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Town Budget Highlights 
by Irene Wrenner, January 8 

January 4th was an all-day work session to 

discuss the proposed $16 million Town of  

Essex FY22 Budget. (See our website for updates.)

Selectboard members rationalized giving 

themselves a $1,000 raise, increasing their 

(Continued on page 2; Budget) 

1-year unexpired term: 

Dawn Hill-Fleury 

Mark Nadeau 

Merger Costs Rise per fy22 Update 
by Ken Signorello 

At the January 25th Joint Board 

Meeting, Town Finance Direc-

tor Sarah Macy answered 45 

residents who requested newer 

merger cost data back in early 

December.  

Macy revised the size of the 

Merger Tax Shift, which has  

increased, as FY22 budgets are 

being finalized. She provided 

detailed explanations in her 

presentation that night.  

The updated numbers show 

that, in the most conservative 

scenario, for a TOV property 

assessed at 280K, the estimat-

ed tax increase will now aver-

age $29 per year, per year.  

The final year increase is esti-

mated to be $372, up from last 

year’s figure of $330.  

The cumulative merger tax in-

crease to be paid by a TOV  

average-property owner over 

the 13 years would be $2,374. 

On the TIV/Village side, it is 

now $41 savings per year, per 

year. The final year’s savings 

would be $567, with a cumula-

tive total savings of $2,976. 

Macy also presented numbers 

that validated calculations   

offered by two residents on 

January 15th’s Local Election 

Forum, “Essex Merger: Wait, 

What?” on Town Meeting TV. 

They had said, based on FY20 

numbers, that $2,062 was the 

cumulative merger tax that an 

average TOV homeowner could 

expect to pay, a number that 

drew instant ire from Select-

board Chair Elaine Haney. She 

verbally denounced their work 

at the January 19th meeting, 

then wrote a six-page letter, 

characterizing their result as 

“absolutely false” and 

“absolutely NOT correct” and  

“a serious misrepresentation of 

the merger plan”.  

In that letter Haney claimed: 

“the overall increase to an aver-

age TOV property tax bill as a 

result of merger is just under 

$330, NOT over $2,000.”  

In light of Macy’s presentation, 

Irene Wrenner, one of the un-

named residents and publisher 

of this newspaper, requested 

that Haney rescind her letter.  

Instead, Haney offered an apol-

ogy and spread the blame for 

the error: “more than one 

board member wrote it on 

more than one board with staff 

assistance”.  

Other signatories to that letter 

were Selectboard Vice Chair  

Pat Murray, Village President 

(Continues on page 2; Merger) 

Contested Races for Selectboard Seats 
3-year term: 

Tracey Delphia 

Elaine Haney 

Ballots for the upcoming election will be mailed to all active, 

registered voters in mid-February. In addition to two Selectboard 

members and a Town Meeting Moderator, the Town Budget and 

a Merger question will be decided on March 2nd. 

K-9 cop Nova, is eating more than planned, so her food budget is growing.

http://www.essexretorter.com
https://youtu.be/44TB0eS3kwg?t=3179
https://youtu.be/yyv-Gngd6dQ?t=37
https://www.essexvt.org/DocumentCenter/View/6161/Rebuttal-to-Jan-15-Town-Meeting-TV-program?bidId=
https://youtu.be/44TB0eS3kwg?t=6142
https://youtu.be/44TB0eS3kwg?t=6142
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annual stipend to $2,500 each. 
 

Following the lead of the Vil-

lage Trustees, the SB consid-

ered a $50 per meeting per 

person payment for all com-

mittee/commission members. 

They discussed the impact of 

COVID on revenues and 

planned expenses, including 

spending $22,000 for each of 

the upcoming March and April 

elections to mail ballots to  

every voter. A special election 

about cannabis may also be 

warned for later in the year. 

Overworked staff and neglect-

ed tasks will be addressed by 

an increase in the Salary cate-

gory, above the customary or 

contractual increases for all 

staff, to pay for a full-time    

Assistant Manager (now part-

(Budget; Continued from page 1) 
time); full-time Buildings    

Manager (now part-time); and 

new quarter-time Economic  

Development Coordinator. 

Surplus funds from prior years, 

known as fund balance, total 

$5.5 million. More than $2  

million is available for the SB  

to allocate at will. Staff were 

asked: Should some of that be 

set aside or used as contingen-

cy funding? 

Evan expressed gratitude for 

reviewing the budget in a sin-

gle session instead of multiple 

meetings as was the format in 

the past. The downside is that 

board members have less time 

to ask probing questions of 

staff and discuss each budget 

line in detail. It was also easier 

for the public to attend night 

meetings. Video recordings of 

the meeting are online. 

15 Budget Takeaways 

1) Ballot Vote - Unlike all prior 

annual budgets, this Town 

budget will be voted on at the 

polls, not an in-person meet-

ing, per the outcome of the 

November vote. There will be 

an informational, remote meet-

ing the day before. 

