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Candidates for the Board of Selectmen squared off Sunday, Oct. 25, at a debate hosted by the League of Women Voters of Weston, at Norfield Parish Hall.

Jean Rabinow of the state league acted as moderator, and posed questions to first selectman candidates, Gayle Weinstein (D) and Dan Gilbert (R), and selectman candidates, Dave Muller (D) and Britta Lerner (R).

In her opening statement, Ms. Weinstein, who is currently serving on the Board of Selectmen, said last Thursday she knocked on her 1,000th door as part of her campaign. “The one thing I noticed is, a lot of people in Weston have big, scary dogs,” she joked.

She also acknowledged that during the past two years she has undergone a steep learning curve and has gained a lot of knowledge from serving on the board.

Dr. Gilbert, a retired organizational psychologist with General Electric, started by saying that one of the things he liked about Weston was the town took the time to care for people. “It’s a privilege to be part of that town,” he said.

Questions
The first five questions were posed to just the first selectman candidates.

1. What do you see as the most serious challenge facing the town of Weston in the next two years and how will you address this issue?
Both candidates agreed that taxes and the budget were the most serious issues.

Ms. Weinstein said it was important that the upcoming budget was affordable, accountable, and transparent.

“Every place you can find a savings, take it,” Dr. Gilbert said. He also supported green energy initiatives.

2. In an effort to make it easier for seniors to remain in their homes, Weston created elderly tax abatement. These abated amounts are never repaid to the town. With the total of these abatements now above $500,000, is it time to consider changing to a deferral program only?
Dr. Gilbert said it was not time to change the program. He noted that he himself is a senior, although he does not use the abatement programs. He said tax relief programs help seniors in need. “I am glad we look at that need and satisfy that need,” he said.

Ms. Weinstein said she kept her promise to support elderly tax relief. “We have one of the best programs in the state when it comes to tax abatement and deferment,” she said.

3. In an effort to increase our investment interest, the Board of Finance has recommended to the Board of Selectmen that the town invest in Fanny Mae, Freddy Mac, or Ginny Mae type securities. Are you comfortable with investments of this type?
Ms. Weinstein said she was comfortable with mortgage-backed security investments, and had voted in favor of investing in them at a recent selectmen’s meeting.

She noted that the town’s current investments were performing very poorly. “It is projected there will be a $250,000 deficit in investment interest. I am hoping we can increase revenues by investing in mortgage-backed securities,” she said.

Dr. Gilbert, on the other hand, was uncomfortable with the town’s change in investment strategy.

“There is an ‘implicit’ as opposed to an ‘explicit’ guarantee that the new investments will do well. I think we need to take a pause. As first selectman, I will take another look at the broker/dealer to make sure it is the right person.”

4. What is your view regarding expansion of commercial services in Weston’s town center?
Dr. Gilbert said that Weston looks the way it does because of zoning regulations. He has heard some people say they want increased services but don’t want Weston’s character to change.

He mentioned there is a tract of land behind the Weston Shopping Center that someday the owners may want to develop. He said if that were to happen, the public would be part of the process.

Ms. Weinstein said she personally misses the dry cleaning business that left town. At P&Z meetings held on the Plan of Conservation and Development, Ms. Weinstein said the number one concern was business development, but because of the way the question was worded it was difficult to tell if people favored more development or less.

“The ultimate decision is up to the public, and I would need to hear from them. Only one quarter of one percent of property taxes comes from the shopping center. There would need to be a lot more commercial development before there would be a tax break,” she said.

5. Would you consider changing the role of first selectman to a full-time position and eliminating the town administrator to reduce the excess costs of town government? Why or why not?
Ms. Weinstein said that even though the position of first selectman is technically a part-time job, the hours required were more than part time. She said the town manager position is very important to the operation of the town.

Dr. Gilbert said with him and his running mate, they would be in Weston 24/7. “You will get two full-time people for two years,” he said. He also supported having the current town manager, Tom Landry, for another two years as well.

