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il'cvn Business
s Your Business

BOARD OF SELECTMEN

June 24: Prior to the start of the meeting,
the Board, at Chairman Nat Yohalem’s request,
observed a moment of silence in honor of
three area residents with close ties to the Town who
died in the past week. They are Mike Levitas of New
Marlborough village, former Southtield resident Hollis
McNulty, motherin-law of former Selectman Dan
Litchfield, and Harry Fracasso of Clayton, husband of
Town Treasurer Marilyn Fracasso. Mr. Yohalem oftered
condolences on behalf of the Board and the Town to
the families of all three. The Board also agreed to close
Town Hall for four hours on Wednesday, June 26, to allow
Town Hall employees to attend Mr. Fracasso’s funeral.

Then, going out of order, the Board took up the second
of fourteen items on its agenda, which was to review and
approve a letter of response to the School Committee
Chairman of the Berkshire Hills Regional School
District (BHRSD) regarding the proposed formation
of a Regional School District Planning Board, “for
the purpose of either forming, or consolidating into,
a regional high school district to serve grades 9-12.”

While applauding the Berkshire Hills initiative, the
Board’s letter, drafted by Mr. Yohalem, argued it didn’t
go far enough and furthermore would likely lead “to
lengthy and complicated committee meetings.” Instead,
the Board urged Berkshire Hills to form two small
committees, one from each district, “to discuss how to
consolidate both Districts, not whether there should
be consolidation. Our recommendation is to have three
members on each committee — the District School
superintendent, a member of the School Committee
and a representative of the member towns.”

The letter goes on to suggest putting a time line on
when to expect a proposed plan “to assure this process
does not take several more years.” The Board then

approved a motion to send the letter to the
chairmen of the Berkshire Hills and Southern
Berkshire Regional School Committees, and
the SBRSD School Superintendent, with copies to the
other four SBRSD towns. (For the full text of the Board’s
letter see the box on page 10.)

The Board then moved on to what would prove to be
the most contentious issue of the evening, which was
to review the findings of the Employee Compensation
Study and to act on proposed raises for five members of
the Town Hall statt.

As previously reported, the voters at Annual Town
Meeting caught the Board by surprise when it voted to
give five, members of the Town Hall staff 5 percent raises.
That’s in sharp contrast to the 3 percent cost of living
adjustments, or COLAs, the Board was recommending
for the rest of the Town’s employees. The only problem,
it turned out in retrospect, is that according to state
law the voters don't have the authority to determine
salaries, only budgets, thus leaving the decision of what
do about the raises in the selectmen’s hands.

The Board’s first move therefore was to form an
employee compensation committee, comprised of
Selectman Richard Long, Town Administrator Mari
Enoch and Finance Committee Chairman Steve Klein,
to compare New Marlborough job responsibilities and
salaries with those of similar-sized Berkshire County
towns to get a sense of whether the Town’s employees
are underpaid or not. What the study determined,
according to Mr. Klein, was that the Town Hall employees
are “within the range of its peer set, in almost all cases.”
It was also noted that most of the other towns in the
survey are giving COLA increases of 2 percent to their
employees compared to New Marlborough's 3 percent.

The arguments and counterarguments for giving the
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nization. Townsmen, such as Mike White who will be
overseeing the installation, will donate time. The mon-
ument is welcomed by Library Director Deb O’Brien
as well as the trustees of the library. Though the exact
date of installation is still unknown, the location of the
monument will be on the grass to the right of the cur-
rent monuments as one is facing the main entrance of
the library. At some future date after installation, Buri-
al/Soldier Grave Agent Courtney
Turner, who helped facilitate the
project, would like to hold a public
ceremony to include Tom Adams.

Next, the Board heard from Al
exander Fox, business development
manager for CVE North America,
Inc., concerning the required de-
commissioning guarantee for the
firm’s proposed solar project on
Knight Road. Mr. Fox proposed a
decommissioning guarantee in the form of a certifi-
cate of deposit, or CD, from JP Morgan Chase. In the
event CVE goes out of business, the Town would then
be awarded the money in the CD account. The ratio-
nale behind the request, according to Mr. Fox, is that
CVE did not budget for the required capital to put into
escrow for a bond, so it would prefer to put the money
in a CD where it could recoup the interest during the
twenty-year term of the project. The Board agreed to
accept the CD as the guarantee.

Sticking with the theme of solar projects and decom-
missioning guarantees, the Board agreed to accept two
decommissioning bonds, subject to review by counsel,
from Park Avenue Solar in the amounts of $75,000 and
$35,000. The bonds cover Park Avenue'’s two solar fields
to be located just off the Mill River Southfield Road.

Next on the agenda was the appointment of Town
officers for the 2020 fiscal year. The Board approved all
of the following for one year terms ending June 30, 2020:
Rona Easton, Conservation Commission; Jack Bellinger,
Board of Appeals alternate; Don Torrico, alternate
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Hills’ proposal to plan for the
possibility of a regional high
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the discussion should be how to
consolidate both districts, not
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building inspector; Lonn Combs, alternate delegate,
Regional Planning Commission; Jane Beers and Merrie
Abolafia, Council on Aging; Robert Litchhield, deputy
emergency management director; and Sharon Fleck and
Alicia Brazie, Board of Registrars. The Board is still
waiting to hear from a number of this year's appointees
on whether they wish to serve another term.

