Town of Newington, NH

CONSERVATION COMMISSION

Meeting Minutes for Thursday, April 9, 2015


Call to Order: 
Chair, Jane Hislop called the April 9, 2015 meeting 

at 6:30 p.m.

Present:
Chair, Jane Hislop; Sandy Devins; Ann Morton; Bill Murray; Jim Weiner; Alternate Jane Kendall; and Thomas Morgan, Town Planner,  

Public Guests:
Cindy Gunn; John Frink; Denis Hebert; Ms. Lulu Pickering

Announcements:

Chair Hislop introduced newly appointed Commissioner Sandy Devins. 

Ms. Cindy Gunn said she had been asked to step down. Chair Hislop said she spoke with the Board of Selectmen and was trying to resolve any misunderstandings. Commissioner Jane Kendall said she hoped that Ms. Gunn would remain on the Commission as she was offered much valuable insight from her years of experience.

1) Community Education: Spring for the Bay


Chair Hislop discussed provisions for refreshments. She said they had received twenty RSVPs.

2) Proposed Mitigation: Discussion on Eversource


Town Planner, Tom Morgan said Eversource would host a presentation on their proposal at the Town Hall on Thursday April 23, 2015 at 7 p.m. Planning Board Chair Denis Hebert said a forum showing displays would open at 5:30 p.m. followed by a presentation. He said Eversource was taking questions, but they might not give answers. He said Eversource would also do a presentation in Durham on Wednesday, April 22, 2015.

Mr. Morgan said a woman with Normandeau who was hired by Eversource to come before the Commission had contacted him, but was not in attendance. He said they were aware of wetlands impact that would require a permit from the Department of Environmental Services and that DES would require some form of mitigation. He said he would like it to be in Newington, but Ms. Laurie Summers at DES in Concord could answer the criteria more clearly. Mr. Morgan said there were a dozen projects in the Master Plan, but they were never ranked. Mr. Hebert said there might be other lands that were better since that list was done eight years ago and asked the commissioners to help identify mitigation areas for the town.

Mr. Morgan suggested the commissioners email their lists so he could compile them. Alternate Commissioner Jane Kendall asked Mr. Morgan to provide a copy of prime areas identified a few yrs ago. Mr. Morgan said he would bring the list to the next meeting. Ms. Gunn said she thought Mr. Morgan's “Planning Initiatives” that he passed out at the last Planning Board and Conservation Commission meetings were very good. Mr. Morgan said perhaps the Boards could come up with a hybrid solution together.

Chair Hislop suggested they consider cleaning up the Town Forest dump as mitigation. Mr. Morgan said he requested an estimate from Stonehill. Chair Hislop said there were also other environmental issues in the area that were listed in the Piscataqua Regional Estuaries Program (PREP) “Report Card” and there might be grants available. Mr. Morgan said they should consult Ms. Jill Ferrell with PREP who was most familiar with them. 

Chair Hislop asked if Eversource might consider purchasing an easement at Pease and Mr. Hebert said he asked if they would consider using the fenced off munitions area in the Great Bay National Wildlife that was already spoiled, but was told they were going to use right of way. He said he realized it was a Federal area and not a local decision, but they could suggest it as mitigation for impact.  

Ms. Lulu Pickering of Little Bay Road asked what power the Conservation Commission had if the town didn’t want Eversource to come through. Mr. Morgan said Eversource would file Dredge and Fill permits and DES would ask the Conservation Commission for comments. Ms. Pickering said she thought they should discuss more than mitigation.

Mr. Hebert said the Town was unlikely to stop the proposal because they had a right of way. Ms. Pickering said that was true for the gas pipeline too, but the Town negotiated going up Arboretum Drive. Mr. Hebert said the Town had asked Eversource to go along the other side of Arboretum Drive, through Great Bay Wildlife Refuge to the Spaulding Turnpike, but they said they wanted to go through the existing right of way. Ms. Pickering asked if there was a public right of way through Pease and Mr. Hebert replied that it was a private right of way. Ms. Pickering said the right of way hadn’t been changed in decades, but the Town zoning had since changed and they should follow the Zoning Ordinance.

Mr. John Frink of the Darius Frink Farm on Nimble Hill Road asked Mr. Hebert if the Town had a preference for burying the lines and Mr. Hebert replied they did. Mr. Hebert said the lines would go underground up to Hannah lane and they originally thought the FAA would force Eversource to put the rest of the lines underground, but it was determined it was not necessary because the lines would be under the glide scope, though that was debatable. Mr. Hebert said they had been asking questions for two years, but Eversource was not forthcoming and he thought the route they were proposing was ISO New England determined and approved. 

