MINUTES

DUKES COUNTY COMMISSION

Thursday, Oct. 7, 2004

County Administration Building

CALL TO ORDER

Vice Chairman Robert Sawyer called the meeting to order at 6 p.m.

ATTENDANCE

A quorum was present. In addition to Vice Chairman Sawyer, the following Commissioners were in attendance: Paul A. Strauss, Roger W. Wey, Leslie H. Leland, Nelson W. Smith and Leonard Jason Jr. Chairman John Alley was absent. Other county officials and employees present included County Manager E. Winn Davis, Sheriff Michael A. McCormack, Vineyard Steamship Governor Kathryn A. Roessel, and Executive Assistant Brian S. Kinal, who took these minutes. 

CHAIRMAN’S REPORT

Vice Chairman Sawyer reported that the All-Island Selectmen met on Wednesday, Oct. 6, and formed a subcommittee to redefine the organization. The chairman of the subcommittee is Ray LaPorte of Tisbury. Mr. Sawyer said he supports the concept of the All-Island Selectmen, and he said the group could benefit by adopting a mission statement.

On another subject, Mr. Sawyer said he wanted to speak strongly to the issue of the Steamship Authority budget under “new business.” To avoid a possible conflict of roles, he appointed Commissioner Leslie H. Leland as chairman pro tempore. Mr. Sawyer returned to his usual seat at the conference table. Mr. Leland moved to the chairman’s seat and assumed the role of chairman pro tempore. 

NEW BUSINESS

Wayne C. Lamson, who is acting general manager and treasurer/controller of the Steamship Authority, made a presentation on the SSA’s preliminary draft budget for 2005.

Mr. Lamson noted that an expected sharp increase in fuel prices would drive up the budget shortfall from the $850,000 estimated in the Sept. 16 staff summary to an estimated $1.25 million. Because of the proportional allocation of costs between the Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket routes, all of the 2005 shortfall will have to be made up on the Vineyard route, he said.

Immediate savings would be realized by restructuring work schedules, and longer-term savings by increasing the capacity of the freighters Gay Head and Katama, he said. The surcharge on trucks carrying hazardous freight would be raised from 25 to 50 percent, which would raise about $100,000 in additional revenue. Raising daily parking rates and annual parking permit prices in the Woods Hole and Palmer lots would generate another $400,000 to $450,000, Mr. Lamson said. Daily rates in season would go from $10 to $12 (Woods Hole) and $8 to $12 (Palmer), while annual permits would go from $550 to $750 (Woods Hole) and $450 to $550 (Palmer).

Commissioner Wey initiated a discussion about Vineyard oil supplier Ralph Packer, who reportedly is considering ending his long-standing practice of barging fuel oil and gasoline to the Vineyard. Instead, Mr. Packer would transport the fuel in trucks on the ferries.

Ms. Roessel said Mr. Packer would expect higher profits if he switched from barging to trucking, although an increase in rates for trucks carrying hazardous materials would offset a profit gain. It could also increase fuel prices on the island, she said.

(On the same subject, but later in the meeting, Mark Hanover of the SSA Port Council said the SSA is in effect subsidizing Mr. Packer’s competition with a favorable ferry rate for hazardous materials. Hanover said he favors Mr. Packer barging the fuel because eliminating barging would add 1,500 fuel trucks a year to the ferries.)

On the subject of raising the price of annual parking permits, Mr. Sawyer spoke in opposition. He cited examples of several Islanders who appealed to him recently to resist the proposed increase. People who keep cars in the Woods Hole and Palmer lots are ordinary people who go off island to work or for health care or other pressing reasons. Commuting is stressful enough, both physically and emotionally, without hiking the cost of annual permits, Mr. Sawyer argued.

He addressed Mr. Lamson’s contention that many permit holders, particularly in Woods Hole, rarely leave the parking lot, but instead use it to store vehicles, some of which don’t even have current registrations. Lamson said those vehicles are taking up space that could be rented at the higher, daily rate. Mr. Sawyer said if that is a problem, it needs to be dealt with by stricter enforcement of existing rules, not by raising permit prices. He said raising daily parking rates and passengers ticket prices would be acceptable, but placing the burden of the budget shortfall on year-round island residents would not be acceptable.

On another matter, Mr. Leland said the staff summary on the budget referred to a possible increase in the rate charged to the school district, and he inquired about that. Mr. Lamson replied that the school district pays a flat $10,000 per year for unlimited ferry transportation – a rate that has not been increased since 1990.  At regular rates, the same transportation would cost the district $65,000 to $70,000 a year, he noted. (By comparison, he said the Nantucket school district, by agreement, pays 50% of the regular rate.) Mr. Lamson said the SSA is considering raising the Vineyard district’s flat rate to $35,000 a year, effective next July 1.

Mr. Smith offered the opinion that many of the Woods Hole permit holders are either business owners, who can afford a price increase, or Islanders who commute off-island to earn higher salaries. Mr. Sawyer said nothing could be further from the truth.

Mr. Jason said that whatever price increases are applied, they will affect a great number of people. Therefore, he said, it’s critical to give the proposed increases wide publicity to allow the public to respond.

Mr. Davis asked Mr. Lamson to respond to several questions that were posed by County Treasurer Noreen Mavro Flanders in a letter to Mr. Lamson. Mr. Lamson answered the questions, and said he would be glad to discuss them further with Ms. Flanders.

Sheriff McCormack asked Mr. Lamson if he had considered a request from the sheriff for rate relief for the transport of prisoners. The SSA charges the Sheriff’s Office full price for passages involving prisoner transports. Mr. Lamson replied that the SSA is considering a half-price rate, retroactive to July 1, 2004.

The Sheriff asked Mr. Lamson whether the SSA would consider an excursion rate for prisoner transports, and Mr. Lamson said SSA policy specifically prohibits that.

On a related subject, Mr. Davis said the Sheriff has generously provided an off-island car for the use of all county departments (as available), which has allowed the county to reduce the use of vouchers and free up space for travelers paying full fare.

Ms. Roessel said the SSA faces the same budget quandary every year – where to raise rates to generate the necessary revenue to balance the budget. Mr. Sawyer said most of the increased revenue should come from raising the price of passenger tickets (excluding commuter, senior citizen and other special tickets), which would bring in an extra estimated $800,000. The primary burden of increased revenue should be placed on tourists, not year round residents, Mr. Sawyer said.

On a separate subject, Commissioner Strauss said he would like the County to become involved in the SSA’s plans for its island-based facilities. He particularly mentioned proposed changes to the Oak Bluffs terminal. However, Mr. Smith said the Vineyard already has a governor on the SSA board to address such matters. And Mr. Wey said the Oak Bluffs Board of Selectmen and Conservation Commission can handle whatever issues might arise.

On another item of new business, Mr. Davis said the Nantucket Commissioners have agreed to an Oct. 22 meeting with the Dukes County Commissioners on Nantucket. However, he added, Nantucket Commissioners have proposed that Dukes County send only two or three Commissioners for a work session with a small group of Nantucket Commissioners, to be followed later by a meeting of the full Commissions.

By consensus, Commissioners opposed the idea, and instructed the County Manager to tell Nantucket Commissioners that any meeting must include all of the Dukes County Commissioners.

ADJOURNMENT
Mr. Leland asked for a motion to adjourn. Mr. Jason moved, seconded by Mr. Sawyer, and the vote was unanimous in favor. Adjournment was at 7:28 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Brian S. Kinal

_______________________________________

JOSEPH E. SOLLITTO JR., Clerk of the Courts
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