Dukes County Charter Study Commission

PO Box 2925

Oak Bluffs, MA  02557

Meverell L. Good

Box 2790

Vineyard Haven, 

MA  02568

Dear Mev:

First, thanks for taking the time to write to the Dukes County Charter Study Commission, re your concerns about our budget. It’s good to know that there are concerned citizens out there paying attention to what we are trying to do!

The different perspectives on how much money the county (with approval from the County Advisory Board) can give to the Charter Commission are based in differing interpretations of the statute (Ch. 34 of the M.G.L., Section 9(B)).  The statute says:

“Within twenty days after the election of a charter commission, the county treasurer shall credit to the account of the charter commission… the sum of $35,000, provided, however, that in no event shall a county or its treasurer provide said commission with more than one-tenth of one per cent of the total county budget unless said appropriation has been approved by the advisory board on county expenditures…… A county through its advisory board on county expenditures may appropriate additional funds for its charter commission provided the aggregate contribution to the charter commission does not exceed five times the initial contribution required under this section.”
The County Treasurer did, shortly after the election, credit .01% or $4647. to the Charter Commission account. However, we did not involve either the Treasurer or County Manager as the Charter Commission budget was developed. At its first official meeting on January 4th, the Charter Commission approved a tentative budget of $38,355 (later raised to $40,000) and we were attempting to find out what other Charter Commissions had spent so we would have that information for our meeting with the County Advisory Board, scheduled for January 10th. 

Charter Commission Chair Bill O’Brien and our initial Treasurer Richard Knabel interpreted the statute to mean that if the County Advisory Board approved an initial budget greater than 0.01% of the County budget ($4647.), then the total amount for the Charter Study Commission budget could be up to five times the initial CAB-approved budget, and not limited to five times $4,647, or $23,234. 

When the County Manager and Treasurer learned on January 4th of the amount being requested, they were concerned that it was not consistent with the statute, and sought clarification from the AG’s office and other relevant state officials. Initial responses seemed to indicate that the CAB could not legally approve more than five times the original sum required.   

The CAB meeting was re-scheduled for January 31st, at which point all its members expressed strong support for the Charter Commission, but were not sure they could legally appropriate more than the $23,234 sum.  It was agreed that they would approve that sum immediately, as well as a separate supplemental budget request for $16,780.  

The Charter Commission then appealed to the County Government Finance Review Board at its meeting on February 21st. Unfortunately, lawyers from the Dept, of Revenue’s Bureau of Municipal Finance Law advised the Review Board that the county’s permissible contribution is limited to $23,234, and that is where it stands. (A copy of the legal opinion and minutes from that meeting attached.)  

As you know, the Charter Commission is empowered to raise funds from other sources – public or private – so if additional funding becomes necessary, we will certainly do so.

I should note that the CAB – whose Chair, John Early, is a member of the Charter Commission –and the County staff and elected officials have been very supportive of the Charter Commission and its work.  We have an office in the county administration building; have held many meetings in the conference room there and at the airport (and the sub-group examining the Sheriff’s Department have even met in one of the jail cells!). People have responded promptly and completely to our many, many requests for information. Cooperation has been the order of the day.  In light of our mandate, there are sure to be difficult and challenging conversations ahead, but we are confident that we will fulfill our mandate on time.

If you have additional questions or comments, please stay in touch!

Sincerely,

Patricia W. Moore 

Vice Chair

Dukes County Charter Study Commission

Cc:  Wm. O’Brien, Chair, DCCSC
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