Mr. Frink asked if putting the lines underground would cost more and if it would affect local rate changes. Mr. Hebert said the FCC Evaluation Committee would listen to comments from Durham and Newington and would decide if there was any merit to go underground, but the problem was that even if they put them underground, the costs might be passed on to the ratepayers.

Mr. Hebert said there was no way to know yet if the lines would run above or under ground, but he knew it was going to happen and he thought the projected costs were exaggerated. Commissioner Jim Weiner asked what the projected costs were and Mr. Hebert said Eversource was saying it would cost 122 million dollars to run lines from Madbury to Newington station.

Mr. Hebert said Newington was just along the path and the project would severely impact the small town that was already being clobbered by Pease on one side and the Spaulding Turnpike on the other, so that was the reason it would be preferable to put the lines underground. The FCC said they could go underground, but FERC would determine how the costs would be distributed. Mr. Hebert said he was afraid Newington would be a sacrificial lamb. Ms. Pickering added that this was just the first phase and that there would be even more later that would impact Newington for decades. 

Ms. Pickering said because Newington was lucky if it ever had over 1,000 residents, and because it was so small, the view was that these projects would have the least impact on the least residents and that was how these projects got pushed through. Mr. Hebert said Hannah Lane would suffer the largest impact from the proposal. Ms. Pickering said when Pease took land for roads, they never paid for them. She said many businesses would benefit from new power line, but the town would continue to be carved up if they weren’t careful with regional planning initiatives for the utilities. Ms. Pickering said Eversource wasn’t giving Newington the chance to be involved in planning and other alternatives and that mitigation was insufficient compensation.

Mr. Frink said there were a lot of wetlands between his land and the Pickering’s property and he wondered if it would be problematic putting heavy equipment through the area. Mr. Hebert said he thought they would do coring. Ms. Pickering said the lines went through the bottom of her field, but she didn’t care if a pole was larger, her concern was the impact of the project on Newington long after she was gone and she wanted to see a long term approach, rather than short term proposals. Mr. Hebert said they were still trying to find out who would pay to put the lines underground. Ms. Pickering said don’t know who would pay and they shouldn’t let it be a scare tactic.

Mr. Hebert said they asked Eversource to look at other options, but they were told they couldn’t. Commissioner Sandy Devins asked what other options were considered and Mr. Hebert said initially there were four route options to run the lines north or south of Great Bay or underground in addition to their current proposal to run through town along the right of way, which would impact a lot of residential homes.

Mr. Hebert said the proposed lines would not provide sufficient energy in ten years, whereas an auto transformer to step down lines at Newington station would cost an additional 25 million dollars, but would last 30-40 years and the transformer was already in the yard and there would be no wetlands impact. Mr. Hebert said ISO New England was looking at what they called an overall “reliability project”, spending hundreds of millions in Connecticut, but local ratepayers were already paying the costs. He said power lines were the least reliable things, but it was hard to destroy a transformer.

Chair Hislop asked if there had been any congressional involvement and Mr. Hebert said they were already involved with the Northern Pass project, and were calling this the New England reliability project in case a line went down. He said Eversource had announced that they were selling their generating plants, including the Newington station and were now in the business of distribution instead of transmission; and they probably intended to tie in with the Northern Pass and bring in cheap hydropower from Canada. Mr. Hebert said although they denied it, there was an article in the paper for a dinner presentation to review cheap power for businesses. 

Mr. Morgan said some were calling it the southern pass and the power was heading toward Portsmouth and beyond. He said they hadn’t discussed modernizing the Newington station, but if they did, we wouldn’t be reliant on foreign power; however, they didn’t want to because they stood to make more money bringing in cheap power from Canada. Mr. Hebert said breaking up the former PSNH after deregulation was a bad idea because they were now selling power plants and charging fees to rate payers.

Mr. Hebert said a step-down station would also negate the need to go through Newington. Commissioner Weiner said a business case could be built on savings by investing further into the future Chair Hislop agreed that an economic argument might make more of an impression. Mr. Hebert said although Eversource’s calculations didn’t make sense, he was afraid that big business could present their own estimates to make sense for anything they wanted. Ms. Gunn agreed that they shouldn’t synthesize information from Eversource.

