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Introduction

As usual, the year 2006 presented our community with numerous challenges and opportunities.  As you read the detail in the economic development section of this report, you will see that we have made some good progress enhancing our economic development and employment posture.  However, we still have a lot of work to do in this area.  

With rising costs you will notice increases in various elements of both the Highway and General Budgets.  The high costs of petroleum and petroleum based products continue to present financial challenges for us especially in the Highway Department.  As in past years, we have spent a significant amount of time preparing a budget that we feel is  realistic and fiscally responsible. Rest assured we feel confident that we have taken every step possible to optimize your tax dollars.  It is very important that all of the residents of Swanton make an effort to be informed and understand our budget and all of the special articles on this year’s ballot and make your voice heard by attending the informational meeting on Monday, February 26 and voting on Tuesday, March 6. 

Cover

This year, we have a photograph of the Missisquoi National Wildlife Refuge on the cover of our annual report.  The new refuge building located at 29 Tabor Road has been an excellent addition to our community.  The refuge is a significant and important resource for our community, our county and the State of Vermont.  Refuge Manager Mark Sweeny and his professional staff do an excellent job of conserving, restoring and enhancing wetland habitat for waterfowl and other wetland-dependent migratory birds.  In addition, they sponsor a number of activities and educational opportunities for the public to enjoy.     We encourage all of our residents to visit the new headquarters and take advantage of the opportunities that the refuge offers us to enjoy watching, photographing, hunting and fishing while learning about our national heritage.  

Dedication

This year we are dedicating our town report to our friend and colleague, Mr. Leonard R. Dubois.  Leonard has been a long-time dedicated and tireless public servant for both the Town of Swanton and Swanton Village, serving in various appointed and elected positions. We are recognizing his dedication, his leadership, people skills, his many contributions and his commitment to excellence.  It is a pleasure to recognize Leonard for his many contributions to our community and to various Swanton civic organizations.   Please join us in congratulating Leonard on this well deserved recognition.    

Economic Development

During 2006 our economic development posture and profile continued to improve.   While there is improvement noted, economic development and employment remains an especially challenging issue and our opportunities have to be exploited and seized upon wherever and whenever possible. However, as with most enhancements, due to various development constraints in Park ‘D’, our remaining planned industrial park, economic development will have a price tag.  Our citizens made it very clear to us that Park ‘D’ should be used exclusively for industrial development.  Initial cost estimates for infrastructure at this site exceed $2,000,000.00.  We are preparing to proceed with the permitting process.  Our citizens should expect requests for the funding of this infrastructure once the permitting has been approved.  

As in the past, the Franklin County Industrial Corporation has worked closely with the Town of Swanton and has continued to be successful attracting commercial and industrial enterprises to Swanton.  During 2006, Via Cheese acquired the former Lucille Farms facility in the Town Industrial Park ‘A’.   They are now manufacturing mozzarella and provolone cheese and a variety of shredded cheese products.  They are currently at 27 full-time employees and several temporary employees.

Also during 2006 the Town of Swanton Planning Commission approved the location of Biocardel, a manufacturer of soy methanol ethyl (SME) at Swanton Industrial Park ‘A’.  Biocardel plans to be fully operational by March 1, 2007.  At that time they are expected to be at six employees across two shifts and to be producing 350,000 gallons of SME per month.  The SME will then be shipped to other manufacturers to be blended with conventional diesel fuel to form bio-diesel. Their operation is located at the Dean Bartemy Building on Babbie Boulevard.  This is the former Nutrite Building which Mr. Bartemy has completely rehabilitated and renovated.   We are pleased to welcome Via Cheese, LLC and Biocardel to our industrial community.  

Anticipated commercial development is underway at I-89, Exit 20.  The new Tractor Supply store opened this fall at the corner of Hubbard Lane and Highgate Road.  This is a very attractive facility and contains a wide range of products.  We are pleased to welcome the new Tractor Supply store to our commercial community.   

