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Research Objectives

Gather resident feedback on proposed municipal 
governance and representation options, including 
potential issues, perceived benefits, and recommended 
improvements to each option

Determine whether revisions should be made to any of 
the options before gathering additional feedback

Use feedback to inform the development of a survey 
that will be deployed to residents
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Research Methodology

Prior to the Listening Sessions: Screening Survey with Essex Residents

Prospective Listening Session participants were required to complete a short screening survey in 
order to qualify them for the group discussions – past Selectboard/Board of Trustees members and 
those not comfortable with audio recordings of the groups were screened out

We captured demographic/geographic information in order to get a good mix of respondents, including 
half from the Village and half from the Town outside the Village (TOV)

Of 146 responses to the screener, 87 were complete and qualified responses

KSV selected and confirmed 58 participants based on respondent availability while achieving balance 
in the groups between geographies, voting districts, and demographics

The screening survey was in field from July 22 – August 10
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Research Methodology

Listening Sessions

51 residents of Essex participated in focus group-style Listening Sessions

There were six groups total:

•  (2) An even mix of Village/Town outside the Village residents

•  (2) Village residents only

•  (2) Town outside the Village residents only, with a mix from the 8-1 and 8-3 voting districts

KSV moderated each 90-minute session – there were no Town of Essex nor Village of Essex Junction 
government officials present during the discussions

The Listening Sessions were held the evenings of August 13 – 15, 2019 at the Essex Police 
Department, Brownell Library, and the Town of Essex Fire Department on Sand Hill Rd.



7

Research Methodology

Listening Sessions - Stimuli

Each participant was given a packet of information:

•  Map of Essex community with borders highlighted showing the Town of Essex and Village of Essex 
Junction within the town borders

•  Description of current municipal structure with representation and voting information

•  FAQ content from GreaterEssex2020.org

•  Current list of shared and separate services

•  Tax rates for FY2020 for both Town outside the Village and the Village of Essex Junction

•  Proposed conceptual merger options for consideration – two single-municipality options, status 
quo, and three representation models for a single governing body



Key Findings
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Leading Up to a Potential Merger 
Why now?

Some participants were curious 
what brought merger talks back up 
after it was voted down in 2007

This was a question brought up in 
all groups – mixed groups, Village-
only groups, and TOV-only groups

Some felt as though 2020 is too 
early to bring this to a vote, while 
others said we’ve been talking 
about this for decades so let’s get it 
over with

“My perception was we were slowly working towards 
this. We merged the manager position or the finance 
office, and we did steps along the way, and it seemed 
like that was working well as kind of a slow burn 
towards something. All of a sudden it feels like 
somebody's hit the gas, and I'm not quite sure why or 
where that's coming from.”
TOV resident (8-1)

“Where is the drive to keep merging? After we all voted 
no, it's like watching a bunch of kids that are told they 
can't eat a cookie, and the cookie sits on the table and 
they grab a little bite. We said, ‘No, don't eat the 
cookie,’ but they grab a little piece. And they grab 
another little piece, and sooner or later that whole 
cookie is going to be gone, and they're going to say, 
‘Well, you let us eat the cookie.’”
TOV resident (8-3)
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Leading Up to a Potential Merger 
A merger has already started with some 
benefits observed, but also some resentment
Residents recognize that the 
consolidation of services has felt 
like a merger in the making

Some referenced the savings 
through consolidation as a benefit, 
which was provided in the 
educational packet

Residents – mostly TOV residents 
– expressed concern that 
consolidation has happened 
without public vote or input

“When you look at the list of services, there’s not much 
left that’s separated at this point.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“Everything that can be done without this big vote is 
being done. As far as I can see it’s being done well. 
The things that are saving money may be saving 
money by not spending, but we’re still saving and 
benefitting from it. Now the good stuff is in our pockets. 
Now they’re saying, ‘I have some hard stuff, will you 
please go for it.’”
TOV resident (8-3)

“I’m sorry, but they did merge a lot of things without our 
voting input. I’m very concerned about that. It seems 
very sketchy to me.”
TOV resident (8-3)
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Leading Up to a Potential Merger 
Town outside the Village residents concerned 
about lack of representation in process
Before even thinking about 
representation after a potential merger, 
some TOV residents express concern 
about representation during merger talks

The 3-to-2 makeup of the Selectboard 
“favoring” the Village came up in the TOV 
groups, and combined with the 5-member 
Village Board of Trustees gave the 
perception of imbalance

It was noted that in years past, the 
Selectboard has been made up of mostly 
TOV residents

“The school merger is a much better example of how 
this should be done. The Village, the Town, and 
Westford all have equal voices in the process leading 
up to that merger. There is nobody representing only 
the Town outside the Village concerns. You’re opening 
yourself up to the criticism and concern about whether 
or not the process was fair.”
TOV resident (8-1)

“I think the bigger issue is the fact that we’re talking 
about a merger when [the makeup of the Selectboard 
and Board of Trustees] is so lopsided.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“There have been several others that have suggested 
there needs to be some kind of independent board 
outside of the Selectboard to sit down and negotiate 
with the Trustees.”
TOV resident (8-1)
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Leading Up to a Potential Merger 
Present a clear vision and potential benefits

To understand “why now,” all 
residents, regardless of location, 
wanted to get a sense of the vision 
and big picture benefits associated 
with a merger

Residents didn’t feel equipped 
themselves to say what the 
perceived benefits are – they’re 
leaning on the municipal government 
officers to outline the vision

Some residents noted – and 
appreciated – that savings haven’t 
been promised with merger

“The problem I have is no one has presented a ‘wow’ 
moment. If somebody could say, ‘If we merge, we’re 
going to see this benefit as a community.’ There is 
none that I could see or that anyone can eloquently 
explain to me, so we’re just spending money after 
money…”
TOV resident (8-3)

“I need to hear ‘this is our vision for the community of 
Essex, this is where we want it to go.’ I’m confident the 
details will work out. I don’t need to see the nitty-gritty, 
but I need to understand the path and the manner 
where this is taking us.”
Village resident

“I think what we’re missing is the sales pitch for the 
benefit. I don’t need a projection of that or ‘here is to-
the-penny of how much your taxes are going down.”
TOV resident (8-1)
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Leading Up to a Potential Merger 
Need to have the right amount of detail

Participants recognize there are many 
unanswered question, specifically around 
tax impacts and service quality

They recognize it could be easy to get 
lost in the details, that’s why they need 
just enough information to evaluate 
whether a proposal would result in a net 
benefit

There were also questions around the 
voting process that they say haven’t been 
made clear – Would Village residents get 
to vote twice? Would this be subject to a 
re-vote like last time?

