I would suspect that it probably has more square footage than either of the two buildings that we’re looking at here in Watertown, probably well over 40,000 sq. ft.  The intended use of the building is a senior citizen and community center.  The architect that they have commissioned to look at the job indicated that it would cost about $550,000.  Speaking to the grant issue that someone else raised, $500,000 is coming in the form of grants to the Town of Seymour, so it’s going to cost them $50,000.  It is going to be completely brought up to date for fire code compliance and handicap accessible and it is a two story building, both the original section and the 60/61 addition  It also has a gym.  I’m not sure that they’re going to be using that for senior citizens, but it’s certainly possible, and I would suggest that if we do go forward with this, and I hope we do, with using these two buildings, we contact these architects because I think they have a better idea as to what numbers really are.


As far as the use of the building is concerned for either one of them, I would suggest several things.  We’ve been sitting now for 2.5 years since Trumbull School opened I believe and we have yet to do anything to these buildings.  A similar fate befell Polk School, I don’t know how many years that building sat vacant.  I spoke about that before it was torn down and I was upset because there was like a civil war between the Town Council and the Board of Education as to who owned the building and who wanted the building, nobody wanted it, and everyone was pointing fingers at each other saying you take care of it, I don’t want it.  The end result as we all know was it was a pile of rubble and it’s now a parking lot down here.
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You only have to drive around the Valley, and I urge you to do this, because I think it would be very instructional, the Torrington Police Department, it’s an old brick Victoria building.  It used to be a school.  It’s gorgeous.  They spent the money.  You talk about safety, yea it’s going to cost money but I guarantee you can do the job and you can do it economically and you can get a hell of a bang for the buck and bring everything up to code and use it in a wise, efficient and economical method.  Thomaston also rehabbed a facility, I’m not sure if it was a school or a library, and I believe it is a senior center.  Ansonia Town Hall is very similar to our Tall Hall, sort of a brick Victoria, they completely rehabbed the building and made that a beautiful edifice.  Seymour again, Center School where I went to Kindergarten back in 1947 or 1948, they did not choose to use that as a Town use.  They sold it.  There are actually two buildings on the property, the Center School and the Annex.  The Town sold the Center School which was completely rehabbed by a private developer and now houses commercial space, it’s tax paying property right now.  They utilize the Annex for a senior center and community services and they want to move those down into the soon to be refurbished Seymour High School.  Derby also took an old school building on the east side just right next to the river on Route 34 and turned that into, I believe it’s a senior housing.


I would question also the recommendation or the stipulation on the part of the architect with respect to the requirements for a Town Hall.  #1, I believe he said you should provide for a 150 seat meeting room.  It would be nice in a perfect world if we would do that, however if that costs money and it’s a prohibitive factor, we have this building, we also have the auditorium down at the high school which I’m sure can probably seat 500 people.  I don’t ever remember seeing that many people, even when we were having Town Hall meetings for voting on a budget, we never really packed that, so I would question whether or not that was necessary.  He also poo poohed the building, I think both of them because (Tape #1, Side B ended – may have missed some).  It seems like there were a lot of reasons why the architect didn’t want to get into this building; I can’t believe fees had anything to do with it.  I would also suggest that before we do anything we have to look very seriously, we’ve got the Swift School expansion still on the burner and I’m not sure where that’s going, how much money we’re going to get and how much it’s going to actually cost, but that’s another considerable piece of change that we have to consider.


And probably last but not least, I would suggest that I saw an article in today’s Town Times that the Board of Education, or at least the Superintendents had a rude awakening, suggested his budget next year with a 12% increase which sort of flew like a lead balloon.  It’s been cut back to I think 3% now.  I don’t know if the Town’s side has developed their budget yet, I’m not sure.


Mr. Archer:  It’s in the process.
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Mr. Pawlak:  But the harsh reality is we only have to read the papers and watch television and things really start popping out.  2800 State employee were laid off, everybody with a $44,000 income in this State is going to see a tax increase of some sort or another, Kmart announced about a month ago that they were going to lay off 35,000 people.  One of the major, United or American Airlines told their flight mechanics that they were going to take a 14% pay cut.  Anything that we do within this Town I think has to be within the natural growth rate of the budget, of the tax base, the Grand List.  I would love to see these buildings, I think if we don’t utilize these buildings and maintain them until such time as we can us them for either a senior center, citizen center, elderly housing or Town Hall we should maintain them in a condition so that we don’t spend any extra money over what is required.  These two buildings, whether people want to admit it or not, are truly gems and I think Baldwin is a gorgeous school, an absolutely beautiful building, and it would be a shame if we don’t use these two buildings for Town use.  Thank you.


Dana Bongiorno, 1254 Litchfield Road, Wat4ertown, CT  06795


Ms. Bongiorno:  I just want to say that I think it’s wonderful to see so many people out here tonight taking time aside from their busy schedules to come here and help us brainstorm and come up with ideas.  I hate to burst your bubble a little, I know people are looking forward to a community center, a youth/senior citizen center, unfortunately all the people who are here tonight, I would love to see all of your faces again at the Planning and Zoning and Inland/Wetlands Conservation Committee meetings because it’s great to show up to the Town Council meetings with ideas, but you have to stick with it.  I’ve been attending all of the Planning and Zoning and Conservation meetings for the past year now and unfortunately we’re in for a rude awakening.  If we don’t use the two buildings, South and Baldwin Schools as they are, we’re going to need the land to raze those buildings and build new schools on them, because if you drive through Mt. Fair Farm, or if you drive through Pond View, and I didn’t even realize how many kids there were in the condos at Westview Village, I drive to see my girlfriend who lives in Pond View and you can see all the tricycles here, you have no idea how many children there are under 5 years old.  And there are pregnant people all up and down that street, and there’s more coming.  So I mean it’s funny, we laugh, but eventually in 5 years we’re having a huge growth explosion and from what I understand the John Trumbull School is already at full capacity so we have a real land use problem and the problem is Watertown doesn’t own a lot of land.
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Unfortunately we all like our small community, we want that sense of togetherness and have community activities for seniors, for children, for middle aged people like myself, but we’re going to need that land, so all you people here tonight show up at Planning and Zoning and put pressure on to slow the development.  In the past year that I’ve been there I can’t tell you how many building permits they gave out.  Even if Watertown wanted to buy a piece of land and build a brand new school or Town Hall, there’s no land to buy.  We’re developing it all. It’s almost a parking lot.  You’re talking about parking – try going into Starbuck’s in the morning, you’re like waiting, there’s not enough parking spaces for the stores in there.  Land in Watertown is a problem because it’s all being developed, so please if you people want to keep your taxes down, if you want to keep your nice, small community, show up at Planning and Zoning, at Inland/Wetlands and let them know to slow the growth because they’re popping out building permits like they’re handing out Pez, and it’s just really going to be a problem.