Last year, the Town of Swanton received an $8,000.00 Municipal Planning Grant to be used to update the Swanton Zoning Bylaws to reflect a planned Mixed Use District in our designated growth center in the vicinity of I-89, Exit 20.  This process is well underway with Land Works of Middlebury, VT our chosen consultant that is working with the Swanton Planning Commission to complete the task of updating the Swanton Zoning & Planning Bylaws to reflect the changes.  This project is scheduled for completion by June 1, 2007. 

The Town Selectboard was disappointed that the Department of Corrections Community Work Camp was not approved by our voters.  We felt that this was the right thing to do, both socially and economically.  This facility would have provided for some very significant financial benefits to our town and for some much needed tax relief both initially and on an ongoing basis.  We would have realized some excellent capital projects and improvements at no cost to our taxpayers.  However, this exercise was a perfect example of democracy in action.  Even though the selectboard felt strongly one way, the taxpayers spoke and we listened.  We are elected as stewards of the people’s business and we thank everyone who participated in the special votes on this issue.  

Route 78/Robin Hood Drive/Missisquoi Street Intersection

The new intersection, signage, traffic signals and pedestrian crossings at Robin Hood Drive, Missisquoi Street and Route 78 have been completed by the Vermont Agency of Transportation.   This is a much needed improvement to our community and has served to greatly enhance traffic flow and safety at this intersection.  We are also pleased that the new Dunkin’ Donuts establishment is almost complete at this intersection.  The Route 78 entrance to Swanton has been significantly enhanced and provides for a welcoming gateway to our community.  

Police Coverage

In 2005, Swanton Town Voters approved an article to enter into a three year contract with the Town of Highgate to procure police protection from the Franklin County Sheriff’s Department.  The contract provides coverage on an 8 hour per day, 7 day per week basis with a primary presence alternated daily between our two towns.  We are pleased to say that this arrangement has been very successful both from a law enforcement and financial perspective.  Our third year contract is budgeted for $49,500 which represents a modest increase of $690 for 2007.   This is the last year of this contract and will require renewal in 2008 if we continue with the same arrangement. Sheriff Robert W. Norris’ annual report can be found on page 62 of this year’s annual town report.  The report contains county wide statistics and the Town of Swanton’s statistics.  All residents are reminded that the phone number for all emergencies is 911.     

Town-Wide Reappraisal

The Town of Swanton’s reappraisal is progressing quite well and is due for completion at the end of June.  Most of our residents should have been visited by representatives of APAS, LLC, the firm contracted to perform our reappraisal to evaluate their properties.    This year our CLA is at 57.49%.  The Common Level of Appraisal is the difference between the fair market value and the assessed values of our total grand list. The extremely robust real estate market has caused this dramatic decline in our CLA.  As the CLA goes down, our education tax rate goes up.  Our CLA should be at or above 100% at the completion of our reappraisal.  At that time, we should realize a more favorable education tax rate.  The last full reappraisal in the Town of Swanton was 1988.

We would like to caution everyone that you should expect significant increases in your property assessment.  Assessments are expected to double on average.  This is a reflection of market conditions and recent home sales in Swanton.  There is a display in the Church Street lobby of the Swanton Town Office that shows many recent home sales and the selling prices and other pertinent information about each sale.   However, some confusion may exist on the overall impact of these assessment increases to your property taxes.  This issue can be very confusing to some citizens.  Please remember that the Town of Swanton can not collect more tax revenue than the budget requires.  Even though you will see substantial increases in your assessment, this does not mean that you will see a corresponding increase in your property taxes.  Your assessment is the tool used to ensure that you are fairly and equitably taxed based on the value of your property as compared to other similar properties.  As your assessment and the total grand list increase, the tax rates will decrease.   Since your property tax is based on each $100 of value of your property multiplied by the total tax rate, the decreased tax rate will serve to offset the increased assessment. 