“Most people aren’t going online and reading the minutes. 
Too much information gets completely ignored. What 
people want to see is an idea of cost and services. What 
are we getting? What are we paying? What’s changing for 
us?”
Village resident

“I think the question is ‘how is this going to affect my tax 
rate?’ That’s the bottom line. And I’m not sure if that 
question has been answered.”
TOV resident (8-1)

“We don’t need to get at each other over all the little 
things. What we’re trying to do is see if this can work.”
Village resident

“I want to see what’s going to be improved. What’s going 
to go down. What’s going to go up in cost. What’s going to 
improve in quality. What’s going to go down in cost. What’s 
going to go down in quality.” 
Village resident
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Leading Up to a Potential Merger 
Communicate early, often, and objectively

There is a recognition that the vision for 
merger needs to be shared with all residents to 
give them enough time to form an opinion

While most in our groups have been in Essex 
since the last vote, many recognize that there 
are new residents that need to be brought up 
to speed on how the municipalities are 
governed

TOV residents in rural areas feel that many in 
their location are unaware that merger talks 
have started up again

It was mentioned that communication shouldn’t 
feel one-sided in favor of a merger rather it 
should be educational, not promotional, and 
present the pros and cons

“When people bring up the merger, it’s so polarizing. 
Whether you are either for or against it most people 
don’t even know anything about it.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“We don’t bump elbows, like folks in the Village do.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“Are they going to make sure they notify everyone 
properly? I know a lot of people don’t get those 
notifications.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“[Last time] it was basically ‘buy a car. We’re not going 
to tell you what kind, what the engine is, what the gas 
mileage is. But buy it.’”
TOV resident (8-3)
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Concepts Evaluated in Groups: 
Potential Municipal Governance Models
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Concepts Evaluated in Groups 
Potential Municipal Governance Models
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Governance Models 
Status quo is not a true option

Though participants weren’t willing to 
accept just any proposed merger 
option, they mostly also weren’t in 
favor of keeping Status Quo

It was seen as a non-option 
considering the perception that 
consolidation was already taking 
place

We heard residents express desire 
to just pick a merger option over 
Status Quo to avoid these 
discussions creeping up every few 
years

“If we do Status Quo we’ll be back here in 10 years”
Village resident

“I could see supporting a merger to get this damn 
issue off the table once and for all.”
TOV resident (8-1)

“[If we stick with Status Quo] are they going to 
continue guerrilla merging things?”
Village resident

“I’m against Status Quo because I want us to focus on 
the actual important things in the community. What’s 
stopped us from accomplishing stuff is we always say, 
‘Well, we don’t know what it would look like in a couple 
years.’ Can we just figure out what we’re going to look 
like so we can start figuring out what we need?”
Village resident
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Governance Models 
Separation was brought up, but most were not 
in favor
We can count on one hand the 
number of people that brought up 
separation for consideration

Separation was discussed in both 
TOV-only and Village-only groups

Ultimately, many conceded the 
communities have gone so far with 
consolidation of services that un-
doing of that consolidation would 
be costly

“Essex Junction will have total responsibility of their 
future and the Town of Essex will have responsibility of 
their future.”
TOV resident (8-1)

“You don’t have an option to just hold the Village 
hostage because you have the majority of the vote. 
You either have to choose between merging or you 
can choose to [separate]. One way or the other, I want 
it resolved.”
Village resident

“We have fought so many separation battles I don’t 
even want to hear the word. At this point, we’ve 
merged so much that I think we’re beyond where that 
is an option.”
Village resident
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Governance Option 1: One Municipality, Equal Tax Rate  
Receptiveness to tax equalization was largely 
divided between Village and TOV 

Village residents support tax 
equalization and believe it’s key to 
feeling “unified”

TOV residents are more divided – 
though most don’t like the idea of 
taxes going up, many would feel 
better about tax equalization if 
representation were guaranteed to 
be equal

“Until there is tax equity, I don’t believe that we’ll ever 
really be able to come together.”
Village resident

“It’s silly to have two municipalities but on the same token, 
don’t raise my tax.”
TOV resident (8-1)

“If there’s a little more honesty, clarity, and transparency 
around if you merge and get to tax equity, and odds are 
some people’s taxes are going up and some are going 
down, I’m not necessarily opposed to that. The amounts 
aren’t huge. But I’d want to know ‘why?’”
TOV resident (8-1)

“If it’s done right and people are allowed to speak, I think 
there will be more people in the Town more supportive of 
[tax equalization] than we realize. I know a lot of people in 
the Town.”
Village resident
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Governance Option 1: One Municipality, Equal Tax Rate  
With a tax increase, the expectation is equal 
access to high quality services for all
Most assumed a tax increase for 
TOV residents, rather than meeting 
in the middle or a decrease of the 
Village municipal tax rate to Town 
levels

An increase was seen as maintaining 
the quality of services while providing 
equal access to all residents

TOV residents would want more 
service in the form of new amenities, 
sidewalks, plowing, and more street 
signs for safety purposes

“I want equity throughout services. If my child can’t go to 
Maple Street Park, I want to know that if they end up at 
Sand Hill Park, which maybe has a daycare, which looks 
like it may be the same style, that it has the same quality 
to it.”
Village resident

“My expectations would be that good services would be 
offered to everybody in a wider town.”
Village resident

“I want sidewalks and bike lanes on both sides of Old 
Stage Road, so all bicyclists, joggers, and walkers can be 
safe.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“I would expect equal access to all services. The rec dept., 
the library. I’d now be a resident of everything.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“Essex is Essex. That’s the way it should be. No different.”
TOV resident (8-1)
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Governance Option 1: One Municipality, Equal Tax Rate  
Rural TOV residents want others to know they 
still have high costs despite their lower tax rate

When considering one tax rate and 
the prospect of paying for unused 
services, rural residents of the 
Town bring up the fact that they 
personally foot the bill for services 
like water and septic systems and 
those add up over time

“I don't have sidewalks. I don't have fire hydrants. I don't 
have city water. I don't have street lights. If my well goes 
bad, nobody pays for it. My septic system went bad. 
Nobody from the village helped pay for my new septic 
system. My driveway washes out. I foot the bill for that. 
That's why I live out where I live, because I would never 
expect to have to pay for those because I plan on footing 
the bill for those on my own. To think that sometime in the 
future, I'm going to paying for sidewalks that I'm never 
going to use and amenities that frankly I never wanted in 
the first place, it's a little abrasive to me.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“I look at the big, big, big costs that I've had to maintain 
my acres outside of the village. It's very, very expensive. I 
paid at least $25,000 for water since 1997. Our well went 
dry while I was having our first kid, so I remember. There 
are very, very expensive costs to living in the country. We 
knew that going in. I don't expect people to pay that for 
me. That was by choice.”
TOV resident (8-3)
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Governance Option 1: One Municipality, Equal Tax Rate  
With a tax increase, TOV residents would want 
more say in development

A trade-off TOV residents can 
envision with paying a higher tax 
rate than they currently do is being 
able to have more say or perhaps 
guarantee development doesn’t 
disrupt their community

One respondent also mentioned 
being able to have more say in 
Village development, seeing it as 
part of the Town in which she lives

“I would want to keep the Town “the Town” if I’m going 
to pay extra. Maybe I’ll do it. But I don’t want the 
Village to control the Town.”
TOV resident (Not sure of district)

“The only reason I live where I do is to have the 
surroundings that I have. They’re being encroached on 
very quickly and I’m being told what I can and can’t do 
by the Selectboard more and more often on my own 
property.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“My question has been with all the development going 
on in the Village is ‘do we have representation?’ As a 
person outside the Village line, I’m appalled. That’s the 
middle of my town, and I have no say in what’s 
happening inside the Village because I live 50 feet 
outside of it.”
TOV resident (8-1)
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Governance Option 1: One Municipality, Equal Tax Rate  
A gradual step up to equalization, but don’t 
stretch it out for too long
Though Village residents would ideally go 
for immediate tax equalization, they 
recognize that the Town couldn’t absorb a 
big hit upfront if there is to be acceptance 
of tax equalization

3-5 years was seen by most Village and 
TOV residents as an acceptable range

Though tax equalization could occur over 
time, it is imperative for TOV residents 
that the new governance structure/
representation model be put in place 
immediately

“Tax equity absolutely, but I’m also empathetic of the 
people in the Town [outside the Village].”
Village resident  

“Five [years] would be the most that would make 
sense. $800 of tax equity spread over a five-year 
period, that’s enough time to find another option [if it’s 
distressing you]. Ten years sounds like typical drawn 
out government stuff.”
Village resident

“Be upfront with how much it will be total, but say 
‘we’re going to do it over five years.’”
TOV resident (8-1)

“I’d be more in favor of ripping off the Band-Aid.”
TOV resident (8-1)
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Governance Option 2: One Municipality, Tax Districts 
“What is a Special Tax District?”
Many residents had lots of questions 
about Special Tax Districts, notably:

•  What are they?