2) Bottom Line - The proposed 

budget contains a $550,000 

increase, assuming a 1.25%  

increase in the grand list and 

the use of $300,000 from    

excess fund balance. Expect    

a 3.8% tax increase, if the pro-

posed budget is approved. 

That translates to a $55 Town 

tax increase to the owner of  

an average $280,000 property. 

The unallocated and unrestrict-

ed fund balance will be allocat-

ed at a future date. That 

Andrew Brown and Vice Presi-

dent George Tyler. 

Haney then deftly changed the 

topic to how merger would   

ensure everyone paid the same 

tax rate for all services. This 

prompted public member Sara-

michelle Stultz to complain 

that she has been paying more 

tax than outside-the-Village 

residents, since buying a house 

in the Village in 1994.  

Andy Watts, citing historic tax 

records, pointed out that for a 

period, up until 1999 — due to 

the IBM tax contribution to the 

Essex Jct. school district — TIV 

residents, such as Stultz, actu-

ally paid less in total (school 

plus municipal) property taxes 

than TOV residents.  

(Merger; Continued from page 1) 

Stultz also voiced an incorrect 

assumption that the cumula-

tive merger increase would 

cease after year 13.  

The merger tax shift compo-

nent of a TOV tax bill would 

indeed stop growing, but the 

increase would remain part of 

the TOV’s overall tax burden, 

from year 14 forward, for as 

long as the Town and Village 

budgets remain merged. 

Finally, the boards discussed  

a variety of locations for hang-

ing printed banners to remind 

residents of upcoming infor-

mation sessions on the mer-

ger plan.  

It was noted that the initially-

proposed locations were heav-

ily skewed toward the Village, 

even though half the Town’s 

population resides in the TOV. 

Haney and Watts then clashed 

over how much bias, if any, 

should be allowed in merger 

marketing materials, paid for 

with taxpayer dollars.   

Watts remembered consultants 

from Kelliher Samets Volk tell-

ing the boards that surveyed 

residents wanted materials to 

be unbiased. “Who’s gonna  

put this together?” he asked.  

Haney acknowledged Watts’ 

dissatisfaction with the inac-

curacies and pro-merger bias in 

the Town’s merger communica-

tions. With two other members 

going along with her wish to 

distribute materials as they are, 

she would allow no further 

changes. The 48-page booklet 

cost ~$6,500 to print and mail. 

https://www.facebook.com/101850651609799/videos/701449277238385
https://youtu.be/44TB0eS3kwg?t=6814
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amount is $2,027,145, which 

is enough to cover the entire 

budget increase, or even to 

provide a tax decrease, if the 

Selectboard chose to.  

These funds and the current 

fund balance policy have fos-

tered the inside joke among 

members about it being a “fun 

balance”. 

3) Selectboard Stipend -    

Two reasons were offered: 

Chair Elaine Haney suggested 

too much work and too little 

stipend make it impossible for 

all interested persons to run / 

serve. 

Pat Murray claimed not enough 

seats are contested, citing the 

most recent election in which 

two candidates ran unopposed. 

(Actually, a challenger did file 

paperwork but withdrew after 

the deadline.)  

Murray’s proposed solution: 

increase the annual stipend 

from $1,500 to $2,500. 

Haney said the optics of such  

a raise are terrible but framed 

the extra money as an accessi-

bility and inclusivity issue.   

Andy Watts noted that past  in-

creases in the stipend have not 

increased interest in running.  

Dawn Hill-Fleury noted that  

the recent vacant SB seat filled 

by appointment had a dozen 

applicants. 

Based on Watts’ observation 

and the vacancy experience, it 

would appear that the burden 

of campaigning may be the 

limiting factor — not the small 

stipend for serving.  

The doubling in the number   

of Selectboard meetings from 

prior years to 52 meetings in 

2020 is no draw, either. 

4) Committee / Commission 

Stipend - The Selectboard   

considered a $50 per person 

per meeting stipend; currently, 

no member of the nine Town 

Commissions and Committees 

receives a stipend of any kind.  

Watts suggested improving the 

appointment process with 

more robust questions and 

asking the Committee Chair   

to meet applicants and 

make  recommenda-

tions. 

Staff anticipate just 

two-thirds of com-

mittee members 

would take the 

payment, but if 

members on all 

committees 

chose to, and if 

meetings were 

held routinely 

(many aren’t), 

the total liabil-

ity would be $41,450.  

5) New Gig - Town Clerk plans 

to offer passport services. 

6) Dog License Fee - Town 

Clerk retracted a prior request 

to raise the dog license fee.  

7) Village Rolling Stock - 

$140K was added to the exist-

ing $1.3 million transfer to the 

Village for Highway Mainte-

nance.  

This increase will support the 

Village’s rolling stock capital.  

