DRAFT Minute of Acton Finance Committee – 8-24-04
Members Present: Jonathan Chinitz, Pat Clifford, Pat Easterly, Bob Evans, Gim Hom, Herman Kabakoff, and David Stone

Mr. Chinitz extended the Committee’s welcome to new member Pat Easterly. Pat has lived in Acton for five years, but she still considers herself a newcomer. Her background is in finance, but she has been home with two children for about a year and wanted to get to know the community better.

Mr. Chinitz noted that all of the agendas, materials and minutes are available on the Town’s web site.

The committee approved the minutes of 7-13-04.

Joel Kahn, representing Equity Alliance Corp. made a presentation on the scope and potential fiscal impact of their proposed Nagog Woods 40B Project “The Woodlands at Laurel Hill.” The site is about 19.6 acres, with a proposed 148 one-bedroom and 148 two bedroom units. Rents are expected to be $1,400 to $1,800 per unit. For 25% of the units, the rates will be set at an “affordable” level, based on area median household income. This would be about $1,200 for the one bedroom units. Mr. Kahn showed a layout based on “version about number 22”, explaining that the circulation plan has since changed with two access roads. He stressed that the architectural design is intended to be nicer than historical apartment designs. The project will have all private roads and private trash service. It will use Acton water, and pay its fair share. It will be served by Acton public schools and by Acton Fire and Police and Ambulance Service. 
Mr. Kahn met with the assessor as to how the project would be assessed. He said that since the costs will be public (owing to 40B), that will be the tax basis. He’s projecting $125,060/unit, or $37M total, generating $519,000 in property taxes or about $1,750 per unit. So a key question for the town is how many children per unit will attend Acton schools? He looked at several different sources. For one bedroom units, all sources said children would be rare; one source said .007 another said .0014 and another said zero. For two bedroom units, one source cited 0.203 students, another 0.27 and a third 0.69 students per unit for a total of 31-46 students. Assuming a cost of $6,800 per student, this would total $211,000 to $313,000 of added costs. So he estimates the project would generate net revenue after school expenses of $205,000 to $308,000 to pay for other services. 
Mr. Kabakoff asked about water for the Westford side of the project. Mr. Kahn says they are looking at putting in wells for those 56 units.

Mr. Kahn clarified that the 296 units used in the above calculations are in Acton; the additional 56 units are in Westford and will be served by the Westford schools.

Ms. Easterly asked about how this project compares with other sizeable apartment complexes in Acton. Mr. Kahn said that he doesn’t have any data on Acton, just the literature sources.

Ms. Clifford asked about the timeline. Mr. Kahn expects to submit the 40B application sometime after Labor Day and hopes to get the process done in about six months to enable ground breaking next summer. Then it takes about ten months, until spring 2006, to begin opening and the project will be occupied completely by the end of 2006.

Mr. Hom asks about data on student occupancy in Acton, given that it is considered a very desirable place to have children in school.

Mr. Chinitz asked about Mr. Kahn’s experience in other large projects. Mr. Kahn commented on projects in other states, but said it is very difficult to compare different communities and projects.
Ms. Clifford asked about comparable developments in Massachusetts. Mr. Kahn explained that for their market study, they looked at large multi-family developments to assess their rental rates ($1.25 to $1.40 per square foot) and vacancy rates (about 6%). He expects an average stay of 18 months to two years, owing to the amenities of this project. It will be secluded, have beautiful views, access to trails, a clubhouse, pool, and fitness center. He believes these will be people who are renters by choice, rather than necessity. The square footages range from 750 to 1,200, with two different configurations of one bedroom units and two configurations of two bedroom units.

The Committee asked about plans for the remaining land. Mr. Kahn explained that his client controls 70 acres of land. There will be a subdivision plan that will be part of the 40B application. A wastewater treatment facility in Westford will service both the Acton and Westford parts of the project. Mr. Kahn doesn’t know how many units will ultimately be built, but stressed that it won’t be a significant number compared to the main project.
Mr. Kahn doesn’t know how many people will live in the project, in total. He noted that the parcel was once approved for 115,000 square feet of office space, indicating that the access road and traffic signals should support the traffic load.

Charlie Kadlec asked a follow-up to Mr. Kabakoff’s question about an additional subdivision under 40B. Mr. Kahn explained that it will just be the subdivision plan of the land, not the actual project. Mr. Kadlec asked what the marketing study showed about the ages, incomes, and backgrounds of likely renters. Mr. Kahn did two demographic studies, one of the populations within a few miles. They looked at both young people and elderly, which is why they are planning to have elevators in many of the buildings. Mr. Kadlec was surprised that they don’t have more information to support a $40M project.

