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TOWN OF TOPSHAM 

SELECT BOARD MEETING 

DONALD A. RUSSELL MEETING ROOM AND VIA ZOOM 

INTERVIEWS AT 5:55 P.M.- REGULAR MEETING AT 6:30 P.M. 

SEPTEMBER 5, 2024 

________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

MEMBERS PRESENT: Roland Tufts 

Marie Brillant 

    Ann Callahan 

    Ryan Holmes 

    Matt Nixon (present via Zoom) 

             

MEMBER(S) ABSENT: All present 

     

STAFF PRESENT: Town Manager, Mark Waltz; Assistant Town Manager, Jeff 

Emerson; Assessor Justin Hennessey; Police Chief, Marc Hagan; 

Finance Director, Cathy Ricker; and Recreation Director Pam 

LeDuc 

 

A meeting of the Topsham Select Board was held on Thursday, September 5, 2024 in the Donald 

A. Russell Meeting Room at the Municipal Building and via Zoom for members and/or interested 

citizens who may wish to participate from home.  Chair Tufts called the meeting to order at 6:30 

p.m. (The Board met informally at 5:55 to conduct interviews.) 

 

PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE/ROLL CALL 
 

Everyone was invited to stand and recite the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag. The Roll Call was 

taken, and it was noted that all Board members were present, either in person or by Zoom. 

 

TOWN MANAGER'S REPORT   

 

• Many of our town committees took time off in August for a much-deserved break but are back 

at work.  The town calendar on the website has information on meeting dates. 

 

• So far, we have had papers returned by the incumbents for the Select Board seat and three 

School Board seats up for election.  An additional candidate has taken out papers for the 3-

year MSAD #75 School Board seat, but has not yet returned them.  Any candidate papers are 

due by 3:00 p.m. tomorrow. (September 6) 

 

• Absentee ballots may be requested now.  The ballots will be mailed out in October to those 

who have requested them. Early voting begins October 7th and will include in-person voting 

in the Donald A. Russell meeting room. 
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• On September 10, from 9:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. LIHEAP is taking fuel assistance applications 

in the Donald A. Russell Meeting Room. No appointment is necessary. 

 

• MSAD 75 is looking for community members to serve on a steering committee for strategic 

planning and has asked for assistance publicizing it.  For more information, please see the link 

on front page of the Town website.  

 

Mark M. Waltz 

Town Manager 

  

BOARD AND COMMITTEE REPORTS AND UPDATES  

 

UPDATE FROM THE COMMUNITY CENTER COMMITTEE 

 

Steve Kessler and Alyson Cary-Blais with Architect Mark Lee of Harriman & Associates reported 

their findings to the Board of work in progress regarding a community center for Topsham.  Mr. 

Kessler said the group looked at all available and potential facilities.  Ms. Cary-Blais explained 

the work of the 6 focus groups, 5 of which are made up of Topsham citizens. The group put together 

a sampling of areas of interest, what citizens want and have used this to put together a Town-wide 

Feasibility Survey.  The survey ran from March through April with 630 “yesses” and 63 “no’s.”  

 

Even knowing the expense of such a project as a community center, people still expressed an 

interest.  Approximately 100 folks expressed a willingness to donate.  End result showed that 70% 

of the town wants a community center and the Board was urged to move forward with the project. 

 

Following the update, Board members were asked to comment.  Mr. Holmes said our community 

is growing and having a since of community is a good thing.  He added that the project would have 

to pass with a Town Meeting vote, and questioned how long would it take for ground to be broken.  

Mark Lee, an Architect from Harriman & Associates, responded from 6 to 8 months for plans and 

approval and 1-1/2 years for construction. Question was asked if we were putting the horse before 

the cart to work on design and shouldn’t we identify land first. Mr. Lee said he would not start 

design until either a building or land was identified.  

 

Board member Callahan told the group that her heart is with the Committee and thanked the group 

for their effort.  She added that they did a great job.  At closing, Mr. Holmes emphasized there was 

a need for many activities and said we need to be sure the Community Center encompasses 

everyone, not just children, and we need to think of what future direction we are going. Pam Leduc, 

Recreations Director came to the podium and said we want a place to see and greet the people we 

live with.  We really do not have a downtown and the Center is needed to be a place that welcomes 

all ages.  Board member Nixon said his children have to go to Bath and only 16% of children get 

to go.  He asked if community center operational staff was looked at and what impact the project 

would have on the tax burden.  