However this addition is offset 

by the elimination of the TOV 

only Highway tax resulting in 

“a very small impact on the tax 

rate”. Total increase to Village 

Highway payment: 16.8%. 

8) Police Department - Body 

cameras and associated soft-

ware ($47K) will be funded by 

taxpayers instead of equitable 

sharing funds (i.e., drug mon-

ey). Cops will add translation 

services.  

Chief anticipates finding more 

diverse candidates outside Ver-

mont, hence the increased re-

cruiting budget.  

Nova, our K-9 cop, is eating 

more than planned as she 

grows, so her food budget is 

increasing.   

9) Nonstandard                   

Interventions -  

EPD now has a 

certified De-

escalation Train-

er, Corp. Ruten-

berg. De-escalation 

training requires 

time off / overtime 

for substitutes. Our 

Howard Center Street 

Team will add service 

to Milton and Hines-

burg.  

10) Essex Community 

Justice Center - CJC caseload 

grew with COVID because 

courts were shut down.  

Winooski just defunded their  

re-entry coordinator, so their 

clientele will be served by our 

coordinator, whose position is 

funded by the state. 

11) Racial Equity Work -      

another $12K budgeted for 

Creative Discourse consulting. 

12) Summer Construction - 

paving and stormwater work, 

$40K increase. 

(Continued on page 4; Budget) 
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Merger Bonanza: Financial 
Windfall for Wealthy Villagers 

 

Selectboard Chair Elaine Haney 

and Trustee George Tyler are  

the Bonnie and Clyde of merger 

mania. Unlike the real Bonnie 

and Clyde, they are neither bank 

robbers nor bad people, but they 

are coming for your money.   

And that is what merger is all 

about: money. 

Very little about the proposed 

merger makes sense. It does   

not reduce municipal costs; it 

will likely increase them. It does 

not heal division; the trustees’ 

version promises everlasting 

struggles over who will dominate 

future Selectboards.  

Said Tyler at the 10/20/20 Joint 

Meeting, “We didn’t set the mer-

ger up for the Town to absorb 

the Village. … So get ready, 

Town Selectboard your culture  

is gonna change, if merger is 

successful.”  

Its timing, too, is insulting, com-

ing amid a pandemic, when indi-

viduals and families worry about 

their health, their jobs and their     

incomes. 

So, why now? Frankly, Bonnie 

and Clyde (Haney and Tyler) 

want their money and they want 

it now! Both — and/or their do-

mestic partners — will personal-

ly benefit from redistributing 

wealth from the pockets of mid-

dle income and other property 

owners outside the village to 

property owners in the village.   

Because higher-income villagers 

likely own the priciest proper-

ties, they would receive the 

greatest tax cuts. 

Don’t, don’t, don’t buy the bait-

and-switch “promise” that a 

twelve-year phase-in of the tax 

shift will soften the financial 

blow. The Legislature may not 

approve it, or the phase-in could 

be repealed at any time. Haney 

admits as much at the 8/13/20 

Selectboard Meeting. The earlier 

it goes away, the sooner the 

wealthy get their windfall. By 

contrast, your tax bill could 

jump by $300, $400, $500 or 

more overnight. 

Where the real Bonnie and Clyde 

were not content with robbing 

just one bank, our local version 

isn't done either. Already, they 

are plotting a local sales tax, 

which will fall most heavily on 

those with less income. Not 

them.  

Enough is enough. Send ’em a 

message: Vote NO on the phony 

merger! 

Bruce S. Post, a former Selectboard 

member, was chief of staff for the 

1980 presidential candidate U.S.  

Congressman John B. Anderson. 

13) Building Repair and 

Maintenance - $40K increase. 

14) COVID Impact - Impact on 

revenues won’t be known until 

March. Our Finance Director 

said people found the grace 

period and lower penalty help-

ful in September. 

COVID-related expenditures  

include 4 Chromebooks for  

library patrons to check out  

for computer use outside of 

library hours. 

Staff stressed the need to keep 

in (closer) touch with local 

businesses. 

15) Merger Hurdle - Perennial-

ly silent about the costs of 

(Budget; Continued from page 3) 
merger when asked, Teich    

announced that one cost of 

merger is “not being merged”. 

“If merger goes through, we 

could look at our entire town, 

and then re-allocate.”  

Actually, Essex is already one 

Town, which Teich manages. 

Yet, one department head after 

another said they had hedged 

on budget decision-making, 

pending the March vote. 

Merger won’t change this FY22 

budget. If Merger were to pass 

in March, FY22 spending would 

be overseen by the Village-

dominated interim board. That 

same board would craft the 

FY23 budget. 

https://www.essexretorter.com/donate
https://youtu.be/f9l5ZUPpP1c?t=5986
https://fb.watch/3eahHaaUd9/
https://fb.watch/3eahHaaUd9/