•  Are they the same as what we 
have now – different tax rates 
between Village and TOV?

•  Who decides what these Tax 
Districts are and will they be 
known prior to a vote for merger?

At face value, many were confused 
and not in favor of Special Tax 
Districts

“What I really need to know is not what the district is 
going to be but how much the tax is going to be.”
Village resident

“How does a Special Tax District get governed? I want 
information about how people are either elected, 
appointed, or hired to run a Special Tax District.”
Village resident

“I’m in favor of one government. Special Tax Districts 
makes it more complicated than it needs to be.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“From what I’ve heard, they have quite an ability to 
raise taxes when they want to and it can be a real 
problem.”
TOV resident (8-1)
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Governance Option 2: One Municipality, Tax Districts 
Special Tax Districts perpetuate the divide
There was a perception that 
Special Tax Districts would 
preserve the division between 
Village and Town and wouldn’t help 
the community move toward one 
municipality with shared services 
and equal access

“In my mind it divides us even more. I understand why [it’s 
being proposed] because people are getting different 
services.”
Village resident

“Not a better option unless I understood that it was 
dissolvable. The word ‘perpetual’ makes it a problem. It 
negates the idea of a united municipality.”
Village resident

“I really don’t like [Special Tax Districts]. If we’re going to 
merger we should merge and all get the best out of it.”
TOV resident (8-1)

“Philosophically in a community where we all live together, 
I don’t understand the desire to make these special 
districts that only certain people use. We’re all in this 
together. We all live here together.”
Village resident

“I’m hoping we can get rid of the ‘we’re paying more’ and 
the ‘us vs. them’ mentality.”
Village resident
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Governance Option 2: One Municipality, Tax Districts 
Special Tax Districts could actually be a good 
compromise
Some did see benefit in Special 
Tax Districts as a way to appease 
parts of the community that don’t 
want to pay for unused services or 
would want exclusive access to 
services

“I think [Special Tax Districts] is the best go. You’re 
basically merging everything that needs to be merged, but 
at the same time you’re still giving people what they 
want…the difference in taxes.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“How do you alleviate some of those concerns from the 
folks that are really against the idea of merger? Did you 
identify those services that are non-negotiable? That this 
[service] has to only be for the Town, this has to be only 
for the Village. A big benefit of Special Tax Districts is you 
could provide those services to either or both of the two 
communities if folks are dead set against the merger.”
Village resident

“The only reason I see to use these Special Tax Districts is 
to protect 8-3 because they’re normally the vocal group in 
the community that doesn’t use those services.”
Village resident
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Representation 
Represenation is the heart of the issue for 
Town outside the Village residents
Ensuring they have someone to 
represent the concerns of their 
community is central to any 
discussion around merger for TOV 
residents

Both leading up to a vote and in a 
proposed merged municipality, 
they’re sensitive to the 
representation structure

“I'm less concerned about how we pay for things and 
how we share that with the understanding that you 
might need something I don't and I might need 
something that you don't. I'm much more concerned 
about representation. Because I actually do think the 
needs across different neighborhoods, even in my own 
community are different if I live in one of the new high 
rises going up versus if I live on a dirt road.”
TOV resident (8-1)

“[Representation] is the main reason I wanted to come 
tonight.”
TOV resident (8-3)
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Concepts Evaluated in Groups: 
Potential Representation Options for a Governance 
Structure with One Elected Governing Body
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Represenation Option 1: At Large  
At large eliminates division, but there’s the risk 
of lopsidedness
Those in favor of a model with at 
large representatives say it would do 
the most in moving toward a unified 
municipality and eliminate borders – 
both real or artificial

Others like an at large model 
because they don’t believe there are 
enough qualified people to run with a 
ward-style structure

Those against an at large model feel 
that it would run the risk of favoring 
the more densely populated Village

“This is only based on four years of living here, but if we’re 
going to do something I think it should really be going as 
one unit, not anything with separate districts and making it 
more complex than it is.”
Village resident

“I like to be able to look at what the person is bringing to 
the table and voting for them regardless of whether on 
Pearl Street in Essex Junction or whether they live on 
Brigham Hill Road. For what they're going to bring in terms 
of their years of experience and their thoughtfulness.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“The Town is very concerned about being represented so 
if it’s at large and all the members end up from the Village, 
that will not be good.”
Village resident

“When the population was more Town-heavy, it tended to 
dominate the Selectboard. Now the Village seems more 
mobilized, and they’re dominating.”
TOV resident (8-3)
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Represenation Option 2: Two or More Voting Wards 
There was more consensus among TOV and 
Village residents in favor of wards
Those in favor of ward-based 
representation liked that it gave TOV 
residents the representation they want 
and overall results in a sense that hyper-
local concerns – no matter where in the 
community – are more likely to be heard

The biggest concern raised with wards is 
ensuring there are enough quality 
candidates to fill seats, though some 
thought this structure could actually 
encourage people to run

Another concern was the question of who 
decides what are the wards and when 
would that be decided – before a merger 
vote?

“I wholeheartedly believe we should be one 
community. At the same time, I don’t think every facet 
of our community has the same needs. I like the idea 
of multiple wards.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“I don’t want to see anybody left out and I’d like to see 
wards drawing a geographical equal population and let 
it take us where it takes us. At that point, I would trust 
the people to work out the taxing issues fairly as long 
as there were enough people representing everybody.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“I like the idea of representatives that you know who to 
go to for a response. I’ve definitely had experiences 
writing to one, two, five board members and none of 
them reply.”
Village resident
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Represenation Option 2: Two or More Voting Wards 
More than two wards preferred – and not just 
“Village” and “Town Outside the Village”
Most groups advocated for or asked about 
the possibility of a ward-based governing 
body with more than two wards

It was perceived that with two wards and 
saying half from TOV and half from the 
Village would perpetuate a divide and “us 
vs. them” mentality

A few noted that TOV should even be split 
with equal representation from the more 
suburban 8-1 district and more rural 8-3 
district

Others advocated for even more wards that 
were more neighborhood based as a way to 
keep representation even more local

“I like using the three districts, because it sorts us 
pretty evenly in the sense of the differences in the 
community. I think if we only focus on [Village and 
Town outside the Village as a whole], we are going to 
cause problems in 8-3 because it is a different part of 
our community and I think we keep forgetting that.”
Village resident