 

PUBLIC COMMENT – None noted. 
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 CORRESPONDENCE  

 

 It was noted that an e-mail had been received a couple weeks ago from a resident with concerns 

relative to a conflict of interest.  Town Manager Waltz is working on researching the issue and 

more will be reported.  

 

 ADJUSTMENTS TO THE AGENDA – None noted. 

 

 CONSENT CALENDAR 

 

APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES OF THE REGULAR SELECT BOARD MEETING OF 

AUGUST 15, 2024 
 

Motion was made by Ms. Callahan, seconded by Ms. Brillant, and it was 

 

 VOTED 

  To approve the minutes of the August 15, 2024 meeting as written. 
 

  (The vote was 4 in favor with one abstention [Mr. Nixon[). 

   

PUBLIC HEARING – None noted. 

 

UNFINISHED BUSINESS – None noted. 

 

OLD BUSINESS – None noted. 

 

NEW BUSINESS  

 

24-69 CONSIDERATION AND ANY APPROPRIATE ACTION TO: a) ISSUE A 

CHARGE AND TERM TO THE COMMUNITY CENTER COMMITTEE; b) 

RETAIN PROFESSIONAL ASSISTANCE FOR THE COMMITTEE; AND c) 

INSTRUCT THE TOWN MANAGER TO IDENTIFY POSSIBLE COMMUNITIY 

CENTER SITES 

 

In a memo from the Town Manager dated August 27, 2024 It was noted that the Community Center 

Committee has completed its current charge and Harriman & Associates has completed the work 

it was contracted to perform.  Mr. Waltz added that if the Select Board desires to proceed with the 

project, the next step would be to identify a site, develop a preliminary design and obtain a cost 

estimate. Chair Tufts said we do want to move forward and it will be important to find a location 

for the Center.   

 

Motion was made by Ms. Callahan, seconded by Mr. Holmes, and it was  

 

VOTED 

 To charge the Community Center Committee as follows: 

 

1. To work with the Town Manager’s office to investigate potential land locations; 
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2. To work with Town staff and Harriman & Associates to develop a building conceptual 

design; and 

 

3. To assist and identify funding opportunities for the Community Center, potential local 

partnerships, and community outreach; and 

 

4. To review other local community centers to gain insight into operating cost fund raisings 

and recommended management of a facility.  

 

5. The Committee’s term shall be extended to September 5, 2025 and its current members 

may continue to serve.  The Committee shall periodically report back progress on the 

charge to the Select Board so that it may provide input and guidance should it choose to do 

so.  
 (The vote was 4 in favor with one opposed [Ms. Brillant]). 

 

Motion was made by Ms. Callahan, seconded by Mr. Holmes, and it was 

  

 VOTED 

  To authorize the Town Manager to execute a Contract Amendment with Harriman & 

Associates for a Community Center Preliminary Design and cost estimate in the amount of 

$22,000, with the funding to come from the Topsham Community Fund.  
 

 (The vote was 4 in favor with one opposed [Ms. Brillant]). 

 

Motion was made by Ms. Callahan, seconded by Mr. Holmes, and it was 

  

 VOTED 

  To instruct the Town Manager to work with the Community Center Committee and 

Harriman & Associates to identify possible Community Center sites.  The Town Manager 

should report to the Select Board on the viability of potential sites so that it may determine 

whether it authorizes the Town Manager to enter into negotiations with respect to a 

particular site(s). 
 

 (The vote was 4 in favor with one opposed [Ms. Brillant]). 

 

24-70 CONSIDERATION AND ANY APPROPRIATE ACTION TO CARRY OVER THE 

AMOUNTS FROM FY24 AS DETAILED IN MEMO 

 

Finance Director Cathy Ricker reviewed her memo of August 21, 2024 to the Board and requested 

the following amounts in the FY24 budget be carried forward to the FY25 year. 

 

$1,476,659 From Department 19960 Capital Programs. 

$86,928 From Department 11125, Contractual Services line 503040, 

Professional Services.  This is 100% TIF money currently 

being used for the ReCode Project. 

$67,984 From Department 17728-507075, Payroll Adjustment. 

$5,000 From 14423 Library, for their new telephone system. 

$7,000 From 11104-504050, Central Services:  Leases/Licenses for 

GIS expansion. 
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During discussion it was understood that this money has a purpose for projects not yet completed.  

