Board of Selectmen Report

Budget year 2019-20 brought new challenges to the Board of Selectmen of the Town of West Bath.
Peter Oceretko’s decision not to run for a fourth term on the Board has meant that we have lost a
great institutional memory, as has Ellis Reed’s decision to retire as the Code Enforcement Officer.
Each challenge, however, brings new opportunities, and Kathleen Lavallee and | have welcomed
the energy brought by new Select Board member Suzanne Andresen, and new Code Enforcement
Officer Jonathan Beane.

Those of you who attended Budget Town Meeting in 2019 may recall that the wisdom of creating
one full time position from two part time positions was debated at length. The affirmative vote
has increased the Code Enforcement Officer’s availability to our town residents and to those who
seek to locate new homes, renovate older houses, and locate new businesses in town. It has also
meant that we have had a first responder in town to allow quicker response to emergencies, though
Jonathan reports that the job as Code Enforcement Officer has claimed a surprisingly large portion
of his time.

The Board, along with Town Administrator Kristine Poland has continued to work on in our goal
of making town services more available to citizens by making our systems more efficient. In order
to increase communication between the Board and volunteers who serve on Town committees,
each committee now has a Board member who serves as liaison. We have continued to pursue
clarity in the relationships between the two elected boards of the town, even as the pandemic has
prevented in person meetings between the Boards.

The Select Board has hosted workshops concerning the audit process after, the updating of the
town’s accounting process resulted in the realization that the town has accumulated an overly large
surplus. A workshop in which citizens and committee members were encouraged to think about
ways in which we could make the best use of these funds has been made moot by the pandemic.
The resulting financial hardships faced by some of our neighbors, and the caution by many leaders
in the public health field that this could be a long lasting emergency, has meant that both the School
Board and the Board of Selectmen have determined that we want to fund only those items that are
absolutely necessary. We and the budget advisory committee have prepared the municipal budget
with the goal that need not to ask for a tax increase this year. Two items in this budget may seem
extraneous, but the funding for the remaining cost of the replacement for our aging firetruck, and
the funds to replenish our investment account are promises made to the town --to one another-- to
provide for continuing public safety, and for maintaining funds for major capital improvements
that will be needed in the future. These two budget requests are investments in both the present
and future financial health for the community. The School Board has also worked hard to maintain
a zero-increase budget proposal.

The Select Board also held public discussions concerning winter roads maintenance, carefully
considering best ways to write the second three-year contract that we have put out to bid since we
built the sand/salt shed. The new contract with J.R. Hill improves accountability with the town
and our contract holder.
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In March, the Town Office closed as a result of the Governor’s declaration of a public health
emergency. This closure did not mean that the office ceased to function. Instead, our staff
continued to work, from home when possible, and, one at a time in the office when tasks that could
be done only at the office. The staff was eager to reopen and were active participants in the
discussions about how to do that safely, for both staff and citizens, and we are appreciate the
service provided by Karly Perry, Town Clerk, Julia House, Tax Collector and Treasurer, Jonathan
Beane, Code Enforcement Officer, Ron Beal, Assessing Agent, and Kristine Poland, Town
Administrator.

The Town also owes a debt of gratitude to the teaching staff at West Bath School, who deftly
adapted their lesson plans to provide online instruction to our students, and to the administrative
staff, especially Emily Thompson, who facilitated the rapid transition.

At the heart of many of the deliberations of the Town of West Bath Board of Selectmen is the
fundamental question of what kind of community the Town will be. For as long as | can remember,
(the early 1950°s) the Town of West Bath has been home to citizens of all walks of life. Education
always has been an important source of community, with the West Bath PTA sponsoring
Halloween parties at the Littlefield School and picnics at the Hennessey farm, even when we did
not have our own school. | recall standing on the porch of the old Yacht Club at a community
gathering, and my father helping me to open a bottle of Coke with the opener on the side of the
Coca Cola cooler. Other lifelong townspeople will remember with me the Minstrel Shows at the
West Bath Grange that gave people of all ages, educational levels, and social standing the
opportunity for fellowship and to support the school. We adjusted as a community to the
realization that several customs of “minstrel shows” were felt to be demeaning by great numbers
of African Americans, and even those of us who remember those events with fondness for the
participants, know that we do not want to teach, even inadvertently, that it is acceptable to make
any ethnic or economic group or person, the target of demeaning stereotypes. (But wouldn’t it be
fun to have an all-town talent show when the pandemic is no longer a danger?)

We are all members of a truly fortunate community, located in a beautiful place, and filled with
interesting and talented people. Our Board meetings are open to the public, on first and third
Thursdays, at the West Bath Fire Hall. You are welcome: (masks and socially distanced) to observe
and to participate in Public Comment as we shape the development of policies and actions that
will allow our town to continue to be a community of old and young, rich, poor and middle class,
a town in which we can talk with our neighbors and welcome one another, respected citizens, all.

Respectfully Submitted, Board of Selectmen: Madelyn Hennessey, Chair
Madelyn Hennessey Suzanne Andresen
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