Arthur E. Flathers
PO Box 1134
Vineyard Haven, MA 02568
 
                                                                                             February 1, 2007
William O’Brien, Chairman
County Charter Commission
 
I received Emails on January 30th descriptions of progress by the work groups on (1) work plan, assumed to describe tasks to be accomplished; (2) process, assumed to  describe how conclusions and recommendations would be reached; (3) information group, assumed to gather and organize pertinent information; and (4) a financial group, assumed to analyze island’s finances and recommend sound improvements.
I do not believe any of these activities as yet achieve the status necessary to meet the charge we were given by the voters, particularly in terms of specificity of effort.  
 
My understanding of our charge was to review Martha’s Vineyard’s governance as a  
method or system of government or management, that being the dictionary meaning of governance.  This would require an inventory of all existing elements of the island
system of governance and compare them with what should exist based on the “best practices” employed in island governments anywhere.  My reason for including island governments is because an island is like a ship in that it must have a degree of self-sufficiency that is not necessary in governments that are a part of larger contiguous governmental bodies.  Further, the island of Martha’s Vineyard (and on much smaller scale Gosnold) is a highly seasonal enterprise with peak in season population 5 times  year-round population with seasonal resident population paying 80% of local taxes.
 
This means that County of Dukes County must not only be viewed as a governmental entity, but a pseudo-public-private enterprise with a “strange as it may seem” export of satisfied seasonal residents, guests, visitors and tourists along with its permanent population.  Further, the make-up of year-round Vineyard population includes about 10% Brazilians and a few hundred daily commuters from the mainland as part of the island’s workforce.  Overall demographics of Vineyard’s year-round population finds 25% under 20 years of age; 40% under 35; 80% under 60; and 20% over 60 which is somewhat older than national average, by 5-10% under age 60.  Much of this is a result of explosive growth in real estate valuation that has grown 5 times since 1990.
It is clearly evident from these demographics that solid understanding of economics of Martha’s Vineyard as a seasonal enterprise is essential to its overall governance.
 
The parallel to County Charter Commission effort on Island Plan is equally dependent  
on solid economic basis upon which to develop recommendations in their respective areas of concern particularly: livelihood, commerce, housing, health, transportation and land use including zoning.  Toward these dual ends, I have been accumulating a file of related governance topics that was sent to the information group this date for incorporation into library for reference by various charter commission work groups as our future efforts evolve.  Enclosed with this note is copy of my letter to the County Charter Commission describing the topics I believe we should decide to address and consciously treat or drop as part of our study of island governance, and those topics better left to the Island Plan for resolution.
 
I feel very strongly that the next few months of charter effort should be devoted to understanding what island governance is, what it could be by employing the best practices known, along with solid dose of looking at concerns with existing system.  