“[Ideal representation] is not on here. We have three 
districts and having equal representation across all 
districts.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“I would advocate for as many as 10. Maybe even 
more. It’s local government. It should be as close to 
the constituents that are represented as possible.”
TOV resident (8-3)
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Represenation Option 3: Combination of At Large and Wards 
A combo of at large and wards can offer a balanced 
approach, but some thought it was too much 
Those in favor of a combo like that it 
offers guaranteed representation 
with the option of voting for someone 
who would represent the whole 
community

One of the TOV only groups 
gravitated toward it as a favorite 
option for that reason

Some saw it as a step approach to a 
fully at large model after a few years

Those against it felt like it was 
overkill

“I came in thinking probably district-based, ward-based 
voting was the best solution but I like the arguments 
for people who are elected to represent the whole and 
the broader perspective.”
TOV resident (8-1)

“I do like that option because I feel like I can, in that 
case you can vote for the best person for the job which 
may be me in another district.”
Village resident

“The problem I see with the at-large combination with 
the wards is why would anybody want to run at large 
when they have to campaign over such a large area? 
Knock a lot more doors than if I'm just doing the town 
or the town outside the village.”
Village resident
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Represenation  
A mayor could bring vision and would be held 
accountable
Two groups – one Village-only group 
and one TOV-only group – brought 
up the idea of having a mayor

An argument for a mayor position is 
that she or he would develop a 
platform and vision that voters would 
get choose in an election while also 
holding that person accountable

A mayor could also represent a tie-
breaking vote should a ward-style 
representation model result in an 
even number of representatives

“The mayor would help us develop a united community 
and be an inspirational figure.”
Village resident

“It's more accountable. They're able to be approached 
in public with questions and not just poo poo a concern 
I have over the phone.”
Village resident
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Identity 
Village residents are willing to cede naming priority to 
Town of Essex in a merged community
Though our conversations didn’t 
allow much time to discuss the 
identity of a merged community, it 
was brought up

Most recognized the potential of 
derailing the discussion if the 
Essex Junction name were forced 
upon the entire community

Village residents believed the 
Essex Junction name would live on 
unofficially regardless 

“I am not going to go feuding about the situation for 20 
years and say, ‘I want tax equity, I want tax equity.’ 
Then, ‘I want my name on the package too.’ Now, if I'm 
going to get tax equity I'm perfectly happy to go as one 
community called ‘Town of Essex.’”
Village resident

“Essex Junction will always be called the Junction. The 
Village isn't going to lose its identity. It will still be the 
Village, whether it is a governmental thing or not.”
Village resident
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Culture  
“Us vs. Them” isn’t a day-to-day sentiment, 
only when loudest voices stir the pot
While residents recognize different 
concerns and cultural differences by 
jurisdiction, overall they don’t perceive 
there to be an “us vs. them” mentality that 
resides in the community

Perceived divisiveness can come as a 
result of a vocal minority on either side of 
the merger issue

Many talked about the multi-cultural 
aspects that come as a result of Essex 
containing urban, suburban, and rural 
areas within its borders as a strength and 
a highlight of the community

“I'm an outsider, I've only been here 13 years. I don't see, I 
don't get, I don't understand the cultural differences, or I 
don't get that there is a difference.”
TOV resident (8-3)

“I do [see the ‘Us vs. Them’ mentality], but only with 
respect to small vocal minority of the Town outside the 
Village. Day-to-day talking to my friends in and outside of 
the Village, no I don’t see it.”
Village resident

“I honestly believe that there isn't. It's just perpetuated by 
some people. There’s a large percentage of this town who 
do not understand the divide or feel it.”
Village resident

“In terms of identity, we're stronger together. If we're able 
to build a true sense of community where we can bring all 
of our different perspectives openly to the table, it builds a 
stronger community. Maybe there are different identities, 
and that is where our strength comes from.”
TOV resident (8-1) 



Takeaways & Recommendations
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Participants in the Listening Sessions, for 
the most part, were a well-informed 
crowd. Many regularly attend annual 
meetings and occasionally Selectboard/
Trustee meetings. They referenced 
specific op-eds in the Reporter and at 
least one wrote an op-ed recently.

Given the time commitment required to 
participate, it wasn’t completely 
unexpected participants were “above 
average” on knowledge and engagement 
in local government matters. The 
audience skewed toward older ages and 
those that have lived in the community 
since before the previous merger vote. 

Takeaways Action Items

•  The final survey should be 
cognizant of the fact that many 
don’t have much time to share 
their opinion or may not feel 
equipped – position the survey as 
10-15 minutes to share your 
thoughts on the future of Essex, 
no matter how long you’ve lived 
here or how much you’ve 
engaged with local government

•  Explore paid social media ads 
targeting younger and newer 
residents in order to bring more of 
their voices into the conversation
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Many of the groups began with 
residents asking, “Why are we 
talking about merger now?”

In addition, they lean on the current 
municipal governments to present 
the vision, benefits, and just 
enough detail to let them properly 
evaluate the proposition without 
getting too overwhelmed.

Takeaways Action Items
•  Articulate a clear vision of what a merged 

community looks like, including a key benefit or a 
few key benefits all residents will be able to enjoy 
– but make sure all communication is educational 
and objective, not promotional

•  Be upfront that the November 2020 election is 
likely to be one in which there will be a high 
turnout, resulting in an ideal opportunity for the 
majority of Essex residents to cast their vote on a 
possible merger

•  Keep sharing the timeline leading up to a 
possible vote, including key milestones such as 
planned public meetings/workshops and when 
outreach will take place

•  Use the survey to understand how often and in 
which channels resident want communication



39

There was no clear cut favorite among 
the Municipal Governance concepts nor 
the Represenation Options, but there was 
receptiveness within each group. Pros 
and cons were noted for each option, and 
in some cases, suggestions were made 
to revise or improve upon an option, such 
as expanding the ward concept into three 
or more wards to ensure local concerns 
are represented.

Regarding timing of tax equalization, 
most agreed that should that move 
forward, a 3-5 year timeline would be 
acceptable.

Takeaways Action Items
•  Use the survey as a way to quantify how a 

larger pool of residents feel about the 
identified pros and cons of each concept – for 
example, what percent of residents are 
concerned that a ward-style representation 
model wouldn’t be supported with enough 
quality local candidates

•  Ask survey respondents to identify their 
favorite combination of Municipal Governance
+ Representation Option while also asking 
which ones they’d vote for, even if it wasn’t 
their preferred option 

•  Consider including options that were 
suggested by the groups but not listed in the 
material for evaluation – neighborhood wards 
(at least 3 wards), an option with a mayor, 
and separation 
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Some residents had a hard time 
evaluating concepts at this level 
without much detail, particularly in 
regard to Special Tax Districts.

People wanted a better sense of 
the benefits or trade-offs with each 
approach.

They wanted to know whether 
Special Tax Districts will be defined 
along with the vote or after.