People who were talking about the Commission on Aging, for the senior citizen housing, you don’t know the blow you took a couple of months ago.  There was someone who came before Planning and Zoning who wanted to build a 55 and older housing complex next to Echo Lake Road, and this is going to solve another problem for the Town and save the Town quite a bit of money.  He worked very hard with the Inland/Wetlands Conservation Committee to put in a state of the art filtration system that would actually improve Echo Lake and take some of the pollution out of it and make Echo Lake better and provide housing for people who are 55 and older.  Well we had kind of, what I consider to be an unscrupulous person, who for the whole year when these plans were going on never said anything, who had no problems with it, it was fine, and right when they were getting ready to vote to approve, the guy showed up and said I’m a neighbor who just kept my mouth shut for the past year and now I want to raise a big stink about it, and he had to withdraw his application, so we lost a lot of 55 and over housing right there when that happened.


Also for the lady who wants to have a community center, just as an interim solution, I know this isn’t a permanent one, if we’re already paying janitors to be in this building tonight and to be here the first Wednesday of every month for Planning and Zoning and the second Thursday of every month for Inland/Wetlands, these people get here, they’re here from 7:00 and they’re usually here until midnight, so since somebody is already occupying the building at that time, see if you can get in contact with someone and say I want to have the kids use the gym to play basketball or something.  People are already here, the lights are already on, so if you haven’t already looked into it yet that might be something you could do.  You’re shaking your head.


Unidentified Person in Audience:  (Inaudible).


Ms. Bongiorno:  But they’re already here, aren’t they right?
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Mr. Archer:  Yes, we just can’t have side conversations going on.  It’s not going to get picked up by the microphone.


Ms. Bongiorno:  Well I understand that we have to pay janitors, but aren’t we already paying the janitors to be here because they have to clean up after these land use and Planning and Zoning meetings?


Mr. Archer:  Yea, we are.


Ms. Bongiorno:  Then what the heck, what’s a few more people in the gym?


Ms. King:  They’re already in the gym.


Ms. Bongiorno:  They are.


Ms. King:  Yes, playing basketball.


Ms. Bongiorno:  Maybe, you know, use a classroom if you want to do arts and crafts from 7:00 to 8:00, maybe in an art room when people are here having these meetings.  If we’re already using the buildings, let’s maximize them and see if we can maybe sneak an activity here or there as long as the building is already open.  Please come to Inland/Wetlands, come to Planning and Zoning and also contact the Land Trust, I’m in charge of membership, just a little plea for that, because we really do, we need to buy land and have land and have it protected and have it conserved so it doesn’t all get developed so we don’t have to have all these problems about where are we going to build new schools and community centers, cause the bigger we get, the harder it is.  Thanks.


Joseph Cefaretti, 80 Saugus Avenue, Oakville, CT  06779


Mr. Cefaretti:  A lot of comments have been made tonight.  I just want to relate to some things that were said.  Jean King made a comment, I don’t know if I heard it right, but you said something about schools being 90 years old, and all that, that two schools are closed and you said it wasn’t doing the job I guess, just go down in the basement, I know that, I’ve been there, I realize that, but the school is 90 years old and it wasn’t taken care of that’s why the basement has deteriorated.  90 years ago they used lead paint, asbestos, nobody knew and then when people started getting Cancer and all this type of sickness they finally smartened up.  Now all of a sudden they want to tear every school apart, before the school was lucky if it cost $1,000,000 to put up and now they want $20,000,000 for the same school.
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Of course things change.  When I was a kid it was one thing and now it’s another.  I appreciate the fact that a lot of comments that were made were good.  I wonder about feasibility studies that are being made because there is no economic feasibility study that seems reasonable.  $6,000,000 to renovate two schools is absurd, it’s ridiculous.  The man before me who questioned the square footage and the cost of renovation and construction of buildings.  Sometimes when committees are formed and what not they should ask people who do this type of work and who are knowledgeable enough to give you a figure that is honest.  When you hire these so called experts and what not they know everything; they know nothing.  They’re just out there to make a buck, and that’s that.


You said something about it’s not the state of the art school, which I know.  It’s 90 years old and naturally something is going to be wrong.  I’m 77 years old.  I’m not the same individual I was when I was 17, I was a Greek God, now you know what I am now.  The woman just before me said something we should know and realize what is happening.  There is an awful lot of development in this Town, they’re killing us with kindness, they think they’re doing us a favor and they’re not.  It’s all about money.  This land is available, they’d probably get it dirt cheap and it’s with housing of some sort and we’re swamping us, they will swamp the schools with students eventually.  Based on that assumption of all this excessive building permits, I wrote this up and I’ll read it to you.  I want to address our current Town Manager maybe some of you here don’t know her.  Here it goes:


“3,608 was the total number of students registered in the Watertown/Oakville schools for the 2001/2002 academic year.  Currently 3,566 students attend classes in the various educational facilities in Town while Griffin and Baldwin remain vacant.  Projected student increases by our so called experts at the local and state level has never materialized, which brings about the question why do our educators want to close Heminway School just for the sake of it, in order to double the size of Swift when it is not affordable.  For the past 2 years the disrepair of the John Trumbull School has yet to be addressed nor resolved.  The $18,000,000 expansion to Swift Middle School will house an additional 22 classrooms, so all students can attend Swift making it a true middle school.  Big deal, right?  Why try to fix something that doesn’t need fixing.  There are at least 20 classrooms available in Griffin to accommodate any increase in pupil enrollment.  It was good before; why can’t it be good now?  Let’s not acquire another pink elephant.  With the current 264 teachers, excluding paraprofessionals, principals and administrators, where the schools are bulging at the seams Lee Archer’s quotation in the Republican American Newspaper of February 24th was there will be no basking in the sun.  I sincerely hope he can back up that statement; of course only time will tell.
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I want to thank you all for listening, but I think we have a lot of problems here.  We have different factions in Town that want something.  The squeaky wheel gets oiled.  I said this more than once, the once that screams the loudest will be heard.  I can vouch for this because the kids wanted a skateboard park and they came here in droves and you had to do something about it regardless of whether you liked it or not.  Now they’ve got 1,000 signatures for using Griffin as a kid center, recreation center, and I say we can’t please anybody.  They’re not pleasing the seniors in this Town are they?  Why should we please educators, middle-age, students and what not?  We have a say in this Town.  There’s enough of us here, right?  We have I think about 12% to 14% seniors in this Town and nothing is being done for them.