Ms. Fleck mentioned she'd heard from animal control
officer John Springstube that he does
not plan to continue in the position
in FY20. Though the Board had
not yet received official notification
trom him by the time of the meeting,
Ms. White suggested that the Town
reach out to nearby towns to discuss
possible replacements, given that
Mr. Springstube serves as Animal
Control Ofticer for a number of
them. In an emergency measure,
the Board appointed the Police Department to serve as
the interim animal control officer until a replacement
is found.

Moving on, the Board engaged in a lengthy and
sometimes contentious discussion of four proposed
motions presented by Mr. Long in response to the 5
percent wage increases approved by the voters at the
Annual Town Meeting for five Town Hall positions.
The five positions are the tax collector, treasurer, town
clerk, assessor’s clerk and administrative secretary. The
Board readily approved three of Mr. Long’s motions:
1) to initiate a process to formalize a human resources
function and a structured personnel system, 2) to retain
external consulting expertise to assist in this endeavor,
and 3) to contact adjacent towns to determine if they
have an interest in jointly participating in the effort.
But it was the fourth motion, to approve the raises
for the five “to the extent legally permissible or not in
conflict with any pending personnel action until such
action is resolved,” that generated conflict on the Board,
particularly between Mr. Long and Mr. Yohalem. But
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Police Department (selected entries)

June 1 4:19 p.m.
2:11 p.m.
D0 D
June 2 2:24 a.m.
10:39 a.m.
June 3 8:46 p.m.
June 4 2:02 p.m.
June 5 2:13 a.m.
June 7 6:16 p.m.
June 10 5:09 p.m.
7:03 p.m.
June 12 9:22 p.m.
June 13 1:36 p.m.
2:07 p.m.
2:48 p.m.

June 15 6:30 p.m.

June 16 5:45 p.m.

A caller reports what sounds like
target practice across from her

Rhoades and Bailey Road residence.

A caller reports a collision with a deer
on Underwood Drive.

A large branch of a tree, reported
blocking Canaan Southfield Road, is

cleared by the time an officer arrives.
Tree down blocking entire roadway on

Konkapot Road.

A caller reports that his kitten was
struck by a car speeding past his

Hartsville Mill River Road residence.

Ofhcer helps restore peace in a family
dispute at a Hartsville residence.

Horses loose on Knight Road.

A Clayton resident requests police
assistance when she is awakened by a
knock on her front door.

A driver, stopped for speeding on
Hartsville New Marlborough Road, is
issued a criminal complaint for opera-
ting a vehicle with a suspended license.

A caller reports that his two dogs
have escaped by tunneling under the
fence surrounding his Southfield vil-
lage property.

A caller complains of a driver running

a stop sign at the Iron Bridge at the

head of Norfolk Road, forcing her to
back off the bridge.

A caller reports that a bear has been
lying in a cornfield near the foot of
Brewer Hill Road for a day or two.

A caller complains that two dirt bike
riders are causing a noise disturbance

on Alum Hill Road.

Officer assists in the helicopter evacu-
ation of an accident victim in a head-
on collision in the center of Sheffield.

Following a call from a resident, the
Highway Department is alerted to a
downed tree blocking Rhoades and
Bailey Road.

An officer intercedes when a Hayes
Hill Road resident complains of a
revved motor noise coming from a ve-
hicle under repair at a neighboring
property.

The Highway Department is notified
of a tree down on Route 57 east of
New Marlborough village.

7:20 p.m.

June 17 9:20 a.m.

June 18 5:36 p.m.

June 19 3:17 p.m.

June 21 12:23 p. m.

3:32 p.m.

727 p.m.

June 22 5:19 p.m.

June 24 8:00 a.m.

E3pm.

8:30 p.m.

June 25 11:23 a.m.

June 27 2:51 p.m.
3:25 p.m.

June 29 &:43 a.m.

A resident reports a bear in the yard of

her South Sandisfield Road property.

The Department is alerted as the pro-
prietors of the Mill River General
Store try to locate the owner of a
child’s purple Schwinn bicycle found
at the rear of the store.

Ofhcer investigates a suspicious vehicle
parked on Mill River Great Barrington
Road near the Great Barrington border.

An officer helps calm a Hartsville resi-
dent, following a report from a postal
worker that the resident had threat-
ened him when a package he was
expecting did not arrive.

A resident reports vandalism of a
fence around a community pool on

Konkapot Road.

A Hartsville resident reports raw eges
broken inside her mailbox.

Following the issuance of a restraining
order filed against her husband, an of-
ficer assists a Clayton resident in the
removal of firearms from their house.

An officer assists the driver of a dis-

abled vehicle on Hartsville New Marl-
borough Road.

A Clayton Mill River Road resident
reports observing a drone hovering
over her porch and apparently observ-
ing her as she was having her morning
cotfee.

