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Town of Benton

1279 Clinton Ave.

Benton, ME  04901

Public Hearing and Budget Committee Meeting Minutes
Monday, April 13, 2009

6:00 PM, Benton Town Office
Hearing/meeting called to order by Mark Brown.  Those present were Mr. Brown, Kim Cormier, and Ryan Liberty.
1.  Discuss Alewife harvesting.  Mr. Brown said the purpose of the meeting was to discuss the purchase of land for access to the Sebasticook River for future alewives harvesting.  Mr. Brown asked from comments from Rick Lawrence who was working on the issue for quite a while.  
   a.   Mr. Lawrence read article 2:  “To see if the Town will vote to authorize the Selectmen, in consultation with the Park and Veterans' Committee, to negotiate with NetEra Energy Resources, formerly FPL, and purchase land along the Sebasticook River including access from Clinton Avenue, for the purpose of a prospective alewife harvesting site and access for recreational paddlers and anglers.”  Mr. Lawrence said the situation was urgent because there’s going to be an alewife harvest for the first time in years.  There needs to be a site for the harvest.  The Department of Marine Resources will be counting fish at the dam and lifting fish at the elevator.  The DMR doesn’t want anyone right at the dam.  The site would be a location for annual harvest.  The land was owned by Central Maine Power in the past.  It’s located south of the transmission line.  The transmission line property is 225 feet wide and just south of that is a 20-foot strip of land.  The 20-foot strip widens out as it gets about 300 feet from the river.   The total area including the 20-foot strip is 2.6 acres.  The land was initially purchased by CMP with the thought to build a boat launch.  But CMP never built the ramp due to concerns about liability issues.       
   b.   The Town won’t need to make any changes to land by the river.   The 20-foot strip is very rough.  Some fill and grading work needs to be done to make the access safe.  The intention is to purchase the lot and improve it so alewife harvesters could get in and out safely.  Access to boaters during the alewife harvest could be restricted.  Mr. Lawrence suggested that the Town have one harvester to avoid conflicts and problems that occurred in Winslow.  With regard to article 3, Mr. Lawrence said the Selectmen can’t negotiate with FPL until the Town Meeting.  But MMA agreed it was okay to proceed with informal discussions.  FPL, Benton Hydro, Essex and CMP have all been very cooperative.  The estimate is for upwards of a million fish.  Inland Fisheries will ensure that a lot of the fish get upstream.  FPL has indicated that they would probably agree to the assessed value which is approximately $2,400.00 per acre.  They’re willing to sell for $6,500 with the understanding that the land is not going to be built up or sold.  The Town won’t turn a profit.  Mr. Lawrence said the project could be done for $20,000.00.  Mr. Lawrence said he would ask the Selectmen to apply for a grant.  Mr. Lawrence discussed the possibility of asking CMP permission to use their access for this one season until the Town’s access is completed.  
   c.   Gary Dixon asked about parking.  Mr. Lawrence said the lot at the water’s edge won’t require much work.  There’s plenty of room for parking.  Mr. Lawrence said that based on past history, there are never more than 3 or 4 cars at the site for boat access and use.  In response to a comment by Bob Morrissette, Mr. Lawrence discussed potential income.  Mr. Lawrence said this year, the Town should clear $10,000.00 unless it’s a poor run in which case the estimate is to clear $5,000.00.   The Town would recoup the cost in 2 or 3 years.  Mr. Morrissette said the harvest was 1.2 million fish in 12 sites in 2006.  Mr. Lawrence said there are 21 current sites and Benton would have the major site.  Mr. Lawrence said 200,000 fish would generate $5,000.00.   Mr. Brown said the DMR is advised of the catch and they would keep an accurate count of the bushels of fish caught.  Mr. Morrissette commented that Mr. Lawrence failed to mention insurance costs.  Mr. Lawrence responded that there are no insurance costs.  As a municipality, the Town is immune provided the Town doesn’t charge admission to the site.  Mr. Morrissette said even though the Town will be renting the lot, there wouldn’t be an issue?  Mr. Lawrence replied that the Town wouldn’t be renting the land at all.  Mr. Morrissette inquired again as the renting of the property.  Mr. Lawrence said one person would be licensed by the Town to harvest.  Once the Town had filed the appropriate documentation to the State, the Town of Benton will be the sole proprietor of alewife harvesting on the Sebasticook in Benton.  Mr. Morrissette wanted to know if the Town would sell by the bushel, and Mr. Lawrence responded that the harvester would truck them and sell them.  Bob Perry said the fishery has been running in Damariscotta for decades and it works just as Mr. Lawrence had described.  Mr. Liberty said it would be an expense, but it’s a small investment for the large potential gains down the road.    