Mr. Archer:  Well that’s the next topic.


Mr. Cefaretti:  Okay, well I just wanted to mention this cause maybe you won’t make me want to come up here again.  Thank you for listening.


Ms. King:  I’ll never convince you all, but in one sense I feel I’m getting the bad rap here in the sense of somehow you’re interpreting my saying when we decided not to use those buildings as schools, (inaudible) that I don’t like the building, that I don’t want to use them.  I think it’s just the opposite.  I think it’s really important.  These are wonderful old buildings. As other people have said the outside of them are sound.  I’ve been told that Baldwin School may be the best one in heating and the economy of the schools that we have.  I want to see them used.  I’ve been concerned, and I've been on this Council  for 7 years, we haven’t made decisions about using them and instead buildings have sat and nothing has happened to them, and I think that whatever we do as a result of listening to a lot of people, we need to make a decision about using these buildings, and if they’re not used, they we ought to try, think about okay if we’re not going to use this one, we ought to sell it to someone who will use it, or who will fix it, rather than letting them sit and be at the bottom of the list every year in budgets in terms of people taking care of them.


The one thing that no one has mentioned here tonight is our Town Hall which I took exception to an article which was in the Town Times in which they had gone through the building and Mr. Frigon was quoted as saying, looking at bad things in the building and saying, this is what happens to old buildings when they get old.  Well what was wrong and what’s wrong in that building is not that the building got old, it was that we didn’t take care of it.  Every time we had a chance we said oh no, we’re not going to spend any money on that.  Everything that’s wrong with that building can be fixed.  I don’t know what it can be used for, but it is a center in many ways, it is a recognizable piece of Watertown, and I don’t think we should let that fall down on its head because we don’t fix that either, and I think we have to take that into the equation when we thing about these other two buildings.  It really bothers me because people keep saying oh we won’t do anything, and I think there is some constituency of people who would just like to see it fall down and they would say oh we don’t have anything to do with it, and I think we really have to look after that.  Thank you.
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Freda Carrero, 70 Capewell Avenue, Oakville, CT  06779


Ms. Carrero:  I just want to say that I don’t think Griffin School should be used as a teen center.  I know I sound archaic, but I don’t think it’s the obligation of our community to entertain our young people.  That’s the responsibility of the parents to create an environment at home where the kids can feel comfortable bringing their friends.  I also think it’s the parents responsibility to supervise their children so they’re not out on the street and getting in trouble.  It’s up to them to take care of the safety of their children and not this particular community and our taxpayers.


We are looking to alleviate the burden of the taxpayers of maintaining Griffin and Baldwin School.  A community or teen center would only add to the costs already associated with the building.  As it would need added costs for heat, janitorial services, supervision, possibly another Town employee, part time as well as added security.  We are currently spending a lot of money to rent offices at the Depot Square Mall.  I believe that Griffin would be a very good place to be converted to offices without a huge amount of money, and there’s adequate parking for staff.  The area where Griffin School is located, and I’m talking about Griffin School in particular cause I have, of course being from Oakville, more familiarity with that, my children went to school there.  That area of Town can go two ways, and I think we really have to look at this.  It can either become a slum, which unfortunately I’m beginning to feel like that’s happening in that area, or it can become a viable part of this community, and I think we have to look at that very seriously.  I see much too much going on in that neighborhood now.  That it isn’t good for any of us and I think we need to maintain the dignity of our neighborhoods by taking care of our schools.  These two schools have been laying in waste for now, like everyone has said, for a couple of years, there’s many, many things we can do with that.


In Naugatuck there’s Hillside School.  That’s been there as long, if not longer than these buildings and it’s still being used as a school.  It’s been refurbished and its still being used as a middle school.  I was glad to hear from this woman about the development in Town.  I think we’ve just overdone it and we’ve done it very poorly.  I do have to say, I have not seen any new neighborhoods that I would particularly care to live in.  We have to start conserving our land, and stop the growth of any new neighborhoods to put burdens on our services.  When I first moved to Town it took me less than 10 minutes to get from my house down Straits Turnpike into Naugatuck.  It now takes me like 25 or 30 minutes.  There was nothing on 63 when I moved into Town, there was like 2 buildings.  There was the State Dairy and a bowling alley and we’re just not doing a good job, and I think we have to look very closely at taking care of what we already have and using it the best way we can.  Thank you.
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John Bongiorno, 1254 Litchfield Road, Watertown, CT  06795


Mr. Bongiorno:  (Inaudible) with all the subcommittees and such that everyone partakes in and then to come here and try to just have open ears without too many statements is very difficult because sometimes when you sit on the other side of the fence you have some more knowledge than other people would have, and sometimes you don’t.  I sat and listened to everybody that I could possibly listen to speak, and I took as many notes as I possibly could and tried to come up with as many things as I could as fast as I could.  A couple of things that I noticed that seem to be a problem is, and I know this was a problem in Torrington because I lived across the street from the police station, it used to be a school, and it took them years to do that because obviously it used to be a school in a neighborhood and then putting a Police Station there was a big difference for the people, but it did come out very nice, but it took a long time and it was extremely expensive, it actually required a mill rate increase in Torrington to do it, just to build the police station, but they didn’t have a choice; their other one was too small.


We really have 3 buildings that are broken, we have a Town Hall that I don’t believe we don’t even use the second floor on.


Mr. Archer:  Correct.