Takeaways Action Items

•  For the purposes of the survey and in order to 
help residents feel they have what they need 
to evaluate options, add some additional 
detail, context or examples that help explain 
the  conceptual options – don’t include so 
much that it feels overwhelming

•  Be transparent when you do not have a detail 
people may be curious about, such as 
prospective tax rates – state a reason why 
that information is not included or can’t be 
calculated

•  Include a simple definition of Special Tax 
Districts, some examples, and answer the 
questions of when they can be created, how 
they’re voted on, and how they’re managed
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Not only are TOV residents 
concerned about equal 
representation within a merged 
government, they are concerned 
about equal representation in the 
process leading up to a potential 
merger vote

Takeaways Action Items

•  Be transparent in communications 
and public meetings about about the 
make-up of the joint Governance 
Subcommittee working on this

•  When possible, ensure that input for 
potential merger options – both public 
input and government official input – 
is considerate of the needs of all parts 
of Essex

•  Emphasize that all residents of Essex 
will have the opportunity to respond to 
our survey and ultimately all residents 
of Essex will have equal say in 
whether a merger passes



42

Next Steps

First draft of next resident survey – Thursday, August 29

Meet to discuss survey draft – Thursday, September 5

Launch resident survey – Wednesday, September 18 

Presentation of survey results – Thursday, October 17



Thank You



Appendix: 
Participant Characteristics
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Participant Characteristics
Location

§  25 Town outside the Village
§  26 Village of Essex Junction

Voting District
§  14 registered in 8-1
§  24 registered in 8-2
§  11 registered in 8-3
§  2 registered, not sure of district

Gender
§  32 Female
§  19 Male

Total participants: 51

Age
§  4 25-34
§  11 35-44
§  9 45-54
§  10 55-64
§  4 75+

Have Children Under 18
§  19 Yes
§  32 No

Years Lived in Essex
§  3 Less than five
§  2 5-9 years
§  5 10-14 years
§  7 15-19 years
§  11 20-24 years
§  23 25+ years

Merger Discussion Familiarity
§  6 Extremely familiar
§  16 Very familiar
§  23 Moderately familiar
§  5 Slightly familiar
§  1 Not at all familiar
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The Governance Subcommittee consists of two members of the Essex Junction Board of Trustees and two members of the Essex Selectboard. 

The members will not discuss or take action on any issue outside of the scope of the subcommittee and shall not act as the Town Selectboard 

or Village Board of Trustees at the meeting.   

 

 
1. CALL TO ORDER  [6:30 PM] 

 
2. AGENDA ADDITIONS/CHANGES   

   
3. APPROVE AGENDA   

 
4. PUBLIC TO BE HEARD   

 
5. BUSINESS ITEMS  

 
a. Presentation of focus groups results 
b. Approve draft elevator speech about potential merger 
c. Approve updates to FAQs about potential merger 
d. Discussion about Bennington special taxing district 
e. Approve minutes:  August 2, 2019 

 
6. ADJOURN 

 
 
Members of the public are encouraged to speak during the Public to Be Heard agenda item, during a Public Hearing, or, when recognized by the 
Chair or President, during consideration of a specific agenda item. The public will not be permitted to participate when a motion is being discussed 
except when specifically requested by the Chair or President.  This agenda is available in alternative formats upon request. Meetings, like all 
programs and activities of the Village of Essex Junction and the Town of Essex, are accessible to people with disabilities. For information on 
accessibility or this agenda, call the Unified Manager's office at 878-1341. 

 

Certification: _______________________      _________________                       
 

08/20/2019 

VILLAGE OF ESSEX JUNCTION TRUSTEES 
TOWN OF ESSEX SELECTBOARD 
Subcommittee on Governance 

Special Meeting Agenda 
 

 
2 Lincoln Street 

Essex Junction, VT 05452 

Thursday, August 22, 2019 
6:30 PM  

E-mail: manager@essex.org www.essexjunction.org 
www.essex.org 

 

Phone: (802) 878-1341 

http://www.essexjunction.org/
http://www.essex.org/


Memorandum 
To:  Governance Subcommittee; Evan Teich, Unified Manager 
Cc: Ann Janda, Project Manager 
From: Greg Duggan, Deputy Manager 
Re: Presentation of focus group results 
Date: August 20, 2019 

Issue 
The issue is informing the Governance Subcommittee about the results of the focus groups that 
discussed potential governance change.  
 
Discussion 
KSV wrapped up the focus groups on August 15. A total of 51 Essex residents participated in six focus 
groups over three nights, with a geographic mix of people from inside and outside the Village of Essex 
Junction.  
 
KSV is preparing its final report on the focus groups. The report should be available by August 21, and 
KSV will be at the Governance Subcommittee meeting on August 22 to present the report.  
 
Cost 
N/a 
 
Recommendation 
This memo is for informational purposes.  



Memorandum 
To:  Governance Subcommittee; Evan Teich, Unified Manager 
Cc: Ann Janda, Project Manager 
From: Greg Duggan, Deputy Manager 
Re: Elevator speech about potential merger 
Date: August 20, 2019 

Issue 
The issue is whether the Governance Subcommittee will approve an elevator speech about potential 
merger of the Town of Essex and Village of Essex Junction, for review and approval by the Board of 
Trustees and the Selectboard.  
 
Discussion 
The Selectboard and Trustees tasked the Governance Subcommittee with creating a “why unify” 
elevator speech, to be approved by both boards.  
 
Minutes from the June 25, 2019 Trustee and Selectboard meeting, as well as a summary of the June 22, 
2019 Strategic Advance, are attached to help inform the discussion.  
 
The following language is proposed for as a starting point for consideration and discussion:  
 

“The Village Board of Trustees and Town Selectboard believe we are and will be better as one 
united municipality, with one elected board setting the direction for the entire community. We 
can work as one to plan for the future, attract and retain a vibrant business community, protect 
our natural resources, restore and enhance our infrastructure, improve our services, overcome 
the challenges we face, and establish ourselves as Vermont’s premier livable community. 

 
“For those reasons, we are exploring a merger of the Town of Essex and Village of Essex 
Junction. We are still figuring out how to best provide representation to the entire Essex 
community while taxing everyone equitably for our municipal services. We ask all our residents 
and businesses to give us feedback on what they seek in a merged community, so that we can 
develop a comprehensive plan leading to a successful vote in November 2020.” 

 
If the Governance Subcommittee approves a draft elevator speech on August 22, it can present the draft 
to the Trustees and Selectboard at the joint board meeting on August 27.  
 
Cost 
N/a 
 
Recommendation 
Staff recommends that the Governance Subcommittee approve the elevator speech about potential 
merger of the Town of Essex and Village of Essex Junction, with any edits, for review and approval by the 
Board of Trustees and the Selectboard.  
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boards is to, eventually, advocate for what they determine may be best for the municipalities 55 

based on a robust community input and vetting processes as well as their thorough 56 

discussions and research. She said that there is not complete agreement on the boards yet 57 

about what to move forward with and there is a lot of work and research to do still in order to 58 

get to an agreement. She explained that no community vote has taken place and that, before 59 

the greater community votes on anything, each of the two boards will need to individually vote 60 

on a plan. 61 
 62 

Robert Bates shared that, at a recent Governance Committee meeting with KSV, there were 63 

some “loaded” words included in some of the plans and materials being discussed. He 64 

pointed out that semantics go a long way to forming public perception. He wondered why 65 

there has been a recent re-emergence of the word “merger” when, for the last few years, the 66 

word being used was “consolidation”. Mr. Bates pointed out that the word merger comes with 67 

a history of tensions for previous efforts in Essex. He suggested that there be clarification and 68 

clear definitions about language being used in this process.  69 
 70 

Mary Lou Hurley commented that she does not believe the consolidation process can be fair 71 

without equal representation from individuals who live in the Town Outside the Village. 72 
 73 
5. BUSINESS ITEMS 74 