Selectmen
The first selectman candidates answered the following questions, as well as selectmen candidates David Muller, who is currently a member of the finance board, and Britta Lerner, a full-time mother and past president of the Norfield Children’s Center.

1. In the first quarter of the current fiscal year, there have been more than $720,000 in supplemental appropriations ($68,611 for Kids in Crisis counselor, $544,000 to C&H Electric in lawsuit settlement, $92,011 prepayment on $500,000 fire truck, $9,052 for CL&P meter study for a fuel cell, and $6,895 for photovoltaic panels for central office). Do these appropriations belong in the budget where they can be debated by Weston taxpayers?
Mr. Muller said the largest appropriation, for the lawsuit settlement, was something that couldn’t be budgeted for. “Things come up during the year you can’t plan for,” he said.

Dr. Gilbert said supplemental appropriations are a challenge and should only be expended in the case of an emergency.

Ms. Weinstein noted that the town actually realized savings by prepaying for the fire truck and saving interest, paying for the CL&P study in an effort to fund a fuel cell that could save the town money, and buying the photovoltaic panels that would be matched by getting the same amount for free.

Ms. Lerner said supplemental appropriations require fiscal discipline and there must be a better way to manage that.

2. Weston’s charter is over 40 years old and has not been thoroughly reviewed in 33 years. Would you encourage and support charter revision at this time?
All candidates agreed it would be a good time to review the town charter.

3. Citizens Audit Committees are being formed in a number of towns in Connecticut. They are a watchdog group of town volunteers who help lower property taxes by reviewing budgets for their towns and schools. If elected would you support and, more importantly, would you work with one if it were formed in Weston? Would you support transparency by letting the CAC post savings opportunities on the town’s Web site, along with the action taken or not taken by the respective town committee?
Ms. Weinstein said the town has Weston for Fiscal Responsibility, which stepped up during the budget process, and WISE, a school budget group. “We should listen to what people say,” she said.

Ms. Lerner said she thinks these groups are born out of uneasiness over taxes. “We have to get beyond that. Have some faith in the people you select,” she said.

Mr. Muller said that the finance board starts getting calls about the budget about two weeks before the annual meeting, which is too late to be meaningful, and he would like the public to get involved in the process sooner. He said each selectman is an audit on the other.

Dr. Gilbert said if people want to form an audit committee, that was fine with him. “Everything I see, you will see,” he said.

4. What, if anything, should the selectmen do to promote further increased recycling in Weston?
Ms. Lerner said her family recycles but she was uncertain what the selectmen could do.

Mr. Muller said there could be more awareness raised about what items are acceptable for recycling, and it would be good to get kids more involved.

Dr. Gilbert said the Plan of Conservation and Development speaks loudly about pollution and clean water and that recycling is an important part of that. He supported the town’s Green Up Day and said it could be more townwide.

Ms. Weinstein said it was important to get people to recycle every thing they could recycle.

5. Regarding the selectmen’s budget, what area, if any, such as social services, might you want to increase or decrease spending on in the next budget cycle, and would you vote against any budget that increases the mill rate?
Mr. Muller said it would be fiscally irresponsible to say how he would vote in April. He noted that the mill rate is set independently of the budget. He said he would look to vote for as low and flat a budget as possible.

Dr. Gilbert said he supported an increase in social services because of all the work involved. He said he would look to keeping the budget increase as close to zero as possible.

Ms. Weinstein said the budget needs to be reflective of the town’s values, and for two years she voted to increase social services, but was outvoted. She supports a zero-based budget where every dollar is accounted for.

Ms. Lerner said she was struck by the number of families who are coming to social services for help and that budget should be looked at. She said the current plan for a percentage increase in property taxes is too high and should be revised.

The debate was recorded by Margaret and Al Wirtenberg and will be broadcast this week on channel 79. The debate may also be viewed online at the League of Women Voters’ Web site, www.lwvweston.org.