Mr. Bongiorno:  We have 2 schools, one that has new windows and a pretty new roof on it that seems to be in halfway decent condition, and the other school that I haven’t heard too much about as far as the condition is concerned, two of which have been empty for 3 years.  That’s a long time to be empty, obviously no one’s fault, but that’s just the way things work in the real world.  I’ve heard people who would like to have a community center there, I’ve heard elderly housing, and I’ve heard costs that are quite substantial in comparison to having these things because after you have a community center you have to add insurance and other issues that will come up for the Town.  It’s still not a bad idea to have a place where people in the community can come, but then you have to weigh how much it’s going to cost the Town to do these buildings really.  Now every time I’ve ever seen a feasibility study it was foolish.  I could have walked down there and guessed on the square footage and given you a better price than these guys came up with.  Did they ever consider a used elevator?  I know for a fact that you can get a used elevator and put it in there.  I’m sure it was never considered and I’m sure it’s one of the most cost depletive things that has to happen in this building, is (a) finding a spot to put an elevator that meets the A.D.A. code, and then putting it in.
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In new Milord they had 3 schools, 2 of which I went to and 1 school they turned into the Board of Education and with the State mandates you can’t leave the school empty for more than a year, then you have to redo the school.  In other words you have to meet the new standard.  We blew it.  We’re 3 years in, so that’s gone.  Otherwise had they made that mandate they could have just moved in and done whatever they wanted and worked on it over time.  Nobody’s fault here; probably no one’s fault period cause had it come up for a vote at the time I doubt it would have ever passed to spend $200,000 to redo the building to move everybody there.  So these things have all gone by now so now we have 3 broken buildings, 1 of which we kind of use and 2 of which we don’t use at all.  So in the effort of trying to figure out some ways to use them, people came here with community center, elderly housing, etc.  The costs seems prohibitive.  We could go to Kaynor Tech and offer them a school for a project.  It may take 2 years, but I guarantee you that the school, with the exception of some of the major overhaul projects in that school, could be done by their shop programs and they could go there and do that school.  Now it couldn’t be done in a year.  I went to a trade school, it would probably take 2 to 3 years, they could probably remodel the entire school to code, it would be a great learning experience for the school and hence it would get you a building done.  The building I would probably choose would be the one with the new windows and the new roof because that’s the stuff they’re not going to be doing.  But the electrical, heating and cooling, could definitely be done by a trade school, with a used elevator and you probably have a pretty decent building.


Now how do you finish the building?  Well the kids might not do the painting and they might not do that, but there’s no reason why you can’t get the Boy Scouts and some community groups to possibly help finish the last part of the school.  Now just using one floor wouldn’t make any sense.  I would never redo part of a building just to use one floor and have an empty second floor again, because you’re going to have problems with the second floor eventually, so that makes no sense.  If you’re going to do a building, do a whole building and it’s quite possible.  In Winsted they built 4 playgrounds, all the carpenters and people got together and they spent 4 Saturdays, their tools, and built 4 playgrounds.  That’s what they did.  So there’s no reason why that if you put this out, I’m sure there are plenty of people who would actually step up for 2 or 3 weekends to do the last bit of the community center, to finish the gym floor when it’s needed to be finished or to paint some of the rooms.  This is stuff there is no sense in paying for.  I do tend to agree, $1,500,000 that’s a lot of money.  I mean you’re putting offices in, I can see the vault, I understand the vault, but if you’re going to use the school then I think your best bet is to get a couple of people who are legitimately in the business and have them go with you and talk to them, how is this going to work?  I’m sorry, but don’t ever get architects from Middlebury or Woodbury because you pay 8 times more.  Go someplace else.  Go to Winsted to get an architect, because it seems that they seem to be so much cheaper with so much less debris that follows them along with their 9 helpers they just actually come and do it.  I listened to these prices and I know it is almost cost effective to rip the buildings down and build a new one than sometimes it is to do them, and that might be for Baldwin, because that building doesn’t have new windows or a new roof.
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Ms. Adams:  Yes, it does, they both do.  We put those in a couple of years before we closed the school.


Mr. Bongiorno:  So when you take your costs, that was assuming that you put a contract out to bid and just had it done, but if you could work with the school system, especially with the State’s VoTech System, there’s a couple of vo-tech schools that are definitely close enough here for travel to work on this.  They would actually come from out Abbott Tech, Kaynor Tech and probably come from the valley (Tape #2, Side #A ended – may have missed some). In lieu of the State giving you a grant, they may give you the labor, they may give you these people at slave labor, so to speak, they had no problem doing it with us.  But it is a way to get some of these things done.  Maybe our State Representative can talk to some people and negotiate this and it can be a pilot program for something down the line because what they usually do is build one house.  Well most places don’t need one house now, they need something fixed, they need a community center, and if we could start a pilot program here then the State could steer this program to another community next.  Just throwing something out there.  Jean, I did actually write the note, the Town Hall is shot.


Ms. King:  But it’s not (inaudible) it can be saved.


Mr. Bongiorno:  It can be saved, but it would probably be the most expensive building to be saved.  You don’t think so?  Are there sprinklers in the Town Hall?


Ms. King:  It depends on what you’re going to use it for.


Mr. Bongiorno:  If you were to convert at least pick project #1, and pick a school, even if you could only afford to do one school, and you chose the school that had the best property value as far as parking, and then could you get a couple of athletic fields out of one of the schools or are they already paved over.  That’s another issue in this Town, we’re way short athletic fields.  I know some people would want to beat me up, but I say that if you could get one school done and make it a community center or elderly housing and you can do something for office space, I mean these are big schools.  If you pick elderly housing that’s all it can be.  Plain and simple, that’s it.  I don’t mean to be mean but I think in this Town if we work through our Plan of Development correctly, we could get contractors to build elderly housing for us and that would be the way to go, because it’s more cost effective for the Town to get tax money back that particular way than it would be for us to supply the elderly housing, whereas this building could probably be used for the community center and quite possibly the majority of the Town offices.
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It saddens me to think, my wife came up here and mentioned land and the lack thereof, and the amount of development, most of the schools are already full.  Oh I say now, Swift you’re going to spend $18,000,000 to put an addition?  Maybe we should for 20 classrooms, maybe we should try to figure out if we could put more classrooms there while we’re building it now so we don’t have to go revisit building something again in another year and a half.  Because if we start down the road to fix one of these schools and we go to everybody and you say we took all your ideas, we’re going to fix this school up and this addition is going to cover us for say 4 point something years, for students before they’re full, and if you look at the numbers they did go down, but if you look at how many permits they gave, how many developments they approved, the housing permits just haven’t come yet and the people haven’t moved here.  There is a substantial amount, I’m going to say over 220 something that I had in my notes from Planning and Zoning, so just add 2 kids per house and you’re already over your original figure.  So you’re full.  I guess my thing is I have in big print here Plan of Development.  I know it’s coming up, it’s time to do it and if anyone has ever taken the time here to actually read through it you'll find that it doesn’t read well.  It wasn’t really the Plan of Development.  It was what I called the Plan for certain developers.  It didn’t really address the Town.


Mr. Archer:  If you could sort of wrap up because I want to try and keep on the topic of the existing facilities.