 75 

a. Update on website revisions—Rob Paluba & Greg Duggan 76 

Mr. Duggan discussed the status of work being done by staff on the new website. Mr. Paluba 77 

showed the current draft of the Town Website landing page, revised for simplicity and 78 

consistency. He said the goal was for this page to be clean, easy to navigate and to have 79 

effective search functionality. He pointed out the buttons, bars and sections of the page that 80 

will provide ease in navigation, municipality news and a calendar of events. Mr. Paluba noted 81 

that all decisions being made are within a high standard of ADA compliance and that the 82 

website is designed to work on multiple types of equipment.  83 
 84 

b. Follow-up discussion from Strategic Advance  85 

The Selectboard and Trustees who attended the Strategic Advance said that it was a great 86 

day. They noted that it was effectively facilitated and they thought learning about different 87 

perspectives, on the part of staff and elected officials, was valuable as an opportunity to 88 

discuss solutions to potential roadblocks. Mr. Duggan and Mr. Teich expressed the sentiment 89 

of staff that the day was beneficial and they would like to propose doing one annually. 90 
 91 

c. Creation of “why merge” elevator speech 92 

Mr. Brown reminded the Trustees and Selectboard that in April of 2018, at a Joint Meeting of 93 

the Trustees and Selectboard, each person described the end goal of consolidation as “one 94 

community and one board”. He reminded them that it is important for each person in the Joint 95 

body of elected officials to share the same messages about what it would look like to unify, 96 

what the status quo is and what it would look like if they moved away from it. The boards 97 

discussed the importance of semantics and legal terminology, suggesting that they reconsider 98 

some of the Heart and Soul Values developed previously as they move forward. They pointed 99 

out that the elevator speech should not push an agenda but inform the public to make a 100 

decision. They agreed to engage the Governance Subcommittee to work on the elevator 101 

speech, with board comments.  102 
 103 
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ANDREW BROWN made a motion, and GEORGE TYLER seconded, that the Trustees 104 

authorize the Governance Subcommittee to draft a “why unify” elevator speech, for final 105 

approval by both boards. The motion passed 5-0. 106 
 107 
ANNIE COOPER made a motion, and PATRICK MURRAY seconded, that the Selectboard 108 

authorize the Governance Subcommittee to draft a “why unify” elevator speech, for final 109 

approval by both boards . The motion passed 5-0. 110 
 111 

d. Update from Governance Subcommittee 112 

Mr. Levy provided a brief account of the Governance Subcommittee meeting that took place 113 

on June 20 at 7 PM. As Vice Chair, Mr. Levy ran the meeting because the meeting Chair, Mr. 114 

Tyler, was not in attendance.  115 
 116 

e. Approve web address for merger website 117 

The Selectboard and Trustees discussed the options for a merger website address, to 118 

determine what to use for this effort to inform the public, going forward. 119 
 120 
PATRICK MURRAY made a motion, and ANNIE COOPER seconded, that the Selectboard 121 

approve the use of www.greateressex2020.org as the address for a merger website.  122 

Mr. Watts expressed reservation with using the word “Great” in conjunction with the date 123 

“2020” because there is a national candidate who is also using these terms together.  124 

The motion passed 4-1, with Andy Watts dissenting. 125 

 126 

GEORGE TYLER made a motion, and DAN KERIN seconded,that the Trustees approve the 127 

use of www.greateressex2020.org as the address for a merger website . The motion 128 

passed 5-0. 129 
 130 

f. Appoint alternates to Governance Subcommittee 131 

Mr. Duggan explained that because the KSV contract schedule requires approvals on a 132 

weekly basis, having enough people to make a quorum at the subcommittee meetings will be 133 

essential. As such, he suggested that two alternates be appointed, from each board, who can 134 

step in if one or more Subcommittee members cannot attend a meeting. The board members 135 

discussed how many people should be in attendance at these meetings and what the 136 

configuration should be.  137 
 138 

Mr. Kerin and Ms. Thibeault nominated themselves on behalf of the Trustees. Annie 139 

Cooper nominated herself as first alternate and Patrick Murray nominated himself as 140 

second alternate on behalf of the Selectboard.  141 
 142 
ANDREW BROWN made a motion, and GEORGE TYLER seconded, on behalf of the 143 

Trustees, that Dan Kerin is the first alternate on the Governance Subcommittee and Ms. 144 

Thibeault is the second. The motion passed 5-0. 145 
 146 
ELAINE HANEY made a motion, and MAX LEVY seconded, the Selectboard accept the 147 

slate of nominees. The motion passed 4-1, with Andy Watts dissenting. 148 
 149 

g. Determine role and authority of Governance Subcommittee as steering committee for 150 

public outreach 151 

Mr. Duggan discussed the recommendation that the Selectboard and Trustees authorize more 152 

decision making authority to the Governance Subcommittee and final approval authority to 153 

staff after vetting by the subcommittee, in order to effectively respond to the fast turnaround 154 



 
Memorandum  
 
To: Selectboard and Trustees; Evan Teich, Unified Manager  
CC: Greg Duggan, Deputy Manager; Sarah Macy, Finance Director & Assistant Manager; Department Heads 
From: Ann Janda, Project Manager 
Re: Summary of Strategic Advance – Broad Themes  
Date: July 12, 2019  
 
Here are the broad themes that emerged at the June 22, 2019 Strategic Advance meeting.  
 
Department Head Presentations 
Department heads asked for clear direction from the boards. Some issues to think about: 
 

 Recreation: not duplicating programs, resident/non‐resident fees, pool program access, Not 
having two different childcare programs 

 Libraries: Brownell’s permanent Trustees, keeping identity of both libraries in tact 

 Public Works: Capital planning – how to prioritize, rates currently not based on same 
methodology 

 Fire: Volunteers want to maintain identity and history of each department even if both are in 
same community 

 Planning Departments: Aligning fees, considering Development Review Boards 

 General Admin: Aligning pay, benefits, policies, a taxation plan 
 

What Can We Achieve Together Exercise – Repeating Themes 
 

 Better service 

 Focus on bigger picture 

 Predictable business environment 

 Improved economic environment 

 One‐stop shopping for residents – less confusion‐ better customer service 

 Less confusion over voting 

 Improved hiring and retention 

 Public safety – improved coordination 

 Public Works – equipment/contracting cost savings 

 Common rates/fees 
 
Visioning Exercise – to be continued by elected officials (see image on following page) 
 



 

 
 
 
Decision Making Discussion 
 
Both legislative bodies will be striving for unanimity on all big decisions, but in the event that a full 
consensus cannot be reached, decisions require a simple majority of each body. Chairs assume the 
responsibility to check for members’ readiness to vote. 
 
Striving to give as much notice of upcoming decisions/votes as possible so that members have time to 
research and make informed deliberations. 

 Upcoming decisions/votes will be flagged on the agenda via the following key: 
o D (next to topics that are discussion) 
o DV (next to topics that are discussion and vote) 

 Elected Officials will give due respect to Staff recommendation / expertise that is offered.   

 Agendas for joint meetings will stay consistent with current guidelines for consent agenda items 
vs. business agenda items. 

 
 



 
Memorandum  
 
To: Governance Subcommittee; Evan Teich, Unified Manager  
CC: Greg Duggan, Deputy Manager 
From: Ann Janda, Project Manager 
Re: Update to FAQs on www.greateressex2020.org 
Date: August 19, 2019  
 
Issue 
The issue is updating the FAQs posted on www.greateressex2020.org.  
 
