
Annual Town Meeting Informational Hearing  
February 20, 2021 at 1:00 pm 

Morrill Homestead Education Center and via Zoom 
 

Selectboard members present: Toni Pippy, Pat Kelly, Rett Emerson, Mary Linehan, Brent 
Cadwell (on zoom) 
 
Others present:   Lisa Bragg (Town Clerk), David Grant (moderator), Aaron Dotter (meeting 
technical manager) 
 
Participating via zoom:  56 residents and observers 
 
The meeting was called to order at 1:00 pm 
 
David Grant, moderator, opened the meeting and provided guidance to zoom participants for 
raising questions and commenting.  The Informational Hearing provides the opportunity for 
voters to discuss the Articles on the Australian ballot, and to ask questions of the Selectboard.  
Unfortunately, no changes to the articles or voting will take place during the hearing.  
 

2021 General and Highway Fund Budget Highlights. Presented by Toni Pippy 
 
2020 General Fund ended the year with an unrestricted surplus of $32,154 and the Highway 
Fund with an unrestricted surplus of $148,426. The 2021 amount to be raised in taxes to 
support the General and Highway Fund budgets is $1,145,787.  This is $38,000 less than last 
year. The total town tax rate will decrease from .7223% to .7002%.  Below are the highlights. 
 
GENERAL FUND – Revenue  

 Balance Forward $32,154  

 Fees, fines, and interest increase $4,750.  

 State Hold Harmless (current use payment) reduction of $3,086. 

 Hazard Mitigation Project Grant done every 5 years $7,613. 
 
GENERAL FUND – Expenses 

 Wages 2.5% increase. 

 Health benefit credit 3% increase. 

 Town Office NEMRC state software license increase of $2,250. 

 Listers increase of $3,425: 
o $2,000 mapping project conversion to new software. 
o Stipends from $1,200 to $1,800. 
o NEMRC state software license increase for the grand list $1,875.   
o Moved the Mapping budget of $700 to the lister budget. 

 Police services decreased by $5,000 used $1,500 to support new request for Orange 
County Special Investigation Unit. 



 Town Meetings & Elections decreased of $1,300.  

 Fire Department increase of $1,000. 

 Ambulance Service - Upper Valley Ambulance increase of $2,192. 

 Emergency Mgmt. – Hazard Mitigation Project $10,150. 

 County Tax decrease of $1,973. 

 Legal Fees & Consultants increase $1,000.  

 Cemeteries increase $1,000. 
 

HIGHWAY FUND- Revenue: 

 Balance Forward of $168,426 ($148,426 unrestricted surplus and $20,000 from the 
Equip Reserve)  

 Grants 224,117:  
o $175,000 Vtrans for Bridge 23 Justin Morrill Highway 
o $20,000 VT Better Roads – Alger Brook Road 
o $21,500 Municipal Roads – Turnpike Road for storm water management 
o $7,617 VT Better Roads – Road Erosion Inventory update 

 
HIGHWAY FUND - Expenses: 

 Wages 2.5% increase. 

 Health benefit credit 3% increase. 

 Materials decrease $20,000, $10k Contract Services moved to Highway misc. expenses 
and 10K Contract Services hauling  

 Bridges increase $75,000 - Tyson Bridge clean and paint steel beams funded by balance 
forward. 

 Bridge 23 – Justin Morrill Highway-wing wall - $225,000 expense funded by grant and 
balance forward. 

 Paving increase $5,000 retreatment. 

 Highway misc. grant expenses $71.396: 
o $39,521 VT Better Roads 
o $31,875 Municipal Roads General Grant  

 Equipment – $9,500 increase, excavator rental and trailer. 
 
Article 3:  To see if the Town will authorize the Selectboard to spend unanticipated funds from 
sources other than the property tax for Town purposes. 
 
Article 4:  To see if the Town will vote to collect taxes in two installments, as follows: one half of 
the total tax bill is due at the Town Office by or before 4:30 pm on Wednesday, September 1, 
2021; the balance of the tax bill is due at the Town Office by or before 4:30 pm on Wednesday, 
December 1, 2021. Mailed payments must bear an official US Postal Service postmark dated 
prior to the respective due dates.  Postage machine dates are not acceptable.  Late taxpayers 
are charged at a rate of 1% per month for the first 3 months, and at a rate of 1.5% per month 
for each month thereafter.  After a 7-day grace period ending December 8, 2021, and additional 
8% collection fee will be charged on delinquent taxes.  



