Dewey Beach Civic League Report – March 12, 2011 Town Meeting 

IMPORTANT NOTE. There will be a Special Called Meeting Saturday March 26th at 10:00 am to discuss Commissioner approval of a proposed Charter change, see “Process for Borrowing Money” below.

Bayard Ave. Project. Infrastructure Committee Chair Rick Judge and Mike Cotton (Principal of Cotton Engineering, responsible for oversight of the Bayard Ave. project) provided an update on the Bayard Ave. construction, which is ahead of schedule and on budget. The protective berm and tide gates are now installed and the main storm-drain line has been completed from Rt 1 to the Bay. During this work several undocumented tie-ins to the storm drain system were discovered and plans are being amended to deal with these and other unexpected changes. 

Process for Borrowing Money (3/11 Amended Agenda). The issue here is that the Town Charter fails to describe how the Town should proceed in the approval of borrowing monies. The Town Attorney noted the end of Section 26 E of the Charter states, “ … only in the following manner.” And then fails to provide the required process. Despite the fact that the Town applied for a DNREC loan for the Bayard Ave. Project in June 2010, DNREC has only now undertaken its legal review of the Town Charter (after issuing the Town a formal Loan Commitment Letter, but before releasing the funds), and will not take the loan to settlement until the Town appropriately amends its Charter. The proposed “fix” was to approve a proposed Charter Change for expedited review by the Delaware General Assembly and Governor’s signature. 
The proposed Charter change language was “borrowed” from the Laurel Charter, and would enable a simple majority of Town Commissioners to commit the Town to debt obligations of up to $1,000,000 following a single Public Hearing; amounts greater than one million dollars (up to the current Town’s indebtedness limit of $1.5M) would require approval in a voter referendum. There was overwhelming opposition to this (the process of making substantive Charter changes – especially changes concerning borrowing money – in a poorly noticed Town Meeting rather than through voter referendum). Two former Mayors and a former Town Commissioner spoke out against this proposed change, saying this action begins the unraveling of the Town Charter which was put in place to protect the interests of the Town’s Citizens, and that any borrowing – like any taxing – SHOULD be decided by the People in a referendum. 

Feeling squeezed by the timing (if they act now, this proposed Charter change could be enacted in the next few months; if they wait to put this question to the People at a voter referendum in September, it will be over a full year before this change can become effective and the Town can accept the DNREC loan for the Bayard Ave. construction), the Commissioners voted to hold a Special Called Meeting Saturday March 26, 2011 at 10:00 am to receive public input on the proposed Charter change language (available on the town web site) and process (by majority vote of the Town Council). We hope you can be at this very important meeting. If not, you can provide the Mayor and Town Commissioners your thoughts directly, by phone or email.
Interim payment for Bayard Ave. work. The Town has received invoices for the Bayard Ave. project totaling almost $240K to date. A motion to pay this obligation using $240K from the restricted Infrastructure (‘roads and maintenance”) Fund and General Fund surplus failed. This was followed by a successful motion to use $100K from the roads and maintenance fund and $100K from the General Fund surplus for interim payments. (The unrestricted General Fund balance at this point in time is approx. $1.17 M.) 

Outside seating area at Grotto’s Pizza. Grotto’s Pizza has submitted a Conditional Use Application for an outside dining area along Read Ave. that would be open until 1 am. The Commissioners voted to send to the Planning Commission (P&Z) for their review and recommendation, the normal process for such an application.

Reallocation of restricted litigation expense monies to fund infrastructure needs. The monies in this fund were built up in a fund designated for road repairs and maintenance, and reprogrammed in 2009 to serve as a legal defense fund. A motion for reallocation back to support infrastructure needs failed because the majority of Commissioners felt the need for a legal defense fund is still very real and that actions to reduce this fund are premature. 

Parking rules, regulations, fees and fines. After a lot of discussion, the Town Commissioners voted 1) to reduce current $50 parking tickets to $35, to be more in line with neighboring towns (rising to $55 including penalties after 72 hours, $75 after 10 days, and $120 after 30 days); 2) to accept the Town Manager’s recommendation not to provide “free parking” on Monday-Tuesday-Wednesday nights;  3) to leave parking-permit fees and all other regulations, fees and fines the same as last year. 
FY12 Budget. The Commissioners unanimously approved the Town Manager’s proposed budget. Other than the $53K payment for debt service for Bayard Ave., the operational expenditures in the FY12 budget were within a few thousand dollars of those in the FY11 budget. While this budget does not contribute to re-building the Town’s General Fund surplus, it is balanced and is based on very conservative revenue projections (basically the same as realized in FY11), and does not factor in new-revenue streams expected to be brought on-line in FY12, such as might be realized from the relocation of some parking meters into higher-demand areas, and reduction of parking fines through better compliance. 

Police Report. In his report, the Chief noted that although the group of burglars that struck the North end of Dewey are in jail, there are other groups still active in our area and recommended we keep our cars and doors locked. He also described arrests made by Dewey beach officers in two recent early morning traffic stops along Coastal Highway.
As  always, you can view the meeting on-line and sign-up for informational e-mails from the Town Manager at the Town’s web site. 