Discussion 
At its July 18 meeting, the Governance Subcommittee approved four FAQs to be posted on 
www.greateressex2020.org. 
 
Staff believes two FAQs need attention at this time. The first is an update to the question asking what 
led the Town Selectboard and Village Trustees to decide to put the issue of merger to a vote at this time. 
The second is a new Q&A regarding the public input being gathered by KSV. Staff wants to make sure 
there is no misunderstanding regarding the process for gathering public input for merger discussions 
and that KSV was not hired to do any marketing regarding the merger vote.  
 
Cost 
NA 
 
Recommendation 
Staff recommends that the Governance Subcommittee approve these two FAQs, with any edits, for 
posting on www.greateressex2020.org. 
  



Why are we doing this now?  

[New Text] To understand why merger talks are happening now, we need to look several years into the 
past. In an effort to improve services across the entire Essex community, the Town of Essex and Village 
of Essex Junction have, since 2013, consolidated some of the municipal services that were historically 
provided by both governments. As an additional benefit, these consolidations have reduced the amount 
of taxes the municipalities need to raise – a combined savings of more than $2.1 million since 2013. 

[Current Text with edits tracked] To continue consolidation efforts, Tthe Town of Essex Selectboard and 
the Village of Essex Junction Board of Trustees have been meetingmet jointly for the past few years. 
Joint meetings in the last several months have been about, preparing for a dialogue with the Greater 
Essex community regarding our consolidation efforts going forward. In June 2018 both boards created a 
joint Governance Subcommittee tasked with researching potential new governance structures. In 
December, after researching and vetting over a dozen possibilities, the subcommittee recommended 
looking at three governance frameworks: one government with one tax rate; one government with 
special taxing districts; and the status quo with a Town government, a Village government, and different 
tax rates. The governance framework options also include models for at-large representation, or 
representation by wards. two unification merger options to consider: a single municipality with one 
charter; or a single municipality with one charter that includes, which could have special districts for 
voting. Residents will have an opportunity to weigh in on the options through surveys and focus groups 
during the summer of 2019 and then later through other outreach efforts. 

Each year that passes is another year where the cost to merge in the future goes up. It is in part because 
of this reality that the Selectboard and the Trustees are now exploring the concept of merging the Town 
of Essex and Village of Essex Junction.  

What are the Town Selectboard and Village Trustees doing to gather input from residents on the 
question of merger? 

Before proposing a governance structure and a merger plan, the Town Selectboard and Village Trustees 
want as much public input as possible about the concept of merger and about specific frameworks for a 
merged government. A marketing firm, KSV, was hired to do market research and gather input from 
residents. Here is that schedule: 

 A qualitative survey – July 2-15, 2019. Here is the July 18 report on the survey results. 
 Six focus groups – Aug. 13-15, 2019, with a report on Aug. 22, 2019 
 Final quantitative survey – Sept. 17-Oct. 4, 2019, with a report Oct. 17, 2019 

The focus groups and quantitative survey are looking into three governance frameworks that the 
Selectboard and Trustees want to explore in more detail: one government with one tax rate; one 
government with special taxing districts; and the status quo with a Town government, a Village 
government, and different tax rates. The governance framework options also include models for at-large 
representation, or representation by wards.  

If one of the new governance options is chosen by both boards following the focus groups and surveys, a 
new charter for a unified community would be drafted and possibly presented at the 2020 annual 
meetings in March (Town Meeting) and April (Village Meeting). 

 More public input would be sought over the summer of 2020. 
 A potential new charter for a unified community would be brought to voters for consideration in 

November 2020, following public hearings in Oct. 2020. 



The Vermont Statutes Online 
The statutes were updated in November, 2018, and contain all actions of the  
2018 legislative session. 

Title 24 Appendix : Municipal Charters 

Chapter 103 : Town Of Bennington 

Subchapter 005 : Taxation 

(Cite as: 24 App. V.S.A. ch. 103, § 506) 
 § 103-506. Creation of Bennington Downtown District 

There is hereby created in the Town of Bennington a special district to be 
known as the Bennington Downtown Improvement District (District) which 
shall be that area set forth on a map approved by the voters of Bennington 
and filed with the Town Clerk. The area of the District may be changed upon a 
majority vote of the legal voters at an annual or special meeting duly warned. 
(Amended 2005, No. M-6, § 2, eff. June 4, 2005.) 

 



According to Stuart Hurd, Bennington Town Manager: 

1) The Downtown Bennington Special Taxing District taxes commercial properties only in the 

designated downtown district. For mixed‐use properties they assess and tax only the 

commercial portion of the property. They raise about $80K annually from the tax. The tax rate is 

$0.17 per $100. The money goes to the Better Bennington Corporation, a non‐profit whose 

mission is to “enhance the downtown as the commercial and cultural heart of the community” 

(mission statement).  The corporation is expected to raise about an equal amount from other 

sources. The Bennington Community Development Director is the liaison and government rep 

for the corporation. In practical terms the money is used for infrastructure improvements, 

trees/greenspace, promotion, special cultural events, etc.  

 

2) The creation of the special district was initially written to sunset in 3 years, but they re‐wrote 

and approved an amendment to make it permanent. 

 

 

3) Bennington Village and Town merged in 1969. The ‘downtown’ was in the Village. Since then 

most of the commercial and residential growth has been in the town. The downtown initiative 

was started several years ago to revitalize the historic downtown.  

 

4) Bennington has two remaining incorporated Villages: Old Bennington and North Bennington. 

They’ve tried multiple times to work out a merger deal with them but all have ended in failure 

and Stuart joked that he’s ready to give up. Old Bennington has about 300 people; North 

Bennington has about 5K. The total population of Bennington is about 15K. There are also two 

separate fire districts in rural parts of the town with their own budgets in addition to the fire 

department funded by the Bennington grand list. Stuart noted that Bennington has lots of fire 

fighting capacity.  

 

 

5) Last year Bennington voters approved a charter amendment to also tax residential properties in 

the downtown district but the VT. Leg. Gov. Ops. Committee rejected the amendment because 

they didn’t like the way the vote was conducted. The amendment actually referred to multiple 

changes in the municipal tax policy. Rather than presenting voters with a multipage document 

asking for voter approval for each highlighted change the selectboard’s ballot just asked voters 

for blanket approval of all changes. The Gov Ops committee felt that voters should have been 

asked to approve each change. Stuart doesn’t know if they’ll revisit the issue. 
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 5 

SUBCOMMITTEE MEMBERS: George Tyler, Chair; Andy Watts; Annie Cooper, Amber 6 

Thibeault   7 

 8 

ADMINISTRATION: Evan Teich, Unified Manager; Ann Janda, Project Manager; Greg 9 

Duggan, Deputy Manager 10 

 11 

OTHERS PRESENT: Ken Signorello, Irene Wrenner, Margaret Smith 12 

 13 

1. CALL TO ORDER  14 

Mr. Tyler called the meeting of the Village of Essex Junction Trustees and Town of Essex 15 

Selectboard Subcommittee on Governance (hereafter referred to as “Subcommittee on 16 

Governance”) to order at 8:00 a.m. 17 

 18 

2. AGENDA ADDITIONS/CHANGES 19 

None 20 

 21 

3. PUBLIC TO BE HEARD  22 

Mr. Signorello asked if the Governance Subcommittee had developed a short statement of what 23 

problem(s) the proposed merger is trying to solve. 24 

 25 

Mr. Tyler noted that there had been a lot of discussion and consensus between the boards.  26 

