
 

JOHNSON SELECTBOARD 

TOWN MEETING INFORMATION HEARING MINUTES 

ALL PARTICIPATION BY ZOOM TELECONFERENCING 

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 27, 2021 

 

Present:  
Selectboard Members: Mike Dunham, Nat Kinney, Doug Molde, Kyle Nuse, Eric Osgood 

Others: Brian Story, Eric Hutchins, Jan Gearhart, Lynda Hill, Diana Osborn, Sophia Berard, 

Jessica Bickford, Elizabeth Brackett, Diane Lehouillier, Eric Nuse, Louise Cross, Kirsten Owen 

 

Eric called the meeting to order at 2:01. 

 

Moderator David Williams explained that the purpose of the meeting is to provide information 

on the articles to be voted by Australian ballot. This is an informational meeting, not a town 

meeting. Articles can't be amended or disposed of. They will be decided the March 2 vote. 

 

David suggested that people who were not at the previous informational meeting let Eric know if 

they would like to hear his presentation on the budget. Eric Hutchins said he is familiar with the 

budget. Jan Gearhart said she has no questions about it. Diana Osborn said she has no specific 

budget questions and feels like she has a good understanding of that. She is happy to move on. 

 

Eric Hutchins brought up the recent VTDigger article about how much each town in the state 

spent on its police budget. We spend nearly half a million dollars. There are much bigger towns 

in the state that spend less. What do we get without paying for our patrol budget and what does 

our town get for what we pay? 

 

Nat said we have recognized that sheriff's department expenses are outstripping our ability to 

pay. We entered into a 3-year informal agreement with the sheriff that for 3 years they will limit 

budget increases to 3% and simultaneously we will form a committee to study options for 

maintaining law enforcement coverage in a sustainable way. That committee is underway now. 

There is a critical problem in that article that they haven't addressed specifically enough. They 

show how much every town is spending but not what service the town is getting in return. 

Johnson, Wolcott and Hyde Park are getting 24/7 patrol coverage and a police detective who 

looks into drug issues, sexual assaults, etc. In Waterbury they don't have a department of their 

own and don't contract with the sheriff's department. They contract with the state police and get a 

fixed number of hours of patrol every week. He believes it is capped at 80 hours or maybe 40. In 

order to fulfill that contract the state police have to have a trooper who is willing to work 

overtime. The state police have a lot of vacancies and they are having a hard time meeting the 

responsibilities they have. There are other towns trying to contract with the state police, but those 

hours are not necessarily available. The legislature is looking into whether the state police should 

even be able to continue to contract with towns. Waterbury also has the advantage that they are 

near a state police barracks in Middlesex. It is almost an hour to the closest barracks from 

Johnson. Response times would be higher if we contracted with the state police. Eden has no 

contract with any law enforcement agency. If we had no contract with anyone, we would get the 

state police totally on their whim. They wouldn't be around to do extra work to address drug 

issues, sexual assaults, etc. Another issue in comparing costs is that some towns when they build 

their budget for the police department include things like vehicles, overhead, buildings, salary 

and benefits, but sometimes in other towns those are wrapped into the general budget for the 
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town. Budgets are structured differently so it is impossible to tell which items are part of police 

coverage. 

 

Eric Hutchins said in the local police and sheriff's blotters there are a lot of domestic disputes, 

fender benders, deer hit by cars, etc. He is not seeing that we have a crime issue indicating we 

need patrols. He believes the state police or the sheriff's department respond if there is an issue 

and someone calls. Personally, without exploring the issue a great deal, he doesn't see us needing 

half a million dollars to prevent crime in the Town of Johnson. He feels very safe in this 

community. But clearly there is a lot he doesn't know. Does the law enforcement study 

committee meet publicly? Do they have agendas that go out?  

 

Brian said their agendas and minutes are on the town website but we accidentally ended up with 

two pages named nearly the same thing on our website, which caused some confusion. He can 

talk to Eric after the meeting and let him know how to find that information on the website. Nat 

noted that agendas and minutes of the law enforcement study committee are also posted on 

hydeparkvt.com/sheriff. 

 

Diana Osborn said the law enforcement study committee is preparing agendas before each 

meeting and taking minutes. Their final report should answer a lot of questions and meanwhile 

the minutes are available. Brian said the law enforcement study committee page on the town 

website has the minutes and the law enforcement review page does not. We will eliminate that 

page. 

 

Brian said Lamoille Home Health and Hospice, Clarina Howard Nichols Center and the Red 

Cross are asking for increases in their town contribution. Those are non-profits the town has been 

working with for a number of years. North Central Vermont Recovery Center and Salvation 

Farms are asking for contributions from the town for the first time this year. We have worked 

with North Central Vermont Recovery Center on a couple of projects and they partner with 

Jenna's Promise. Salvation Farms works with our food shelf. Both of them are participating with 

us in the Working Communities Challenge. 