There will be informational meetings and informal grievances with APAS, LLC as soon as the reappraisal is completed.  We ask for your patience and understanding as we wade through this process.  

The assessment of property is getting to be a very complex process that requires special skills and knowledge to complete and maintain in a timely manner.  There are statutory requirements that also contribute to the complexity and demands of this process.  Therefore, the Town Selectboard has chosen, based upon the recommendation of our elected Swanton Town Listers, to hire APAS, LLC to perform our property assessments on an ongoing basis.  This will result in a significant decrease in workload and work hours for our elected listers.  You will note an increase in the budget to fund this effort.  This is an issue for all towns in the state and many towns have already taken this action.  We feel that this change will be cost effective to our town in the long run.  

Highway Department Budget

During 2006, our Highway Department completed several road improvement projects including extensive work at Champlain Street.    With the minimal snowfall this winter, we have been able to work on the ditching on the easterly side of the former St. Armand Railroad bed which runs north of Missisquoi Street.  We plan to complete the ditching project on the easterly side in 2007.  We also plan to complete the culvert project at Swanton Hill Road in 2007 dependent on a successful bridge and structure grant application.  We have now obtained the necessary wetland permits to proceed with this project.   We feel that it is prudent to advise our citizens that we have two major capital projects looming on the horizon, namely the construction of a new highway garage and a salt/sand shed.  With the purchase of new trucks for our fleet and other necessary equipment we are rapidly outgrowing the current garage at 23 Fourth Street and it is just a matter of time before the proposed mandate for sand/salt sheds will become effective.   

One of our major challenges is the funding of highway maintenance.  Due to the rising cost of petroleum and petroleum-based products, the cost of pavement has essentially doubled in the past several years.  We do not feel that our taxpayers can afford to double the expenditure of highway paving, so consequently we are forced to do less paving of gravel roads and repaving than we feel is necessary. 

During 2006, we exceeded the budget in the regular Highway Department by a total of $1,924.29 of a total budget of $873,287.11.  The proposed 2007 Highway Budget is $747,609.92 with $705,110.36 to be raised by taxes for the highway budget only.  With all proposed articles including the social appropriations, the 2007 Highway Budget is $976,374.78 as compared with $873,287.11 in 2006.  The tax rate for the 2007 Highway Budget only is projected to be $.3550.  If the 2007 Highway Budget and all proposed articles are approved, the 2007 Highway Budget tax rate will be .5349 as compared with $.4783 in 2006, resulting in an increase of $.0566. 

General Budget

During 2006 we under spent the General Budget by $35,326.80 of a total budget of $810,241.02. The proposed 2007 General Budget is $614,727.46 with $299,237.90 to be raised by taxes.  With all proposed articles including the social appropriations, the proposed total 2007 General Budget is $860,222.46 as compared with $810,901.02 last year.  The total tax rate for the 2007 General Budget is projected to be $.1799 as compared with $.1671 for 2006, resulting in an increase of $.0128.

The Selectboard acknowledges the increases in this year’s budget and since so many rising prices are out of our control, we feel that this is a very prudent and fiscally responsible budget. The warned articles in the 2007 budget will enable us to provide adequate service to our taxpayers and our residents, ensure a reasonable amount of social responsibility and help maintain and enhance our economic vitality.

The Swanton Selectboard would again like to thank all of our town employees and appointed and elected officials for their continued dedicated service.  It requires a tremendous amount of coordination and our employees and officials dedicating their time and talents to keep our local government functioning properly and efficiently.   We hope that you will bring your questions and comments to the informational meeting on Monday, February 26 at the Swanton Village Municipal Complex at 7:00 p.m.  This year, our annual informational meeting will also be televised live on Comcast Cable Channel 15.   We look forward to seeing you and strongly urge you to exercise your right and privilege to vote on Town Meeting Day, Tuesday, March 6.

Respectfully submitted,

Harold Garrett, Chairman
Sherry Holbrook

Daniel Billado 
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