Article 5:   To elect the following officers:   
 
For a term of 3 years: 

Selectboard member 
Lister 
Auditor 
Cemetery Commissioner 
Cemetery Commissioner 
Trustee of Public Funds 
Town Clerk 
Town Treasurer 

 
For a term of 2 years: 

Selectboard member 
Harris Library Trustee 
 

For a term of 1 year:  
Delinquent Tax Collector 
Agent to Deed Real Estate 

 
All positions except Cemetery Commissioner were uncontested.  All three candidates were 
offered a chance to speak; none spoke.  Rod Maclay spoke to offer his candidacy for the 
Selectboard member of 2 Years as a write-in candidate.   
 
Article 6: Shall the Town authorize cannabis retailers and integrated licensees in town 
pursuant to 7 VSA 863?   Presented by Mary Linehan 
 
The Selectboard was asked to include Article 6 by several people who may be interested in 
becoming licensed retailers.  The Selectboard reviewed the legislation and agreed that this 
should be put to the town to vote.   The wording of the article comes from Vermont League of 
Cities and Towns as standard guidance for towns; many Vermont towns are considering this 
issue during town meeting this year.   
 
In Oct 2020, VT established a regulatory market for marijuana and a State Cannabis Control 
Board will set state and local license fees.  Board members are being vetted.  The Board expects 
to begin making rules in June 2021.  The law requires that towns must “opt in” to authorize 
retail sales shops, and Article 6 provides an opportunity for Strafford to opt in.  
 
What does “opt in” mean?  

 Town agrees to allow retail outlets and integrated licensees in Strafford 

 But towns have no voice in whether growers, manufacturers, laboratories, or processors 
are allowed. 

 



Under the law (Act 164 S.54), existing medical dispensaries can start selling to the public as 
early as May 2022.  The Cannabis Control Board will set rules to implement S.54; administer the 
state licensure programs for cannabis establishments, including compliance and enforcement; 
administer the state medical cannabis program; and submit an annual budget to the governor.  
 
Municipalities that host cannabis establishments may create a local cannabis control 
commission. This provision adds no new authority to towns. Local governments are forbidden 
from adopting local ordinances to regulate the time, place, and manner of cannabis operations 
as part of local licenses and permits. The law does not authorize towns to levy a tax on cannabis 
sales.  Town planning and zoning laws would still apply to licensees.   The “opt in” opportunity 
is not time sensitive and can be exercised at a future date.   
 
Definitions: “Cannabis retailer” means a person licensed by the state Cannabis Control Board to 
sell cannabis and cannabis products to adults 21 years of age and older for off-site 
consumption.  “Integrated licensee” means a person licensed by the state Cannabis Control 
Board to engage in the activities of a cultivator, wholesaler, product manufacturer, retailer, and 
testing laboratory in accordance with state law.  
 
Article 7:   Shall the voters direct the Strafford Selectboard to acquire from the Alliance for 
Vermont Communities approximately 106.7 acres of land (Strafford land parcel number 
05.488), contingent upon the Selectboard’s subsequent agreement: 

 On the terms of a conservation easement for the property; 

 On the terms of an agreement for the acquisition of the property; and 

 On other terms relating to future management of the property with the 
Town of Sharon (owner of an adjacent land parcel in Sharon), the Alliance for Vermont 
Communities, and the Vermont Land Trust and the Vermont Housing and Conservation 
Board?  Presented by Rett Emerson and Pat Kelly 
 
In 2015 it was leaked to the public that a project called the New Vista was underway in the 
towns of Royalton, Tunbridge, Sharon, and Strafford. the long-term plan of those responsible 
for the project was to create a community of many thousands of people. This group, led by 
David Hall, quietly purchased many hundreds of acres of property in the four towns and when 
this was discovered there was an effort to keep this from happening. A group called The 
Alliance for Vermont Communities (AVC) purchased 256 acres called the Ashley Forest situated 
in both Strafford and Sharon. The Strafford portion is 106.7 acres and sits at the end of Nutting 
Road. AVC is offering to gift this land to the two towns and include $20,000 which will remain 
with the forest and only be used for forest management.  As residents of Strafford, we are 
being asked if we want to acquire this 106.7 acres of land in Strafford which is roughly half the 
parcel. Sharon will also consider acquiring their portion at a later date. It is intended that 
ownership of this land will offer the public trails for hiking, skiing, hunting, and educational 
activities. A “yes” vote asks the Selectboard to acquire the land subject to acceptable terms set 
forth by 5 parties consisting of the towns of Strafford, Sharon, the AVC, the Vermont Housing 
and Conservation Board and the Vermont Land Trust. 
 