A Sourhfield resident alerts the De-

partment to a vehicle that has collided
with a tree on Canaan Southfield
Road, its driver slumped over the steer-
ing wheel and only intermittently con-
scious; subsequent testing reveals an
elevated blood-alcohol level.

An officer contacts the Highway De-
partment after a resident reports a tree
down on Cagney Hill Road.

An officer is called to help resolve a
child visitation dispute at a residence

on Hayes Hill Road.

A motorist hits a deer on Adsit Cros-

by Road.

A callerreportsabreakingand entering
at his residence on Lumbert Cross Road.

A New Marlborough village resident
reports the theft of her purse, possibly
from a post office.
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CONSOLIDATION OR COLLABORATION!?
Grappling with Declining Student Enrollment in South County

By Joe Poindexter

oo much real estate, too few students.

This, of course, is not new. Erosion of student
populations in South County has been going on for de-
cades. When Southern Berkshire Regional School Dis-
trict (SBRSD) was formed in the mid-1950s as the first
regional school district in the state, a campus was built
in Sheffield, but there were elementary schools in all
five of the member towns. In 1990, an ambitious build-
ing project transformed the Mount Everett building into
Undermountain Elementary School, and a new state of
the art facility was built for the high school. That cam-
pus, built to accommodate up to 1,200 students, had an
average enrollment of under 700 in the last five years.
Compared to sixty-five to seventy-five graduates in the
earliest years, the 2019 graduating class had 44 students.
Student enrollment at Berkshire Hills Regional School
District (BHRSD), 1,347 in the class of 2018, has slipped
by 10 percent over the past five years

About five years ago, the Berkshire Education Task
Force, with representation from throughout the county,
was created to seek a solution. Two years ago, after con-
cluding that the challenges facing the towns and cities
in the north part of the county ditfered too greatly from
those in the south, the Southern Berkshire Educational
Futures Task Force was formed to chart its own pathway
to educational excellence.

Then two months ago, the debate over consolida-
tion took on some urgency. A letter, dated June 7, from
Steve Bannon, chairman of the Berkshire Hills Regional
School District (BHRSD) School Committee, to Jane
Burke, his counterpart in the Southern Berkshire Re-
gional School District (SBRSD), called for the creation
of a planning board “for the purpose of either forming or
consolidating into a regional high school district to serve
erades 9-12.” Copies went to the boards of selectmen of
the eight member towns of the two districts and asked for
a response by July 31.

New Marlborough, however, was already focused on
the challenge of a shrinking student population. Nat Yo-
halem, chairman of the Board of Selectmen, was asking
not whether to consolidate but how. And his vision was
quite a bit more ambitious than Mr. Bannon’s: merger
of not just the high schools but the entire educational
etfort, from kindergarten to twelfth grade. In its June 26
response to the Bannon letter (see page 12), the Board
of Selectmen requested the formation of a three-person
committee in each District, comprised of the District su-
perintendent, a school committee member, and a single
citizen. The two committees would then, presumably,

combine their thinking on now to accomplish a merger.

the ball is rolling. Now comes the hard part: the
nitty-gritty details. Asked whether he prefers a planning
board, which is what is prescribed by Massachusetts Gen-
eral Law as a first step in achieving regionalization, to the
streamlined committees described by the New Marlbor-
ough Board of Selectmen, Mr. Bannon said, “I would be
fine with whatever works.” His committee, he said, fo-
cused on high school consolidation because it believed
that the narrower combination “would be more palatable
to the Southern Berkshire people,” than consolidation
of kindergarten through twelfth grade. (A more skepti-
cal view holds that BHRSD needed to be joined by a
second district to qualify for state funds to build a new
high school — the present building has long needed to
be replaced.)

Jane Burke takes a somewhat broader view of the chal-
lenges facing South County. The two-year-old Berkshire
Educational Futures Task Force, on which she served,
made no progress with discussions of consolidation. In-
stead they opted for collaboration among four south
county districts, Southern Berkshire Regional, Berkshire
Hills Regional, Lenox, and Lee, on such things as vo-
cational training and special education, “things that are
impractical for a single district to accomplish on its own,”
she said.

But Ms. Burke holds that the issue of consolidation or
collaboration needs to be preceded by a more fundamen-
tal question: “What does good education, going forward,
look like?” She believes it will not resemble the present
model, the standardized curricula driven by the Massa-
chusetts Comprehensive Assessment System and the em-
phasis on advance placement courses. “They have cre-
ated a false education narrative,” said Ms. Burke.

The SBRSD School Committee is proposing a joint
committee with Berkshire Hills, ive members from each
School Committee, to guide the debate toward not just
affordability but educational excellence. But then, the
entire effort may depend on the answer to an even more
basic question, as Ms. Burke put it: “Whether an envi-
ronment of trust exists between the two Districts to go
forward with any discussion on a joint effort.”

The ideal solution to the puzzle of too much real estate,
too few students would seem to depend on a rare blend
of urgency, patience, and good will. That might take a
miracle, but every family in South County will be root-
ing for it. o















