WALNUT BEACH ASSOCIATION MONTHLY MEETING

OCTOBER 10, 2011

The monthly meeting of the Walnut Beach Association was held on Monday, October 10th and was called to order at 7:01PM in St. Gabriel Parish Hall, 26 Broadway. There were approximately 60 members in attendance.

The Pledge of Allegiance was recited.

Motion to accept the September meeting minutes was made and seconded.

REPORTS

Typical reports were postponed for this meeting to allow ample time for a debate between mayoral candidates, Ben Blake and Bob Joy. The format was that each candidate was to give a 5 minute introduction to themselves and why they are running for Mayor, followed by questions posed by members of the audience submitted to the Secretary of the WBA to which each candidate was to be allowed a response. A brief summary of the Q&A follows.

MAYORAL DEBATE

Question 1

What is the biggest concern you feel needs to be addressed for the city of Milford and for the Walnut Beach area?

Bob Joy: For Milford, two underfunded accounts on the books.

1) Pension and Employee Benefit account is currently underfunded by $2 million. He proposes a panel to review and rectify. It will take 20-25 years to correct this which was created by state mandate.

2) Insurance benefits costs are up 15% in 2011 alone and will continue to grow. For Walnut Beach, public safety is the primary concern. He supports the proposed police sub-station at Simon Lake as a positive step.

Ben Blake: For Milford, affordable taxes. He wants to make sure increasing property taxes aren’t driving seniors from their homes. His record as Chairman of the Board of Alderman and as acting mayor is one of cutting taxes. For the Walnut Beach area, he sees flooding a chief concern, particularly after recent impact of Hurricane Irene.

Question 2

Several questions were submitted regarding the establishment of a noise ordinance, enforcement of public drunkenness and DUI and recent instances of graffiti on the new boardwalk, all of which are problematic in the Walnut Beach community.

Ben Blake: In all instances, it is not necessary to add more laws to the books, but it is a matter of enforcing those already in place.

1) Regarding graffiti, 5-6 years ago a new ordinance was adopted mandating property owners eliminate it in a timely fashion. The key is to stay on top of it.

2) Regarding a noise ordinance, Milford does not have one. It had been contemplated in the past, but not adopted because too many unintended consequences. Things like construction and lawn mowing violate it. There is a ton of laws already in existance to force neighbors to be neighborly. They just need to be enforced.

Bob Joy: He is publicly in favor of a noise ordinance. With regard to the graffiti, $7K has been put aside by the Walnut Beach Enhancement Committee to put a security camera on Devon Pavilion to monitor activity at the public beach area and deter future defacement. As for general area clean-up, he intends to pursue the $200K owed by the Beach Shore Village Developer.

Question 3

Rising property taxes are of significant concern, particularly in waterfront areas like Walnut Beach. What is your position?

Ben Blake: He reaffirmed his record of cutting taxes in his prior city roles, specifically cutting taxes for everyone in 2008-2009.

Bob Joy: He doesn’t want taxes to go up, but also acknowledges you have to behave with fiscal responsibility. Deferring financial obligations doesn’t eliminate them.

Question 4

What is your plan for Simon Lake?

Bob Joy: He is in favor of turning a portion of it into a police sub-station, with the balance for community uses. The Mall Sub-Station has not been successful because it is not manned enough, but the Chief of Police’s plan to move training to Simon Lake will keep this more occupied and place officers in the area regularly to get to know the community and area children.

Ben Blake: He also believes the Chief of Police’s proposal is a good one, and we do need increased presence in our area. He didn’t think Simon Lake should have been close to begin with. He’s not sold on the new school system and there is now no school in the Devon area. However, he also thinks other proposals are good, such as that proposed by the Boys and Girls Club.

Question 5

Following Hurricane Irene, there was significant erosion to area beaches as well as recent work by the City at Walnut Beach that has caused natural areas of protection, such as the Berm by Heritage Sound, to be reduced. What would you do about these issues?

Bob Joy: He will be meeting with Heritage Sound and the EPA to review Berm issue, but the City shouldn’t be encroaching on private property at any level. The resanding of beaches is a state-level, FEMA issue.

Ben Blake: He needs to review it to better understand if the Berm issue is a health and safety problem. If so, it should certainly be addressed. DEEP, a state organization, provides very specific windows of opportunity for beach resanding. There are potential other alternatives. Other communities use “recycled” sand which is heavier and less likely to wash away or be eroded. We should review alternatives such as these.

Question 6

How do you plan to help rejuvenate small business opportunities in Milford and the Walnut Beach area?

Ben Blake: Affordable taxes and clear predictability. The Milford permitting process has established a bad reputation state wide. It is getting better now, in part due to an online tracking system.

Bob Joy: Planning and Zoning in Milford is terrible. Multiple examples of new businesses are not starting because permitting process is taking so long. We need clear rules and processes, applied evenly to everyone with clear, upfront timelines. Also, we should concentrate on businesses we already have by establishing a business relations team to collect feedback on relations with the City. There are also inventive alternatives like creating places to incubate entrepreneurs currently working from home.

Question 7

What is your position in supporting the Arts in Milford?

Bob Joy: He believes a diverse collection of activity is important in any City, and the Arts are important. He is supportive of the plans to make Stowe Barn as an Arts Center. The key is to secure it first until a full plan and funding can be established.

Ben Blake: He believes a community is judged by how it treats its children, seniors and the arts. A great recent example of the arts in Milford, is the new mural on the wall of the Bridge House. He is for the Arts and supports the use of Stowe Barn for the Arts.

Question 8

Many changes have been made to the DPLU. How is it working?

Bob Joy: Regarding the DPLU changes, some are working, some not. Perception remains the issue and there are still problems in the department.

Ben Blake: In his 8 years as Alderman, he got more complaints on P&Z than all other departments combined. It is why they put in place new efforts, including the online permitting process and streamlined review. They are not 100% fixed yet, but are getting better.

Question 9

What do you plan to do about the recent poor performance of Milford high schools on standardized tests?

Ben Blake: There is separation of the Mayor/City from the Board of Ed, but children are a priority for him. You can’t cut 18 Teachers but increase Administrators, as was recently done in Milford. You have to make sure the best and brightest are not going to private schools and recruit to keep those kids in the Milford public school system.

Bob Joy: Parents decide what’s best for their kids, so we need to work to make Milford school’s the best option. Early intervention, parental involvement, educating parents on their rights are all part of that. You attract the best educators by having great facilities, so can help support those efforts. A good school system is a key cog in any city system.

Question 10

What are your views on public trash barrels and supporting police enforcement of existing laws?

Bob Joy: Part of why he is in favor of a noise ordinance is to increase police ability to provide a safe community in the beach area. As for public trash barrels, it is a constant battle in DPW. The issue is misuse / abuse. But he definitely sees them as important to this area given the foot traffic, beach pollution issues.

Ben Blake: He is all for more trash cans and we should have recycling containers as well. The City should lead by example. Public nuisance laws are in place already. They just need to be better enforced.

Question 11

What are your views on using public leaf trucks for leaf removal?

Ben Blake: Vacuums were used in the past and ruined by people putting rocks in their leaf piles.

Bob Joy: He is always open to new ideas, or even a review of old ideas, if it improves service for the community, saves the City money, or even better, does both.

Due to time constraints, the meeting was adjourned at approximately 8:17PM. WBA elections, and review of Festival Fundraising will be discussed at November meeting.

Respectfully submitted,

Meghan Rabuse

Secretary, Walnut Beach Association