Ms. Pickering said when Pease was going in, they wanted to take control of the town and demolish houses at end of runway. She said the only thing that slowed them down was when residents said no. She said people from the Governor’s office wouldn’t listen to residents and would only listen to someone with more clout. She went on to say that so far they were working with unnamed bureaucrats and she thought it would be better to have the Board of Selectmen, Conservation Commission and Planning Board work with the Congressional delegation. Mr. Hebert said he, Mr. Morgan, the Board of Selectmen, Town Administrator, Martha Roy and two attorneys had been working together.

Ms. Pickering said they needed to know who to send letters to. Mr. Hebert said they had attorneys to help write letters, but they needed a grass roots group that would be willing to speak to the FCC site evaluation committee, adding that Mr. Morgan was putting out notices to all residents in town.

Ms. Gunn said she would like to volunteer adding that she thought it would be helpful to approach Congressional delegates. Mr. Hebert said he thought the attorneys would recommend the best approach. 

Ms. Pickering wondered if they should contact the NH Utilities Commission. Ms. Gunn said the Federal Regulatory Commission was whom they should contact and she said she would look into how that process worked.  Ms. Gunn said she was supportive of Newington, but suggested moving away from a local focus argument that wouldn’t hold much water with Congressional delegates because they were not so interested in Newington, but how they did business worldwide. She said they should point out that ISO New England and Eversource was setting an economic model that was not sustainable. 

Mr. Morgan said he liked the idea of shifting the focus to a broader region and into the future beyond current needs. He said investing in foreign power was ass backwards and that they should be looking at upgrading the Newington power station instead of selling it.

Ms. Gunn said ISO was terrified of more blackouts in southern Connecticut so they were in a reactionary mode as well. Chair Hislop said the ice storms beginning in 1998 hit Canada transformers worse than the U.S.

Ms. Pickering commented that Pease came in because they looked at what was best for the State, not Newington and the State made the same decision with Pease Development Authority (PDA), the expansion of the National Guard and the Spaulding Turnpike. She said they tried to have a voice by getting representatives from Newington on the PDA Board of Directors, but the State made sure other representatives could out vote local representatives.

Mr. Hebert said it was clear that the State leadership understood electric and gas power coming to New Hampshire and would be willing to sacrifice a few homes in Newington for the sake of more energy users throughout the State. He said for that reason they needed to look at the big picture and worse case scenario if they put in above ground power lines and how to compensate property owners that would be impacted. Ms. Pickering said they should continue to engage people in the meantime. 

Correspondence and Invoices:

Bill Murray moved to approve the payment of $326.98 for the printing for the Spring on the Bay presentation. Jane Kendall seconded the motion and all were in favor.

Jane Kendall moved to approve payment of the $215 annual fee for the NH Conservation Commissioners Association. Chair Hislop seconded the motion and  all were in favor.

Minutes:
Sandy Devins moved to approve the Minutes for the March 12, 2015 meeting. Bill Murray seconded and all were in favor.
Announcements & Discussions:

Chair Hislop said she received a promotion for the book, “Big Trees in New Hampshire: Short Hikes to the Biggest Trees” and suggested if the Commission might purchase and donate to library. Alternate Commissioner Kendall said she thought the Langdon Library already had copy.

Mr. Morgan mentioned that there was a directive from the Board of Selectmen to post all meetings.

Mr. Morgan said there was some confusion on members.  Chair Hislop said she had suggested Ms. Gunn be an alternate. She said reviewed the RSA’s, which said they could not have less than three members or more than seven. She said she would request putting Ms. Gunn back on the Commission. 

Bill Murray made a motion that Chair Hislop go before the Board of Selectmen to request that Cynthia Gunn be reappointed as an alternate. Sandy Devins seconded the motion and all were in favor.

Chair Hislop said one third of the members would be expired and need to be renewed or replaced each year. She said the slate was wiped clean in previous years, but shouldn’t have. Mr. Morgan said the Town Clerk said she provided the information for the Town Report, but it was put in wrong.

Ms. Gunn said the point was to serve terms so members wouldn’t expire all at once. Mr. Morgan said they needed to check with the Town Clerk to confirm if she was appointed to finish Justin Richardson's term. Ms. Gunn said she was told it was a three-year term. Commissioner Ann Morton said she came on same time. Chair Hislop said Commissioner Murray also came on same time. Ms. Gunn said there was a delay in her appointment because she was a renter and had not been a resident for a full year, yet she was appointed to the Historic District Commission without any issue and didn’t believe there should be any discrimination against renters. 

Adjournment: 
The meeting adjourned at 8:27 p.m. 

Next Meeting:
Thursday, May 21, 2015

Respectfully

Submitted by: 
Jane K. Kendall, Recording Secretary
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