Mr. Bongiorno:  So, in wrapping up then, the Town Hall issue seems to be the backburner of all of this.  I hear community center, I hear elderly housing, my opinion is that we should work with some developers to get some good parcels of property for elderly housing that’s convenient that we can run the bus route to so that these people can have total freedom.  It’s probably cheaper for that to happen for the Town than it would be to convert these buildings. As for a community center, I can’t see why if we converted that school to a Town Hall, that the 100 parking spaces aren’t enough and why the community center couldn’t reside in that building.  The Town Hall wouldn’t fill that building.  The Town Hall now you’re not using the second floor.  If you emptied Depot Square there still is not that much space, it’s just jog space, so I think you could actually make that a community building and have enough parking to survive.  As far as the other school, somebody is going to have to be a sacrifice eventually, I think that one of them probably or should probably come down instead of the expense to the Town and put ballfields in there, put something in there that can be used for the Town and make it worthwhile property.  Thank you.
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Jim Kosloski, 59 Maple Tree Drive, Watertown, CT  06795


Mr. Kosloski:  Really just a quick question.  I don’t want us all to be naïve and think . . . . I imagine you as the Board have really kind of known what was going to happen here, what ideas people had for these buildings.  I’m wondering if there is anything (1) that we discussed here that you hadn’t thought of and (2) is there things that we haven’t mentioned that are a possible plan for these buildings?  I guess what are the other options that you have already looked at and either said they’re no good, or are still considering, that maybe we don’t know about or have not been made clear?


Mr. Archer:  I just first want to say where we’ve never had a public hearing where we don’t get new ideas from the public, which is the whole idea, because the idea that 9 residents of the Town has all the ideas is crazy.


Mr. Kosloski:  No, you have committees and things that kind of discuss and try to figure out what to do with these, and I’m just wondering if there’s anything that came out of that that we’re not aware of.


Mr. Archer:  No, not really.


Ms. King:  I just wanted to say in relation to what the last speaker said, the last Council Facilities Committee did look extensively at Griffin School and had a recommendation from Planning and Zoning as for the use of it as elderly housing and it was not our intent that the Town would build elderly housing.  Our intent was that we would get a developer, that someone else would come in and either buy or lease the building and invest and get the tax credits and the subsidies from the federal government to have elderly housing so that’s a different approach to it.  It does require in either site necessarily that the Town do the work.  You say we want to have elderly housing, and I would like to say affordable elderly housing for people in this Town and that there are other ways of doing it rather than the Town owning it, and that’s one thing that hadn’t been discussed here before.


Mr. Archer:  Just briefly cause we have to get to the other topic too here.


Mr. Primini:  The current Facilities Committee, we basically ruled out what it couldn’t be used for.  We talked to commercial developers and it was ruled out for commercial development because based on square footage the amount of parking spaces you would need for that, so it was basically pared down it could be used for Town offices and elderly housing, so that’s basically the only two uses we have one way or the other.
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John Lombard, Buckwheat Hill Road, Watertown, CT 06795


Mr. Lombard:  I’m a commercial real estate developer.  I brought you the Starbuck’s, I brought you the Rite Aid, it’s funny because I hear some of the people up here about commercial development, but I remember reading in the paper about a month ago that some of you had formed a committee to bring in more commercial development to kind of bring up the tax rolls, but we don’t add anything to the school system.  We add tax revenue to the Town.  And I plan on doing more development in Town and try to bring more quality tenants to Town.  The thing I have to explain a little bit before I qualify myself for my remark here is that the Starbuck’s property, we bought the property with the plans in tact.  We didn’t design that.  The parking situation right now we hope will be corrected by the Summer when the snow clears.  We understand that that’s tight and we’re going to address that.


But some of the things that people talked about here, about government doing things versus private enterprise doing things, and what you really have to understand is for the government to move it costs almost twice or three times as much as it would for me to move.  What I built the Rite Aid for was roughly $100.00 a foot and I would have you go in there and you could look at any Town facility and compare it to the Rite Aid and you won’t see a lot of difference.  We have cinder block walls, a brick veneer, we have dropped ceilings, we have state of the art HVAC units, we have the parking facility, the landscape, but when the government gets involved, it’s going to cost you more money and it’s not their fault, and it’s something that they brought about because of all the regulations they have to follow and if they’re going to quality for grants or what not.


That’s brings me to my point, what I would recommend and would suggest as an option is that instead of trying to do your own development, and we knew already that it’s going to cost you a lot more money, I made a suggestion to the previous Town Manager that you sell the property to somebody like me for $1.00.  I will give you a not to exceed number, which is they’re saying $6,000,000 for the most grandiose plan you had, my number would probably be $3,000,000, just off the top of my head.  It’s usually about 50% but what I would recommend is that if you did it that way, whether it would be me or another developer who came in, and we’d all be competing against each other.  It wouldn’t be me, there would be 50 developers competing for that $1.00 but we would have grant the Town the option to buy the property back for our cost and 15%, not being a pig wit taking a lot of money off the top of the deal.  That would ensure that the Town was getting the best bang for your buck.  #2 you have a not to exceed number so that we’re not out there saying it cost me $4,000,000, now you owe me $4,000,000 plus 15% so the guy who’s going to win the bid is going to have a not to exceed and he’s going to have the financial wherewithal to back up that number so you have somewhere to go.
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Everybody knows Donald Trump.  Donald Trump did this in New York City with the skating rink out there.  It took them 15 years and they never got the skating rink in.  Trump took over the project, did it in 9 months, opened it up and it was a fantastic thing.  It came under budget by millions of dollars.  The Town then took over the rink.  A year later they gave it back to Trump to run it because they couldn’t run the thing at a profit.


What I’m bringing up here is the value of going to private enterprise. We have to balance our books, we can’t raise taxes to balance our books.  We have to make a profit at what we do and if you have the specs, whether it be the specs that have been drawn up now, for us to look at spending $1,000,000 in plans is outrageous.  We wouldn’t do that, so your costs of doing things, and you have to be certain, I know why you’re spending the money because you have to be without reproach.  You need to have the right equation, the right plan down there so no one is going to come back to you later on that you did something wrong, or you’re not meeting certain codes, but the bottom line for us is we know we can do it cheaper, we know we can save the Town money.  If you want me to do Griffin School for $6,000,000, I’ll donate $2,000,000 back to the Town after I’m through and I can guarantee you I’ll put money in my pocket.  But again, you’re talking about $1,500,000 and these guys talked about elevators at $500,000, that’s all, you’re going to buy this stuff down, you can’t afford to buy a used elevator.  A Town builds something to last 100 years, not 20 years.  You can’t go in with used equipment to start off a building construction.  You have to go with state of the art, something that is built to last.  And I think Griffin School.  I’d be (inaudible) in buying Griffin School.  I hope you decide not to do all of it, I own the Litchfield Bank building.  I know I’ve got a good corridor off of that main drag to do something with Griffin School.  What the number is going to be, I don’t know, have you ever discussed a number of what the value you feel Griffin School is?