Ann Chang asked how many buildings the project will include. Mr. Kahn says there will be 11 apartment buildings, a clubhouse, detached garages, and a maintenance building. They are 3-4 split buildings, i.e., with 4 floors on one side and 3 on the other. Ms. Chang asked about handicap access. Mr. Kahn said it isn’t required except for ground floor apartments. Ms. Chang recalls an early Town meeting where the zoning for apartments was approved and it was said that there wouldn’t be any children. She suggests Mr. Kahn use 74 children for his calculations, i.e., one in at least half of the apartments.
Mr. Stone suggested that the Finance Committee should undertake to test Mr. Kahn’s assumptions and develop alternative projections, rather than asking him to change his calculations.

Committee Reports:

Board Of Selectmen – Kabakoff – August 16th meeting: final sewer betterments will be calculated and presented at the next BOS. So the exact cost to residents will be known. There is a project proposed for 19 Railroad Street, a two plex and a four plex. This is the first project that will bump up against the new outdoor lighting bylaw. It appears that this will cause the developer some problems in turns of cost. A study of traffic in Indian Village was done and it was concluded that an additional 16 stop signs would be put in, essentially one at every intersection. Some residents came and protested, so the BOS will reconsider. There will be a special town meeting, which will not have any financial content, but there will be some override pre-selling going on. There will also be a state of the town meeting in December, along the lines of what is done in Lincoln. 

Conservation Commission – Stone – There have not been any matters of interest to FinCom at the last couple of meetings.

Health Insurance Trust – Ryder is absent; Chinitz reads some notes from ALG.
Public Safety – Chinitz – Progress continues on time and budget so far.

School Building Projects – Evans – High School building on track; still a surplus in the budget of $500-700K. The school committee will decide whether anything will be added to use up the surplus. Ms. Clifford asked what is going on with the HVAC, based on the minutes from last meeting. Dr. Evans said that they have just started the process of meetings on this during the last couple weeks.

School Committees – Mr. Chinitz was out of Town.

Life After NESWC – Stone – A consultant has been hired to write RFPs; due 9/15, then the proposals will come back in about two months. The committee hopes these will produce enough information for a recommendation in time for Spring Town Meeting, but if we don’t get a clear answer, the process can take another year.

New State School Building Assistance Fund – Chinitz – The state will go out and borrow about $1B and retire the SBAB waiting list. Since we are high on the list, we will get retired early in the process. Existing projects like Parker Damon will not be affected, but new ones that haven’t gotten their SBAB funds yet will benefit. We may get the funding by this Spring Town meeting for the Junior High, and in one to two years for the Senior High, once the final audits are complete. Mr. Chinitz gave some back of the envelope calculations of the levy impact.
There was a brief discussion of FY06 projected revenues. The average tax bill will go up about 5.8% before any new overrides.

ALG – Chinitz – The School Committee said that they will propose A and B budgets, one with an override and one without. Ms. Clifford asked if the A budget will include the effect of paring back over the years. Mr. Chinitz said a preliminary estimate put that at a $6.5M override, which people didn’t think would be supported. Mr. Kabakoff suggested a multi-layer override. Dr. Evans said that the capital subcommittee will propose two overrides, one for capital, which will include multiple steps.
Override timeline and multiyear plan: There will be a special town meeting on October 18th. We do need to provide a quorum. The state of the town will either be November 30th or December 1st. It won’t be a mock town meeting, but more of a discussion with the citizens. The BOS will put a couple of topics on the agenda, multi-year plan and impact of 40B.

Mr. Stone asked about the mention of forming a ballot question committee on the override timeline. Mr. Chinitz says it shouldn’t be in there. He said it just represents Mary Ann Ashton speculating on when a committee might be forming. Mr. Stone asked about the policy on board members or FinCom members being part of ballot question committees, and thereby endorsing one side or another. Mr. Chinitz said the committee will discuss this at a future meeting.

Other Business:

There will likely be a 2020 meeting on September 20th, at 6:45, starting with dinner, likely at the council on aging.

Mr. Hom gave an update on activities connected with the Demolition by-law. The Historical Commission will not seek CPA moneys this year for adding properties to the cultural resource list. They plan to skip a year.

Mr. Chinitz noted that Gary Kushner is Chairman of the Boxborough FinCom for this budget cycle. Jonathan knows him. They’ve agreed to share issues of common interest.

Charlie Kadlec said that Jack Reetz did a study using information from the schools about where students live. The town can get access to this, even if the developer cannot. Chinitz said he plans to be very aggressive in pursuing those numbers.

Adjourned at 9:20 p.m.