This money will be used for the proposed projects and will not end up in surplus.  

  

Motion was made by Ms. Callahan, seconded by Mr. Holmes, and it was unanimously 

 

 VOTED 

  To carry over the amounts from FY2024 carried forward to FY2025 as detailed in memo 

from Cathy Ricker dated August 21, 2024.  

 

24-71 CONSIDERATION AND ANY APPROPRIATE ACTION ON DETERMINING  

AMOUNT OF SURPLUS TO BE ALLOCATED TO OFFSET THE FY2025 TAX 

COMMITMENT  

 

Town Manager Waltz said the goal is to have a relatively even tax rate. Finance Director Ricker 

included drafts of the end of year financial statements for 2024 for the Board to review.  The 

assigned fund balance is expected to be $6,350,383 (if $1,873,754 of surplus is applied to offset 

the FY 2025 tax commitment).   

 

Amount of surplus applied to offset the tax commitment in recent years is as follows: 

 

 FY2020 - $   188,313 

 FY2021 - $1,047,287 

 FY2022 - $1,389,988 

 FY2023 - $3,365,306  (the year a bond was called and paid off early) 

 FY2024 - $   353,080 

 

Three different scenarios were suggested by the Town Manager after meeting with Finance 

Director Ricker, Assessor Hennessey, and Assistant Town Manager Emerson for consideration 

regarding the amount of unallocated surplus to use to offset this years’ net tax commitment. 

 

Scenario 1:  When this year’s budget was developed, it was anticipated that surplus in the amount 

of $1,837,754 would be used to offset the tax commitment.  Once the final numbers from the 

county, school and revenue sources from the State are considered, this results in a net increase of 

the tax commitment of approximately 5.5%.  This is a large number, but capital expenses were 

also increased by $1M in this year’s budget, so it was anticipated that surplus would be used to 

fund the one-time capital expenditures. 

 

Scenario 2:  In order to reduce the amount of surplus used to the amount utilized last year 

($353,000), plus the $1M in increased capital expenditures, the amount of surplus used would be 

reduced to $1,353,000.  This would result in a net commitment which is 8% more than last year. 

 

Scenario 3:  A third scenario for consideration would expend $2,300,000 of surplus.  While $1M 

of this covers increased capital costs and $1.3M would essentially be offsetting “normal expenses” 

(though in the past couple years, the “normal” expenses include between $1.75M and $2M of 

capital expense).  This would result in a net commitment which is approximately 3.5% more than 

last year. 
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Town Manager Waltz said, in order to determine the final tax commitment, Assessor Hennessey 

needs instruction on how much surplus the Select Board desires to apply. Once the surplus is 

applied, the remaining amount will be raised through property taxes.  

 

Town Manager Waltz said staff recommended Scenario 3.   

 

During discussion Board member Nixon expressed that $6 million surplus is more than necessary. 

He said “We have to do a better job.”   

 

Motion was made by Ms. Callahan, seconded by Mr. Holmes, and it was unanimously 

 

 VOTED 

  To allocate surplus funds in the amount of $2.3 million to the FY2025 tax commitment.    

 

24-72 CONSIDERATION AND ANY APPROPRIATE ACTION TO AUTHORIZE THE 

POLICE CHIEF TO DEVELOP A COMFORT DOG PROGRAM PROPOSAL 

FOR THE FY 2026 BUDGET, WITH THE FINAL APPROVAL DEPENDENT ON 

THE AMOUNT OF FUNDS THE AMERICAN LEGION RAISES, AS WELL AS 

THE IMPACT ON THE TOWN BUDGET TO BE DECIDED AS PART OF THE 

BUDGET PROCESS 

 

Police Chief Marc Hagan told the Board that the Police Department has been presented with an 

opportunity to start a “Comfort Dog Program” for placement in local schools.   

 

He introduced American Legion Commander Jim Burak.  Mr. Burak reported that Corey Garber 

Post 202 gives much emotional support to the importance of children.  He said it would be great 

to have a comfort dog at school for children in need.  The Legion has already raised $3,500 toward 

this goal. It is hoped this program would help local school aged youth that may have suffered from 

trauma or, who suffer from various stages of anxiety.  

 

Board member Brillant asked, if you do raise the money for the dog, won’t there be other expenses 

for training, vet appointments etc.? 