Mr. Archer:  It was appraised, yes.


Mr. Lombardo:  What was that number, do you know?


Mr. Archer:  Off the top of my head I don’t feel comfortable giving you a number, but I’ll take a shot at it anyway, it was in the $400,000 range.


Mr. Lombard:  Sold.  I’ll tell you what I’ll do, I’ll take Griffin School and I’ll knock it down.


Mr. Archer:  No, maybe it was 5.
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Mr. Lombard:  The bottom line, though, is everyone I’ve talked to about developing that property, because we were approached early on when the Town didn’t know what they were going to do with it.  Every developer I talked to had the same idea.  The only way to make that a viable project was with government support.  There’s subsidized rents so what does that tell you?  It’s not a viable commercial development.


Ms. Adams:  Unless you knock it own.


Mr. Lombard:  And that’s what I would do, knock it down.


Ms. King:  And what would you put in?


Mr. Lombard:  Let’s see, what could we put in?  Wendy’s.  What I feel is that eventually Litchfield Bank will want to expand, so they’d probably look for a larger facility, I’d maybe propose that or the Dunkin Donuts debacle in Town, we need to do something about that, of correcting the parking situation and the traffic situation.  I don’t know what I would do, but there are a lot of ideas out there of what you can do with it.


Many people talking from audience (inaudible).


Mr. Lombard:  No, I don’t; I live in Watertown.  See, I don’t know any of the people on the Commission, except for Elaine, and I’ve never been here before, and I have no ax to grind.  I don’t care where you put the Town Hall, I don’t care what you do with the buildings, what I’m concerned about is the tax situation and what you’re spending in getting enough value for your dollar, and what I’ve read so far, you know again, you read these $6,000,000, what do they mean, what is it for, I just know that that is overkill.  Thank you.


Dana Bongiorno, 1254 Litchfield Road, Watertown, CT  06795


Ms. Bongiorno:  This is important, pick up your pencils and write this down.  If you remember the only thing that I come to this meeting and say, do not sell any of that land that any of those buildings are on.  I’m serious.  I know it’s pick on Jean King night, but I’m going to keep up with it.  Do not sell that because you know what?  Whatever profit you make on it when you sell it, you’re going to have to turn around and pay three times more to buy more land, new land to build the new school on because we have a lot of children under 5 years old in this Town.  We are almost reaching a crisis situation with these schools.  Do not sell that land to anyone.  Land is a very valuable asset and there’s not much left available in Watertown because of over development.  Do not sell that land because if you sell it you’ll have to pay 3, 4, 5 times more from some developer to buy it back to build that new school which you will be building within the next 5 years.  Thanks.
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Leo Buonocore, Capewell Avenue, Oakville, CT  06779


Mr. Buonocore:  I agree with this woman 100%.  These developers they come in and they cause traffic jams.  We have a problem in front of Adam’s that’s unreal.  This man will come in and put another coffee shop in.  She’s 100% right; you should keep these buildings for such things that we were talking about here tonight.  Another thing, we’ve got one thing over Baldwin, Griffin is a waterproofed building cause I know a lot about the two buildings.  I worked in the system for almost 20 years.  Jean, the reason why they closed both of these schools, it wasn’t because the buildings were falling apart, we had an ex-superintendent in this Town that was all for building a school on that corner.  She pushed for it.  I was involved in half of this stuff that was going on in that corner.


Ms. King:  I never said the buildings were falling down.  I said that people felt that they were not good enough for the kids, and a lot of parents voted to build that school.


Mr. Buonocore:  Jean, I’ve only got a minute.


Mr. Archer:  The thing to remember about that Trumbull School is it is built.  It’s done so we don’t need to argue about it anymore.


Mr. Buonocore:  But it’s falling down.  (Inaudible).


Mr. Archer:  It’s not falling down, it has a few issues.


Mr. Buonocore:  If you do build a new school and if you do get involved in contractors again, make sure you have somebody qualified watching them put up these buildings.  Thank you.


Freda Carrero, Capewell Avenue, Oakville, CT  06779


Ms. Carrero:  I’m with this woman, I’m sorry I don’t know your name, but you probably will be seeing me soon.  I’m with her about the development.  We need to hold onto our land, we need to take care of our schools.  I also have a question – if we turn Griffin School over to the State or a contractor for elderly housing, low income elderly housing, does it say elderly housing or can anyone with low income go into that building?


Ms. King:  It depends on how it’s put together and how it’s built.  There are different federal programs that allow different levels of control.  Some do and some don’t, you’re absolutely right.  There are some that for a number of years that have bee converted to something else, but there are different ways of handling it.

Watertown Town Council

Public Meeting

February 27, 2003

Page 39


Ms. Carrero:  And I have seen areas where (inaudible).  Thank you very much.


Mr. Rinaldi:  It wasn’t too long ago, not necessarily this Council, I believe it was this Council or maybe the one before that that took an awful lot of heat in the papers and from the public and from every different direction to unload those two buildings, put them back on the tax rolls and start getting some tax money out of them.  There was never a proposal about using those for community use or anything else.  The whole purpose was to get money back, to start getting some tax back.  Use it for elderly housing, whatever they wanted to use it for, but unload it, put it back on the tax rolls.  I’m not necessarily in favor of that, but I took all the comments in tonight, as a matter of fact I heard some very good ideas tonight, but I’m just saying it’s a dilemma cause you get different signals coming in.  One set of signals is telling you to get rid of these buildings and put them back in the tax rolls, and the other set of signals wants to use it for a community center, but we have to remember what’s happened in the past.  I think a lot of the ideas tonight were good, and we haven’t decided anything so the issue is wide open, but it was for a while a big issue, (inaudible) being pressed by an organization in Town that I don’t need to mention.


Mr. Archer, Chairman, called a 5 Minute Recess at 9:00 p.m.


Mr. Archer, Chairman, Reconvened the Regular Meeting at 9:20 p.m.

