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OPINION ¥

FinCom recommends
‘ho’ vote on ambulance

Editor s note: Uchenick, a member of the
Topsfield Funance Committee, gave portions
of thus preseniation at the League of Women
Voters Candidate’s Night held wn Topsfield
on Tuesday evenng.

The Board of Selectmen has chosen to put
two articles on the warrant for a town-
owned, operated and managed, fee-for-ser-
vice ambulance service Two ovemde arti-
cles associated with this service would also
have 1o pass at the ballot for thus to happen.
The costs for this service 1n the first year
would be about $110,000 for stafling — and
this 15 for only half of the year — and
$170,000 for the purchase of two new ambu-
lances for a total first year cost of $280,000,
afier deducting reimbursements by medical
msurers. The selectmen had appointed a
commitiee 1o study the desirability and feasr-
bility of a 10wn-owned system. That com-
mittee, consisting of dedicated and compe-
tent ndividuals, decided to present the facts,
as they understood them but made no rec-
ommendation as to whether the town should
proceed. The selecimen, however, endorsed
the proposal Then, it became the job of the
Finance Committee (FinComto evaluate
the proposal and determine whether or not 1o
recommend this project to the town

The FinCom had numerous meetings with
the selectmen and with the commitiee
apponted by the selectmen, We, of course,
recerved substuntiad input from the Topsfield
Fire Chief In additon, we have read the key
preces of medical research on emergency
medicine, Because we are talking about so
much money we wanted to be confident of
our grounding,

The FinCom unarumously voted to rec-
ommend no action on this proposal for five
1e4sons:

e The existing system with Lyons Ambu-
lance works quite well for the relauvely
modest cost of about $50,000 per year The
study committee appointed by the sclect-
men, 1n fact, observed exactly this,

e Medical need We know from the
research recommended to us by the commit-
tge that the key to saving lives 1s how quick-

Jy a defibrillator can arrive at the scene of a
medical emergency. The FinCom has
always supported defibrillators in Topsfield
for the pelice and fire first responders. Tops-
field's first responders are all so equipped.
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mend the article and the ovemde. But we are
convinced that this 15 not the case. The key
concern raised by the fire chief was the diffi-
culty of recrmiting call firefighters/first
responders during the daytime and week-
ends. To address this, the FinCom has rec-
ommended ncreasing the fire department
budget by $80,000 m order to provide ade-
quate staffing. Note, however, that the fire
cluef would continue to want this $80,000
whether the town goes into the ambulance
business or not.

o Management. I'd also hike to pont out
that the Lown's ability to manage a complex
undertaking such as this could be senously
questioned In fact, the town 1s hiring a town
manager but that won't happen for a couple
of years. Afier that happens we can reassess
the 1ssue of management, but unul then, we
should not overburden the fire department
with the difficulty of doubling its size, aking
on the burdens of Lyons Ambulance Ser-
vice, and all the other difficulties and com-
plexaues of managing this proposal, Adding
to 1t at this ume would be unwise. There 1s no
question about the quality of the fire depart-
ment's service, They simply have had a daffi-
cult time in managing estimated call num-
bers and thus their required budget. To more
than double the budget from three to eight
full-ume firefighters and thewr responsibili-
ues, we believe, 1s Inviting trouble.

e Risk. There are many of us who beheve
that this proposal puts the 1own at risk and
slarts us down a financial road of no return.
The first nsk 1s disconndcting from a system
that works to experiment with an untried
system with questionable stafling. To be spe-
cific, under the new proposal the firehouse
would be staffed with two firefighters at any
time. When the ambulance with two fire
fighters 1s making a run to the hospital, who,
then, would be left in town to handle a fire or
medical emergency” Having made this
major increase in the fire department
staffing, equipment and budget, the first ime
an ambulance 1s making a run while another
emergency anses, we will be asked for more
staffing and budget to make the system
work. Together these 1ssues will likely lead

Bylaw articles up for
change at Town Meeting

series of warrant articles relat-
A ing to Topsfield's Zoning and

General Bylaws will appear
on this year's annual Town Meeting
warrant. Some of these by-laws result
from recommendations of the Master
Planning Commuttee during the EO
418 planmung process and other town
boards and commuttees; some update
portions of the bylaws that have not
been reviewed for over 20 years; and
some correct omissions or procedural
problems in Topsfield's bylaws, They
cluster around four major areas of con-
cern* agricullure, natural and historic
resource protecuon, housing and eco-
nomic development.