In order for the town to take ownership of the Ashley Forest the development rights will need 
to be given up and a conservation easement put in place, the conservation easement and 
development rights will be held by both the Vermont Land Trust and the Vermont Housing and 
Conservation Board.  While most of the details of this conservation easement have not been 
worked out, if the town votes to accept this property then our Selectboard will sit down with 
the Selectboard of Sharon, the Vermont Land Trust, and the Alliance for Vermont Communities 
to negotiate the terms of this easement.  
 
While most of the specifics of this plan are not finalized at this point, some things are pretty 
clear, including: 
 

  The town of Strafford would own its 106-acre part and the town of Sharon would own 
its 150 acre part and the two towns would have to work together to manage it as if it 
were one large parcel.   

  There will need to be a management committee formed from residents of both 
Strafford and Sharon and this board will be in charge of the management of the entire 
256-acre parcel.  The management work will include trail building and maintenance, 
periodic mowing of open land, creating a parking area, trail and informational signs, 
organizing timber sales and cleanup, and ensuring compliance with the Conservation 
Easement requirements. 

  The Conservation Restrictions and Development Rights will last forever and it is 
intended that the Ashley Forest will never be developed and will stay in conservation 
perpetually 

  The land will be public land and open to all people for non-motorized recreational, 
educational, and other appropriate uses. 

  The community forest will be required to develop a comprehensive management plan 
with regular updates with the expectation that periodic timber harvesting will take place 
and that the forest is managed for conservation of all natural resources. 

  Even if the town of Strafford votes to accept this land, the concept of this Community 
Forest is contingent upon the Town of Sharon also accepting their portion of this land. 

  While there are clearly many important benefits that come generally from putting land 
into conservation there are also certain costs and among those costs will be some lost 
tax revenues.  Now, the exact amount of lost taxes to the Town of Strafford is 
complicated and hard to calculate due to how the State handles the Education tax and 
how towns are reimbursed when land is put into current use and it also appears that our 
town’s Listers would also devalue this land once the development rights have been 
restricted. 

  According to the Lister’s office, this year’s tax bill for Strafford’s part of the Ashley Forest 
will be about $4,300 but in terms of actual lost income for the town budget it seems 
accurate to say that it will be somewhere between about $750 and $1,300 annually. 

  There will also be one-time costs associated with the transfer of title to the Town of 
Strafford, including taxes, documentation, and attorney’s fees. 



  The Alliance for Vermont Communities is offering $20,000 in seed money if the towns 
accept this land.  These funds shared by Sharon and Strafford to be used for forest 
management plan, upkeep, management, and improvements of the Ashley Forest.  
There is also anticipated that revenue from timber sales at some time in the future 
would be used for Ashley Forest expenses. 

 
Extensive discussion followed the presentation, regarding reduction in tax revenue and costs of 
maintaining the property, the potential challenges of joint management with Sharon, the value 
of historical land gifts, and the work and time commitment involved in transferring, owning and 
managing the property if the Town acquires the land.  Amy Huyfer clarified that the adjacent 
land (former Manning Farm) is now owned by herself and Earl Ransom, not the Strafford 
Organic Creamery, and will not be available for connecting trails from the Ashley Forest, as has 
been advertised on the AVC website.    
 
Toni Pippy closed the meeting by thanking the David Grant, Aaron Dotter, Lisa Bragg and Regina 
Josler for their work in making the hearing successful.  Thank you to the road crew; Jon, PD, 
Gary and Gerald.  She thanked the town for the opportunity to serve and acknowledged the 
difficult challenges Strafford faced this year.  She recognized the Emergency Management Team 
that did such a great job this year responding to the pandemic emergency, and the hundreds of 
wonderful volunteers and officers who make the town function.  Special thanks to Brent 
Cadwell, who graciously stepped in as Selectboard member this year and to the other 
Selectboard members.   
 
Meeting was adjourned at 2:16 pm 
 
Respectfully Submitted, 
 
 
Mary Linehan 
Recording Secretary 