3.
Elderly Tax Relief Program


Mr. Archer:  This brings up the second topic of the evening, which is considering some sort of senior tax relief.  It’s something that has been, there’s been a lot of letters written about it, there’s been a lot of talk about it, and a number of people have approached me about the topic, and probably other members of the Council as well, so I thought this needed a Hearing as well.  I’m not going to push the discussion in one direction or another; I’ll jut open it up for input.  It’s not so much whether or not senior tax relief is necessary or whether it’s good or bad, but please speak about anything you want, but it would be helpful if there was also some input on what form that would take and what senior tax relief is to you.
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Joe Cefaretti, 80 Saugus Avenue, Oakville, CT  06779


Mr. Cefaretti:  I’m very much concerned with a tax break for seniors because I am one, as you can readily see.  This is an option that is not new, and it’s been improvised in many surrounding towns like Cheshire, Southbury, Orange, Woodbridge, that I know of.  That’s enough, you get the idea.  They are giving tax breaks to seniors.  They may have different guidelines, no matter where it’s at.  Of course there has to be an age requirement, and income requirement, etc.  Certain things like whatever program you’re on.  We do have a senior citizen tax abatement for seniors currently that’s called Circuit Breaker.  Luckily I’m on that because I am low income.  As far as that, what it used to be, last year it used to be single, $19,300 an $29,300 that was last year and I think they jumped it up a couple hundred bucks.  I filed my income tax and I’ll be going there to claim my $12,000 exemption.  Now the reason I’m asking is that there are about, the last reading I got was about 360 seniors that are available for this tax abatement.  They told me that it would be about 400, but they never realized that.  I worked in an estimating department so I round off figures to get a fast figure, so if there’s about 400 and they get about $300 each, that’s only $120,000 per year.  Now if we have a budget that is about $47,000,000, this is peanuts, right?  This is small stuff.  Now it’s a small price.  $120,000 is small price to satisfy the needs of senior citizens of the community who are struggling to survive.  It’s not a picnic.  The cost of living, COLA was at 1.4% compared to wages earned with just minimal and it’s really an insult.  They gave us 1.4% and everybody else in Town is getting maybe 4%.  I don’t see the reason for it.  Of course the ones that holler are the ones that get things.


So that’s my concern and I hope you will take it upon yourself to do something about it.  I know an ordinance has to be taken up.  You need an ordinance to do it, I know that.  Forms are available at the Assessor’s Office for all these things, Circuit Breaker, considered an invalid, or have some impairment, and you can probably get $1,000 for that.  I got it for my wife because she’s incapable of doing certain things.  So that is the thing I want you to address and do something about it.  Don’t just talk about it, do something about it for a change, because different factions in Town wants things.  Parents wants nice schools for their kids, and the kids want recreation areas, and the seniors wants a break because of the high cost of living, and when you get old you fall apart and you need medicine and medicine cost money today.  I thank you very much for listening.  Did you want to say something Jean?


Ms. King:  I want to ask you a question.  When you estimated 400 more people, did you mean the people who already get the Circuit Breaker should get a higher break?


Mr. Cefaretti:  Right, in excess.  I’m calling for an excess.  I’m low income and I do get a break . . . .
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Ms. King:  You get more of a break . . . .


Mr. Cefaretti:  I want another $300.


Ms. King:  Okay, not that we should increase the income level so that people who make more money should get a break?  That’s a different thing.


Mr. Cefaretti:  Right now it’s around $30,000 something, I don’t know exactly what it is.  I’m looking for that $300 more because I’m on it.


Ms. King:  But you’re not trying to increase . . . . .


Mr. Cefaretti:  In Southbury they’re not very fortunate.  They want to bring it up to $55,000, and I think that’s ridiculous because if I made $55,000 I wouldn’t even talk to you. I wouldn’t need to be up here and plead for some kind of assistance.


Ms. King:  (Inaudible) what they call a piggyback on . . . .


Mr. Cefaretti:  Right.  That’s what I’m looking for, cause the other programs around, like Cheshire, they’ve already got it.  They’ve already given this Circuit Breaker Program to $55,000 and they’re having trouble doing that.  That’s a lot of money, $55,000.  I know a lot of people around here probably never even saw $55,000.  I know I didn’t because I lived in a different generation so things are different.


Anne Bodin, 63 Scott Avenue, Watertown, CT  06795


Ms. Bodin:  According to that gentleman I being a senior citizen and having paid (Tape #2, Side B ended – may have missed some) reduction in my taxes and I’d like to know why.  I know towns that work on a basis where depending on the income level the individuals do get a tax break.  Now everything is going up in Town.  My taxes are gradually going up, my income is not.  I’m a widowed person so consequently I have to live within certain means.  Groceries are expensive, medical is expensive, taxes, every time they say we’re going to raise taxes a little more, and they blame just the seniors are the ones that vote no for everything, but that’s not true.  I know a lot of young people who vote no, because they can’t afford the taxes also, and I’d like to have my question answered please.


Mr. Archer:  Your question was why is tax relief available only for certain income levels?


Ms. Bodin:  Right.
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Mr. Archer:  Well that’s why we’re here because we’re . . . .


Ms. Bodin:  If you’re going to reduce or give tax breaks to seniors, and you’re specifying seniors, it could be on a graduated basis, I also would like to qualify for that.  Why should I be discriminated against because my income is $40,000 and that gentleman may be $30,000?


Ms. Robson:  The reason that it’s set up the way it is, not that it can’t change cause that’s exactly what the Council is trying to hear tonight, the reason it’s set up the way it is is that Circuit Breaker program . . . .


Ms. Bodin:  I don’t even know what it’s all about.


Ms. Robson:  Well it’s a program that’s established that the limits are established as I understand it, by State Statutes, and the Town is reimbursed for the relief that it grants up to the maximum level, so that’s the only reason it is what it is today, but the Council now is trying to find out what should the Town do or should it increase or provide different programs that are currently available, but that’s the reason it’s the way it is now, because that’s a State program that the Town is reimbursed for that difference.


Ms. Bodin:  What will happen now that the State is in financial difficulties?  Is the State still going to come up with the reimbursement?


Ms. Robson:  I haven’t heard that they’ve touched that.


Ms. King:  They didn’t, they didn’t change that.


Mr. Archer:  They haven’t changed anything in that area.  Your point is well taken and that’s really the purpose of this forum right now is to . . . .


Ms. Bodin:  Well I have a friend in Newtown and that’s what they do in Newtown (inaudible).  I don’t feel I should be discriminated against because of my income.


Ms. Adams:  I hear the woman say she didn’t know about it.  I’m just kind of wondering is there a list or people who they could talk to that these are all the programs that are available. I know we have Veteran’s exemptions, Circuit Breaker programs, ConnPace there’s a lot of different things to help out the elderly.  I don’t know, maybe somehow get it publicized that these are available, that these are the people to talk to or phone numbers to call so maybe there is something out there that they would qualify for, I don’t know, but just maybe through Darryl or the Assessor.
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Ms. Robson:  We can certainly publicize them.  Our Tax Assessor is a wealth of knowledge. I don’t know if you’ve met our new Tax Assessor but she’s wonderful.  She could, in 10 minutes, give you a whole rundown of what’s available, but we could certainly publicize that as well.


