MINUTES

JOINT MEETING OF THE COUNTY OF DUKES COUNTY 
AND NANTUCKET COUNTY COMMISSIONS

Wednesday, Oct. 27, 2004

Nantucket High School

CALL TO ORDER

The meeting convened as a special meeting of the Dukes County Commissioners with the Nantucket Commissioners. Doug Bennett, Nantucket vice chairman, served as chairman. He called the meeting to order at 4:10 p.m. 

ATTENDANCE

A quorum of Dukes County Commissioners was present: Chairman John Alley, Vice Chairman Robert Sawyer, Commissioner Leonard Jason Jr. and Commissioner Nelson W. Smith. Commissioners Leslie H. Leland, Paul A. Strauss, and Roger W. Wey were absent. Also present from Dukes County were County Manager E. Winn Davis, Martha’s Vineyard SSA board member Kathryn A. Roessel, and Executive Assistant Brian S. Kinal, who took these minutes.  Nantucket Commissioners in attendance (in addition to Commissioner Bennett) were Timothy M. Soverino, Bruce L. Watts and Robert “Finn” Murphy. Nantucket Commission Chairman Michael Glowacki was absent. Also present from Nantucket were County Administrator Libby Gibson and Nantucket SSA board member Flint Ranney. 

BUSINESS

There was discussion about a $225,000 grant received by the SSA from the federal Transportation Security Administration. The grant is believed to be for increased-security measures, including security cameras. Several Commissioners spoke out against cameras, particularly in the passenger seating areas and lunch room.

Commissioner Watts said the SSA should have sought input from Nantucket and Dukes counties before formulating a plan to install cameras. He said he didn’t appreciate reading about the plan in the Cape Cod Times.

Mr. Sawyer said the islands should take a unified approach to this and other Steamship issues. He mentioned that both islands opposed an SSA plan put forth last winter to require people to leave their vehicles while the boat was under way. He said the proposal initially was called a security measure. Later it was determined that the policy was not mandated by the Coast Guard or any other agency with jurisdiction over the SSA, and the proposed policy was dropped. 

Mr. Murphy questioned whether the cameras are mandated or are being installed merely at the discretion of the SSA.

Mr. Davis suggested writing a joint letter to the SSA from the Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard Commissioners, inquiring about 1) whether the cameras are mandated and 2) where on the boats they will be mounted. Later in the meeting, the joint Commissioners decided to add the subject of the “government rate” to the letter.

On another subject, the Commissioners discussed the transportation of fuel to the islands.  Mr. Davis said Ralph Packer, who has traditionally barged fuel to the Vineyard, is considering ending barging, and instead trucking fuel to the Vineyard. That would require 1,500 truckloads per year, increasing the demand on the SSA boats, he said.

Reporting on Nantucket’s fuel situation, Mr. Murphy said Nantucket has undertaken a study on the feasibility of piping fuel from freighters. The study, which will cost $147,000 if it runs its full course, is being funded by Nantucket Airport, he said.

Mr. Sawyer cited the fuel situation as one more reason why the two islands should work cooperatively.

Mr. Watts said 1.5 million gallons of fuel, bound for Nantucket, is stored at a facility in Barnstable, a situation which he said is not good.

Frequent meetings between Commissioners of both islands would be extremely beneficial, said Mr. Bennett. Mr. Smith echoed that sentiment, noting that the two islands together have 70 percent of the vote on the SSA board. 

On another matter, Commissioners discussed the reduced ferry rate charged to government entities for official travel. Mr. Davis said that at the Oct. 21 SSA board meeting, the New Bedford member led the successful opposition to extend the government rate to the Dukes County Sheriff when transporting prisoners. He said the Sheriff needs a special rate because he does not receive state reimbursement for state mandated prisoner transports.

Mr. Sawyer said Martha’s Vineyard School District has been paying a flat $10,000 a year for travel since the mid 1990s. That was considered the equivalent of 25 percent of full fare, he said. Now, Mr. Sawyer said, the SSA wants to increase the school district’s flat rate to $35,000, all at once. Mr. Davis said the school district rate should have been increased on an annual basis.

Mr. Jason said the Commissioners need to find out how much government and school travel actually cost the Steamship Authority. Commissioners agreed that the entire government rate structure needs to be reviewed.  Mr. Soverino said the transport of solid waste from the islands should be part of that review.