   d.   Mr. Liberty said there’s value having access to the river, too.  Mr. Liberty said the pro’s greatly outweigh the cons.  Arthur Thompson Sr. asked about how the Town would control it.  Mr. Lawrence commented that the DMR gives the Town the rights to harvest alewives 4 years ago.  There’s been an article in the Town Warrant every year addressing the harvest.  The Town has to file with the State by April 23rd.  Anyone can fish.  But commercial harvesting is different.  Mr. Morrissette commented about an S.O.S. meeting with Rep. Ken Fletcher regarding property ownership.  Mr. Lawrence said the area of the Sebasticook in question is owned to the water’s edge if the shoreline changes.  Mr. Lawrence referred to the deeds from 1913, 1915 and 1928.  There are no encumbrances.  When FPL and CMP separated, they agreed to contiguous access.  That could work to the Town’s benefit.  Mr. Brown said the line from the new Benton substation across the river is going to rebuilt within the existing right-of-way.  So the 20-foot strip will remain untouched.  Herb Thompson didn’t see what the hurry was to get the funding out of the Capital Improvement Fund.  Mr. Thompson said there was no cost for the road.  He said he would have to vote against a ‘blanket’ amount.  Mr. Lawrence said no one was asking for a blanket amount.  Mr. Thompson said he had no problem with allowing the committee to negotiate but he didn’t want to authorize $20,000.00.  Mr. Liberty said the Town has an opportunity and the Town needs to take it now.  Mr. Lawrence said it would have to be built this year in order to be available for next year’s harvest.  Mr. Thompson commented that the Town should wait and do the homework.  Mr. Thompson said more research should be done and then another Special Town Meeting held later so the people know what they are voting on.  Mr. Thompson said it was similar to the situation by the school where the cost estimate was off and there had to be a request for more money.  Mr. Lawrence said the project would make a lot of money for the Town.  The Town will get $5,000.00 to $10,000.00 per year and the project would pay for itself.  
   e.   Mr. Brown said the Town would get an estimate on the road.  Mr. Dudley asked about the distance from the road to river.  Mr. Lawrence replied 1,025 feet and the last 400 feet is better ground leading from the road.  Mr. Lawrence said about 300 feet has to be constructed.  Mr. Liberty said the gravel is not high quality.  Mr. Morrissette wanted to know if the Code Enforcement Officer had any thoughts about potential problems with the road.  Mr. Arthur Thompson Jr. said he hadn’t been to the site.  The project would be covered via a permit-by-rule.  Mr. Morrissette commented about a permit-by-rule being issued to ‘build the harvest area.’  Mr. Lawrence said there would be no building and there would be no need to cut any trees.  The Capital Improvement Fund has approximately $60,000.00.  Bob Perry said there should be a steady income from the harvest.  Mr. Brown said he had the paperwork to send in to the State to get the alewife license.  Mr. Lawrence said he was struck by the enthusiasm of the participants including CMP and FPL.  It’s bringing back an historic fishery.  In response to a question by Mr. Thompson Sr. as to whether the fish will come or not, Mr. Liberty commented that the harvesting won’t take place until 100,000 fish have gone upstream.  There will be three closed days and then the harvesting will be open.  Only one third of the river can be blocked.  
   f.   Mr. Morrissette wanted to know if there had been consideration as to what individuals the Town would choose to do the harvesting.  Mr. Brown said he had a list of 10 companies and individuals that had contacted the Town.  Mr. Brown then got input from DMR and others.  The issue will be addressed at the Selectmen’s meeting.  Mr. Liberty said some people are more qualified than others.  Mr. Liberty mentioned the Alewives Harvesters Association.
   g.   Mr. Brown moved on to Article 4:  “To see if the Town will vote to authorize the Selectmen to reimburse the Alewife Warden for expenses (no salary) and the current federal rate for mileage/car expense in carrying out the duties for which the Warden has been appointed from General Government Accounts.”  Mr. Brown said Mr. Lawrence has put in a lot of time and a lot of energy.  Mr. Brown said it’s only fair to reimburse for miles.  Mr. Liberty said the Town was fortunate to have someone this dedicated to the project.  Mr. Morrissette asked what Mr. Lawrence’s expenses had been.  Mr. Lawrence said he had probably used around 50 miles to date.  Mr. Morrissette said he had no problem reimbursing Mr. Lawrence but he wanted to know about reimbursing the Road Commissioner.  There was a comment that Mr. Dudley is getting an hourly wage. 
   h.   Mr. Brown asked the Budget Committee for recommendations.  There was a motion to recommend “yes” on article 2.  The motion was seconded.  All voted in favor.  There was a motion to recommend “yes” on article 3 at $20,000.00.  The motion was seconded.  All voted in favor.  There was a motion to recommend “yes” on article 4.  The motion was seconded.  All voted in favor.  Mr. Lawrence commented that there can be nothing put out to ‘bid’ until the money is authorized but the Town could solicit input from contractors with regard to costs.  Herb Thompson commented that the information should be gathered first and that the cost of the gravel road will be more than $20,000.00.   Mr. Thomspon said he would just like to have the Town finally tell people what things really cost.   Mr. Liberty said that information would be in hand by the Special Selectmen’s Meeting on the 23rd.  Mr. Liberty said if the voters decide it’s too much, they will vote it down.  Mr. Lawrence said maybe the cost will be less than $20,000.00 as determined by the solicitation of estimates.  Mr. Lawrence said the project gets going and that will open up some grant possibilities.  Mr. Dudley said the ground will usually be fairly dry and firm by harvest time so there shouldn’t be a great expense.  Mr. Morrissette commented that trucks would be using the road.  Mr. Dudley said it could be real coarse material which wouldn’t cost as much.   
2.  Adjourn.  There was a motion to adjourn the Budget Committee Meeting and the alewife public hearing.  The motion was seconded.  All voted in favor.  Mr. Brown noted that the GA public hearing and the regular Selectmen’s Meeting would begin at 7:00 PM.
____________________
Secretary
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