Ms. Adams:  Just so people know where to ask the questions.


Helen Lukowski, Oakville, CT  06779


Ms. Lukowski:  The Senior Center, when we have our Commission on Aging meetings, we have booklets that address a good many of these issues, but unfortunately there’s nothing on taxes.  We have ConnPace and some of the State programs but we don’t happen to have anything there.  However I personally have spoken with the Assessor, and she was very gracious about saying come on up and I’ll show you what we have, so that would be the place to go.  But for that purpose the Assessor would be the best person to go, but any other questions on elderly questions, then I’m sure if you call the Senior Center somebody there could answer anything because they have a compilation of anything that’s out there.


Wanda Witty, Eddy Street, Oakville, CT  06779


Ms. Witty:  At one time they used to have what they called the freeze for the seniors, so if you freeze the tax rate, say you did it next year, all the seniors in Town would pay that tax rate, they wouldn’t get the increases in taxes, the mill rate would stay the same, so this would take care of all the seniors, not just those within a certain income level.  So that would be something to think about.


Mr. Archer:  So what you’re saying is this is a permanent mill rate freeze at the time that you reach retirement age, whatever that would be defined as?


Ms. Witty:  They used to have that.


Ms. Adams:  My grandmother had that.


Ms. Witty:  They dispensed with it a number of years ago, but that would be something to think about to help the seniors.


Mr. Archer:  How would you feel about people that then moved to Town because we had that program?
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Ms. Witty:  Well I don’t know.


Mr. archer:  I’m just curious, because I would imagine it would draw a certain number of people to Town.


Ms. Witty:  Well I don’t know if it ever did while they had it.  I know my brother was on it, he’s passed away, but at the time I don’t remember hearing that people were coming into Town because of it.


Mr. Archer:  Right, because someone suggested that we’d have a huge influx of people who would take up a lot of the, for example, some of the small homes in Town and that would then relieve some of the tax burden because it wouldn’t be young families into town and occupying those houses, it would be elderly, so they wouldn’t be putting kids through the schools system.  There’s been some supposition about that, so I was just curious what your thoughts were on that.


Ms. Witty:  There are two sides to the story, I guess.  I’m looking at it from the seniors.


Helen Lukowski, Oakville, CT  06779


Ms. Lukowski:  Just to address the subject, if you were going to entertain that idea at all, you would have to qualify that they had to be a resident for “x” number of years before they could apply for this.  That would protect the Town.  Hopefully they would die within that scope of time.


Ms. King:  When the tax freeze was in place, wasn’t that a State program too?


Ms. Adams:  Yes.


Ms. King:  So it happened all over the State, so you wouldn’t move to Watertown because we had a good deal because you could get it anywhere, and then the State stopped putting money into it.


Ms. Robson:  I think that stopped in 78 and there’s about 9 residents I think that still are grand fathered.


Ms. Adams:  My grandmother died 10 years ago and she had that program in Wolcott and as you said, they just stopped it.  I think it was along with the oil crisis and inflation just went totally out of control.  Basically the elderly were having to give up their homes and this is what the State put in.  You had to live in it and own it.
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Ms. King:  But the State gave you the money (inaudible).


Ms. Adams:  Yes.


Fredo Carrero, 70Capewell Avenue, Oakville, CT  06779


Ms. Carrero:  I’m not quite a senior citizen yet; I’ve got a few more years to go to work, but of course it’s an issue for all of us because we’re all going to be there some day, and even though we think we’ve got a lot of money put away, life has a habit of kicking us in the butt when we’re not looking.  I think we need to look at guidelines to help our senior citizens, but I do think that there has to be an income cap on that because there has to be a level.  You have to look at where we live, the area.  I know someone mentioned Newtown.  I happen to work in Bethel, which is like a suburb of Danbury and the wages, the cost of living, everything there is higher.  People are getting higher benefits, higher pensions, so you have to kind of put it into perspective of our area, our demographics.  I think that is a very important key.  My mother lives in Beacon Falls and she gets quite a substantial break on her taxes, however she’s like poverty level because she only gets social security and that’s it.  I think they have a graduated percentage based on your income that they work on and it seems to be pretty good.  She’s done very well with that; it enabled her to stay in her home.  That’s all I have to say.  Thank you.


John Bongiorno, 1254 Litchfield Road, Watertown, CT  06795


Mr. Bongiorno:  I listened to excellent speakers.  They should come all the time to talk; it’s fun to hear.  I took notes again, I didn’t have to take as many this time.  It seems like the tax freeze is the most equitable and fair thing that would work for most of the people if you could set the age limit and if they owned the property.  And as far as if you had a freeze on property tax relief for someone over say 55 and above, the fact that you brought up and I had already written down about people moving to Town that were over 55 to get the tax relief, good.  I mean we have young families, we have a lot of young developments, and it wouldn’t hurt the Town to have a better balance.  We just bought a new senior van so now we can fill it up and we can say that we got them a new senior van and we’re using it (inaudible) and it would probably be the easiest thing for keeping track of the taxes as far as just freezing their assessment, and it would save us money in the long run when we went and did our revaluations on the properties, we wouldn’t have to go there if they were over 55 and they owned it, so we’d save money there and inevitably probably in the money that we would spend on the people that come out and appraise the property would actually save it.  It couldn’t be that much money, I mean truthfully, considering how big the budget is and how much money it cost to send a child to school.  If you have two kids it costs $16,000 to $18,000 to send them to school.  I think giving them back $300 or $400 a year certainly can’t hurt anything period, and then you would fill the house with a person who would . . . . thank you.
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Mr. Archer:  Is there anyone else here who wants to speak on this topic?  Is there anyone from W.O.T.A. here who wants to speak on this topic?  Jack, I’m beginning you.


Mr. Walton (from audience):  I’m hear listening to what you guys got (inaudible).


Mr. Archer:  It appears we’ve talked this one out.   A couple of good ideas, I appreciate everyone coming out and spending as long as you did to get to this part of the meeting.  Although it was certainly more brief than the other part, I think it was no less valuable, so at this time we’ll Close this Public Meeting.


Mr. Archer, Chairman, Closed Public Participation at 9:45 p.m.


Public Meeting Adjourned at 9:45 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Lee Archer, Chairman

Watertown Town Council

Approved:
_______________________________


Lynn M. LaForme, Clerk