Each Commissioner was asked to state his top SSA priorities for 2005. Those priorities, not necessarily in order of importance, were as follows:

Mr. Jason:  1) Resolve the proposal by some Nantucketers to leave the Steamship Authority; 2) complete acquisition of a new Islander ferryboat; 3) improve the reservation system.

Mr. Sawyer: 1) Maintain a ticket price schedule that favors Islanders, with tourists paying a premium; 2) improve the reservation system; 3) Islands need to be included in decision-making process on new policies. More brainstorming of policies needed.

Mr. Alley: 1) Maintain the excursion rate for Islanders; 2) improve vessel cleanliness; 3) improve the reservation system; 4) policymaking process needs to be more public.

Mr. Soverino: 1) Stabilize the Nantucket rates; 2) improve vessel reliability; 3) more long-range planning.

Mr. Watts: 1) Cleaner boats; 2) better public relations.

Mr. Murphy: 1) Improve vessel reliability; 2) resolve issues with the mainland towns; 3) clarify the classification of vehicles so the SSA will have better numbers per vehicle type.

Mr. Bennett:  1) His overriding concern was vessel reliability.

On another subject, Mr. Jason asked Nantucket Commissioners for a status report on a proposal by some Nantucketers to leave the Steamship Authority.

Mr. Soverino replied that the Nantucket Commissioners did pass a resolution last winter allowing a private committee to explore the idea of seceding from the SSA. That committee continues to meet, he said.

However, Mr. Bennett said the late Grace Grossman was the driving force behind the idea of leaving the SSA, and since her death, enthusiasm for it has diminished. He noted, however, that “a sense of radicalness still exists” in the community.  Mr. Murphy added that interest in leaving the SSA is waning.

Mr. Murphy said he would like to see an economic analysis of Nantucket leaving the SSA. But he said that if the two islands consistently joined forces and wielded their combined 70 percent vote on the board, it would be tantamount to Nantucket having its own SSA.

Mr. Alley spoke in favor of maintaining a unified authority. Mr. Sawyer said it makes no sense to split the boat line; with cooperation between Nantucket and Dukes counties, 90 percent of the problems that concern both would go away, he said. Mr. Jason and Mr. Smith agreed.

Mr. Bennett expressed the opinion that the SSA should maintain at least weekend service between Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard in the winter season. Currently there is no service.

On another issue of joint concern, the Commissioners discussed the need for additional revenue sources for county government. Mr. Davis explained that a Dukes County committee has been studying alternative revenue sources, including a room tax and meals tax. Whatever sources are pursued, he stressed, the County would like to share the benefit with the towns by reducing the towns’ annual assessments.

Mr. Sawyer said, “We seriously need money,” but the County can’t ask real estate tax payers for more. He suggested that Nantucket and Dukes counties share ideas about new revenue sources and lobby collectively for them.

Ms. Gibson said the “maintenance-of-effort” requirement that forces the County to give a 2.5 percent increase annually to the Sheriff’s Office and Registry of Deeds is “a killer” for the Nantucket County budget. In addition to new revenue, she said, it might be good to seek to eliminate or mitigate the maintenance-of-effort requirement.

Nantucket once tried to persuade the Legislature to enact a 1 percent sales tax for the County, but the proposal never made it to the floor, Mr. Murphy related.

Mr. Davis said one issue that could benefit from joint lobbying by the two Counties is a change in the requirement that certain types of public construction contracts must go to bidders certified by the state Department of Capital Assets Management. As examples, Mr. Davis said the Town of Gosnold is having trouble getting a DCAM-certified contractor to bid on its planned water tower, while Edgartown is having the same problem with regard to a fire station project.

Commissioners briefly discussed Cape Wind’s proposed wind farm in Nantucket Sound.  Supporting and opposing views were expressed. 

In regard to scheduling future meetings between the two Commissions, Mr. Bennett suggested quarterly meetings. Mr. Soverino noted that the Massachusetts Municipal Association annual meeting would be in Boston on Jan. 7, 8, and 9, and that might be a good opportunity to meet.

Mr. Sawyer moved that the two Commissions meet quarterly. Mr. Watts seconded. There was further discussion, but no vote on the motion.

ADJOURNMENT

Mr. Murphy moved, seconded by Mr. Watts, to adjourn. The vote was unanimous in favor. Adjournment was at 5:50 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Brian S. Kinal

_______________________________________

JOSEPH E. SOLLITTO JR., Clerk of the Courts
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