Agriculture: The Department of
Agnculture is encouraging communi-
ties Lo establish Agnicultural Conumis-
sions and to adopt “Right to Farm”
by-laws in order to foster and protect
farming, an important sector of the
economy, in the commonwealth
Agricultural Commussions have ne
statutory authority, but they do pro-
vide a forum for farmers and ciuzens
concerned with agriculture to orga-
nize educational programs and pro-
mote agricultural activities. Right to
Farm by-laws simply restate the Mas-
sachusetts General Law relative lo
commercial agnculture in order to
highlight the nghts of farmers to farm,
At the same ume, they clanfy who is
protected under these laws The pur-
pose of such by-laws 1s to foster posi-
tive relauons between [armers and
residents and among neighbors.

Natural and Historic Resource Pro-
tection: Natural resource protection is
an important part of long-range plan-
ning for any community, The
Stormwater and Erosion Control Gen-
eral By-law, developed by the
Metropolitan Area Planning Commut-
tee and the Stormwater Management
Commuttee through a grant from the
Executive Office of Environmental

SITTING IN

BY TIE TOPSFIELD PLANNING BOARD

Alffairs, establishes a single permulting
process for managing storm water, a
major source of erosion and water
quality degradation. The by-law will
streamline and make more effective
the current process that requires the
review of multiple boards and leaves
certain endangered areas unprotected,
Topsfield's water supply is imited and
under significant pressure from the
commoniwealth and by new develop-
ment. The town’s infrastructure,
including schools and emergency ser-
vices, are strained, The Phased
Growlh by-law is designed to phase in
new growth 1n an orderly and efficient
fashion. The Route 1 comdor south of
the Ipswich Raver 1s largely conserva-
tien land or land set aside for future
water needs in the region. At the same
ume, this stretch of lughway 1s one of
the last undisturbed and scenic sec-
tions of Old Route 1. The Scenic
Overlay Zone establishes design
guidehnes for the locauon of buildings
and for screening of structures 1o be
apphied 1n the review of new develop-
ment in thus area,

Heusingz Affordable housing 1s a
critical problem 1n the common-
wealth. Topsfield's current Elderly
Housing By-law makes no provision
for the inclusion of affordable hous-
ng. Further, 1t is in need of revision to
update it for the 21st century. Revi-
stons to the article will require the
inclusion of affordable housing units
in new Elderly Housing Districts or
cash contributions by a developer to
town in heu of such affordable hous-
ing units so that the town can develop
or promote the development of
affordable housing. The Affordable
Housing Trust Fund by-law establish-
es the mechanism for the town to

receive funds, plan affordable hous-
ing and expend funds to create afford-
able housing 1n Topsfield. A new
Elderly Housing District at 120 High
Street 1s also on the warrant,
Economic development: The final
category of by-laws coming before
voters al the annual Town Meeting
relates to economic development
Topsfield currently relies on single
fanuly homes for 93 percent of its tax
revenues. Commercial development
is an important source of tax rev-
enues, Moreover, it can provide nec-
essary services to the cinzens of the
town, The Table of Uses in Article 111
of the Zoning Bylaw dictates what
uses are permitted 1n the various zon-
ing distncts of the Town and the Defi-
nitions in Article I define the terms in
the Table of Uses and elsewhere in the
Zoning Bylaws. Revisions to these
iwo Anicles are designed [0 increase
economic activity in SElgcled areas
Two uses are proposed 1o be allowed
ruE—EN_/—'\_rs pecial permit; Nufsmg and Com-
_munity Care Faciliues and Confer-
ence and Event Facility, Both uses
could be utilized on large properties
that otherwise might be residentially

developed, and both uses could pro-
vide important community services.

In addiuion, the extension of certain
uses to the business park are being
proposed to stimulate econemic
development in that area that is
already devoted to commercial uses.
Finally, the addition of one lot is pro-
posed for the business village.

In short, the proposed warrant arti-
cles are designed 1o promote econom-
1c development, enable affordable
housing production, protect natural
resources, and support the agricultural
community of Topsfield.

This column was submitted by
Topsfield Planming Board member
Martha Morrison on behalf of the
Bead
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