 

Chief Hagan responded that he has met with an officer with a comfort dog from the York Police 

Department who is a leader in the comfort dog program in Maine and also has spoken with a New 

Hampshire kennel specializing in breeding English Labrador support dogs, that has canines in law 

enforcement agencies in every state in New England.  He said relatively new to the State of Maine, 

law enforcement agencies across the country use emotional support dogs for everything from 

community outreach to meeting with victims of trauma and abuse.  There are reportedly over 90 

dogs being  used by law enforcement entities in Massachusetts alone.  He said studies have shown 

that support dogs tend to lower stress and anxiety in those around them and can also be a great 

comfort in times of sudden loss.  This program would be a support tool for our own first responders 

in dealing with trauma on a regular basis.    

 

Mr. Hagan said the start-up costs for a comfort dog program are roughly $10,000.  This includes 

puppy, crate, veterinary expenses, leaches, dog bed, harness, heat sensor and alarms for cruiser, 

car seat cover for cruiser, obedience training, e-collar, water/food bowls, etc. The recurring costs 
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are roughly $2,800 annually.  This includes food, vet fees, pet insurance, therapy dog membership, 

treats, etc.  

 

Question was asked what would happen to the dog if an officer handling it leaves?  Response was 

that the dog belongs to the Town of Topsham, so it would be assigned to another officer or kept at 

the station until an officer is identified.  Board member Holmes commended the Police Department 

for looking into this possibility. 

 

Board member Callahan said in order to get a different opinion, she made a phone call to a therapy 

dog trainer to find out if this would be in competition with any other program being held in Maine.  

She said “absolutely not; if the police are involved, let them move forward.”  She lives in Maine 

half of the year and in Florida the other half of the year; she trains in both places.  She said there 

are many dog therapy programs in Florida. When you think about how much money we spend in 

this town every two weeks, I think $10,000, even in an off year, I do not think $10,000 is 

outrageous. I think it has a lot of potential to help a lot of kids who are going through a lot of 

things.  If it makes a difference in one child’s life, I think it would be good.    

 

Board member Holmes added that it is to be commended that our Departments are looking to do 

things to improve public safety and get a better vision of what public safety looks like.  It is not 

just that a scary police officer is going to arrest you and pull you over, and is someone to be afraid 

of.  It’s individuals who are part of our Town to help our citizens. This project  is worthwhile to 

look at.   

 

 Motion was made by Mr. Nixon, seconded by Ms. Brillant, and it was unanimously 

 

 VOTED 

  To authorize the Police Chief to develop a Comfort Dog Program proposal for the FY2026 

budget, with final approval dependent on the amount of funds the American Legion raises 

as well as the impact on the Town Budget and well be decide as part of the budget process. 

 

24-73 CONSIDERATION AND ANY APPROPRIATE ACTION ON APPOINTMENTS 

TO THE HISTORY COMMITTEE AND TOPSHAM HOUSING AUTHORITY 

 

Motion was made by Ms. Callahan, seconded by Ms. Brillant, and it was 

 

 VOTED 

  To appoint Michael Chonko to the Topsham Housing Authority and appoint Jay Hummel 

to the History Committee.   
 

  (The vote was 4 in favor with one abstention [Mr. Nixon]). 

 

24-74 CONSIDERATION AND ANY APPROPRIATE ACTION TO AUTHORIZE THE 

TOWN MANAGER TO EXECUTE THE PROPOSED MEMORANDUM OF 

AGREEMENT REGARDING STREETLIGHT ELECTRICITY REIMBURSE-

MENT WITH THE RIVER RIDGE CONDOMINIUM ASSOCIATION 

 

Motion was made by Ms. Callahan, seconded by Ms. Brillant and it was unanimously 
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 VOTED 

  To authorize the Town Manager to execute the proposed Memorandum of Agreement 

regarding streetlight electricity reimbursement with the River Ridge Condominium 

Association, as written in the memo from Town Manager Waltz dated August 27, 2024. 

 

EXECUTIVE SESSION – None noted.  

 

ADJOURNMENT 

 

Motion was made by Mr. Holmes, seconded by Ms. Brillant, and it was unanimously  

 

VOTED 

 To adjourn the meeting at 8:10 p.m. 

 

         Respectfully submitted,  

 

 

         _______________________________ 

         Patty Williams, Recording Secretary  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