However, the “elevator speech” has not been developed yet. 27 

 28 

Ms. Cooper said that the focus groups would further discover what Essex residents think and want.  29 

She also recommended that Mr. Signorello sign up to participate in the focus group discussions if 30 

he has not already done so.   31 

 32 

Mr. Signorello noted that there have been lots of opportunities for public input over the past several 33 

years and that such a statement should have been developed by now.   34 

 35 

Mr. Tyler noted that the Selectboard and Trustees have met more in the past few years than ever 36 

before, and have been working on trust-building and departmental unification.  He said that this 37 

type of relationship-building is essential to the merger process.     38 

 39 

4. BUSINESS ITEMS 40 
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a) Review and approve informational materials for focus groups 41 

 42 

Mr. Tyler informed the board that these materials would be distributed to the focus groups to help 43 

familiarize themselves with the issues.  The first graphic detailed three different municipal 44 

governance models: 45 

 46 

 -Option 1: Unified Charter; 47 

 -Option 2: Unified Charter with Special Taxing District(s); 48 

 -Option 3: Status Quo.   49 

 50 

Mr. Tyler noted that a phased-in tax increase would require one part of the community or another 51 

to be designated as a special tax district.  Atty. Dan Richardson is working out the specifics of this.  52 

 53 

Mr. Watts asked if it would be helpful to look at who votes on the taxes in each district.  He also 54 

asked if the vote for the merger could include a specific budget for each district over a series of 55 

years. 56 

 57 

Mr. Tyler noted that the Vermont legislature needs to approve the charter.  If it includes a 58 

significant tax increase in a single year, they may not approve it.   59 

 60 

The committee reviewed representation options for a new governance model with one elected 61 

governing body. 62 

 63 

 -At large elections only; 64 

 -Two voting wards only; 65 

 -Combination of two voting wards at large elections.  66 

 67 

Mr. Watts noted that some tax districts can vote on their own budget, and asked if this could be 68 

considered as a possibility.  He suggested adding in the question, “Would you feel more 69 

comfortable with a merger if your district could vote on their own portion of the budget?” 70 

 71 

Mr. Teich said that he did not think that this would be a successful governance structure.  Mr. 72 

Duggan suggested asking this question in a different context than the focus groups.   73 

 74 

Mr. Watts noted that he was concerned that the Governance Subcommittee was framing the focus 75 

group materials in a certain way, and showing limited options.  He suggested the possibility of 76 

offering more information in a later survey.  He noted that current district boundaries could be 77 

changing when the results of the upcoming census are revealed.  He said that he did not want to 78 

give the impression that the Village or Town outside of the Village were unchangeable boundaries.     79 

 80 
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Mr. Duggan suggested adding something stating that specific boundaries may change over time.  81 

 82 

Ms. Cooper said that the intent of the document is to spark discussion and that being more open 83 

allows the boards to know more about what residents think. 84 

 85 

The committee decided to note the possibility of two or more wards in the focus group materials.  86 

 87 

The committee then reviewed the materials on the current tax structure and representation options.   88 

 89 

Mr. Tyler noted that population estimates would be included on the graphs.   90 

 91 

Ms. Wrenner noted that the pie named “Town Tax Rate” should be renamed “Town Outside the 92 

Village Tax Rate.”  She said that all taxpayers in the community are Town of Essex residents.   93 

 94 

Staff members will correct the pie chart to ensure that the correct information is included.  95 

 96 

b) Approve focus group conversation guide 97 

 98 

Mr. Tyler noted that the committee revised this document at their last meeting and that all revisions 99 

are incorporated. 100 

 101 

Mr. Watts noted that KSV had asked if any questions could be eliminated if the focus groups ran 102 

out of time.  He suggested that the question regarding preferred communication channels be taken 103 

out.   104 

 105 

Mr. Tyler opened up public comment.  106 

 107 

Ms. Wrenner noted that she did not believe that KSV could claim to be objective, as they were not 108 

obtaining input from residents outside of the Village.  She pointed out that the document stated 109 

that no merger might be the end result of this process.  She said that she did not know how this 110 

could happen when board members and staff were wearing shirts at the Strategic Advance meeting 111 

showing the communities as being married.  Ms. Wrenner stated that she did not think that the 112 

document could accurately say that a fire station or library would not close when the voters can 113 

decide anything at Town Meeting.  114 

 115 

Mr. Tyler noted that this document was trying to show that the aim of merger is not to shut down 116 

anything, but that there is always the possibility of something unexpected happening.   117 

 118 

Ms. Wrenner noted that reduced taxation should not be mentioned, and that “Town Meeting Day” 119 

is not an accurate term because Town and Village meetings happen during the evening.  120 
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 121 

Ms. Cooper noted that not merging does exist as a possibility because it will be voted on by the 122 

citizens. 123 

 124 

Mr. Signorello noted that the focus group documents only present two options and the current 125 

status quo.  He asked the group to add in the option of changing the Town boundaries to exclude 126 

the Village.   127 

 128 

Mr. Tyler noted that the Governance Subcommittee has been meeting for a year and a half and that 129 

this was one of thirteen options reviewed during this time.  130 

 131 

Ms. Smith noted that at the last meeting, the Governance Subcommittee stated that neither of the 132 

libraries nor fire departments would close.  Now, it is being said that the intent is not for them to 133 

close.  This is a big difference.  134 

 135 

Mr. Tyler stated that the goal of merger is not to close anything, but that he cannot predict what 136 

will happen at some point in the future.    137 

 138 

AMBER THIBAULT made a motion that the Subcommittee on Governance approve the 139 

informational materials and focus group conversation guide.   140 

 141 

Ms. Wrenner stated that there had not been sufficient time for the public to be heard regarding the 142 

informational guide.  Ms. Thibault retracted her motion, and public comment was reopened.   143 

 144 

Ms. Wrenner suggested that the guide provide an option for the Town Outside of the Village to 145 

pay for the Essex Free Library, and the Village of Essex Junction to pay for the Brownell Library. 146 

 147 

Mr. Tyler noted that the intent is to obtain gut responses from participants and to keep the 148 

documents as simple as possible. 149 

 150 

Ms. Wrenner noted that she would like KSV to be the expert in the room on governance options 151 

and that they needed to know as much as possible.   152 

 153 

AMBER THIBAULT renewed her motion that the Subcommittee on Governance approve 154 

the informational materials and focus group conversation guide.   ANNIE COOPER 155 

seconded.  All in favor.      156 

 157 

c) Approve future meeting schedule 158 

 159 

The meeting schedule will be left as is.   160 
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 161 

d) Approve minutes of July 26, 2019 162 

 163 

ANDY WATTS made a motion that the Subcommittee on Governance approve the minutes 164 

of July 26, with committee corrections.  ANNIE COOPER seconded.  All in favor.   165 

 166 

5. ADJOURN 167 

 168 

AMBER THIBEAULT made a motion, and ANNIE COOPER seconded, to adjourn the 169 

meeting.  Motion passed 4-0. 170 

Respectfully submitted, 171 

Darby Mayville 172 

Recording Secretary  173 

 174 

 175 

 176 

Approved this _________ day of _____________, 2019 177 

 178 

(see minutes of this day for corrections, if any) 179 

 180 

  181 

 182 

 183 

 184 
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