 

David Williams said his understanding is that Article 9 regarding taxes has no substantive 

change from what has been done in the past. Brian said we have to be instructed by the voters if 

we collect taxes quarterly rather than in one lump sum. Town residents have always preferred 

quarterly collection. 

 

David Williams asked if Jessica Bickford would give a review of the information she had 

presented at the last informational meeting regarding Articles 10 and 11. 

 

Jessica said she works for Healthy Lamoille Valley. They have been following Act 164 

regarding legal cannabis markets closely. Act 164 requires towns to get voter authorization to 

open up retail markets. The selectboard can't decide. It can only be done by town vote. A resident 

of Johnson brought it forward for a town vote. We are the only town in Lamoille County that has 

it on the ballot. In October Act 164 passed without the governor's signature. It calls for putting 

together a Cannabis Control Board. That board was supposed to start meeting by the end of 

January but its members have not been named yet. They are about 2 months behind. They will 

set a lot of regulations for cannabis markets. Towns that vote yes on retail cannabis sales are 

voting not knowing what the Cannabis Control Board will put in place. Johnson would not have 
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any cannabis retail licenses going into effect before October 2022. So not voting to opt in now 

doesn't close the door to any cannabis markets. Act 164 has some pieces in it that are very 

ambiguous. Some new legislation is being introduced to answer some of those questions. 

 

Article 11 has to do with integrated licenses. The way Act 164 currently reads there is a 

possibility of only 5 integrated licenses being issued, for current cannabis medical dispensaries. 

Johnson doesn't have one but the way the articles were submitted it was recommended that the 

board put that question on even though currently Johnson wouldn't qualify for any integrated 

licenses. If later on integrated licenses are opened up to a broader group an integrated license 

allows someone to grow, test, sell, package and distribute cannabis. What the town is voting on 

would be just the retail portion of a business like that, to allow them to sell. The other activities 

are licensed by the state and the town has no say in them. 

 

Eric Hutchins asked if we know whether the town is going to have the right to grant and revoke 

retail licenses at their own discretion. Brian said it is not 100% known but the indication is that 

we would not have that ability. It will be held by the state Cannabis Control Board, not the local 

one. 

 

Nat said there are a lot of questions now, which is why he is personally asking people to vote no. 

The selectboard is taking no position. We can opt in later. He feels it is too early to opt in. Let's 

know what the rules are before we opt in. 

 

Brian said the study the town and village were asked to commission regarding a possible 

town/village merger is in the town report. 

 

Eric Hutchins said he knows the study says there is not much to be gained from a merger, but it 

seems bizarre to him to have these two different entities. Is there something he doesn't 

understand about why we haven't decided to merge long ago? 

 

Eric Osgood said it hasn't been the will of the voters. The question that was asked previously was 

just whether to have a consultant look into reasons why merger would be worthwhile or not. 

 

Nat said there are services that are provided in more densely populated area of Johnson that 

aren't needed in the less populated areas, such as sewer and water service. Even the electric 

department doesn't serve all areas of town. Just running those utilities and taking care of 

sidewalks and lighting in the village takes a board. A whole other board in addition to the 

selectboard is needed to maintain those services. 

 

Diana Osborn said she wants clarification on how this vote differs substantially from the last 

vote. The last one revolved around getting the report done. What outcome or action would be 

dependent on this vote? 

 

Eric Osgood said what the voters directed both boards to do was hire a consultant to look into the 

question and to look into the benefits or issues with a merger. We complied with the wishes of 

the voters and hired a consultant. The consultant’s report is presented to the voters as they asked. 

Now the question is, after voters review the report, do they want the selectboard to continue the 

discussion with the village on a possible merger? If the vote of the voters is overwhelmingly in 

favor of continuing the discussion and the same is true for the village, then the selectboard and 
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trustees will enter into discussions of how a merger would take place. They would then come 

back to the voters and present how the two would merge. This report doesn't have details of how 

we would merge. 

 

Diana said she understands what Nat is saying about a lot of functions at the village level but it 

seems another model could apply. The utilities the trustees are running could become town 

departments. The town selectboard doesn't have to run them; the town department heads could 

run them. That seems like a contemporary model that could be efficient, instead of having the 

village run an electric department that serves the town. She doesn't live in the village but she gets 

electricity from the village electric department. There are a lot of other benefits to a merger even 

if there are not dollar savings. There are efficiencies that could be gained. Voting in favor of 

Article 12 would allow the people involved to look at other models of what could happen, right?  

 

Eric Osgood agreed. He said one potential model is similar to Morrisville. Their town and village 

have not officially merged but the only role of the village trustees is managing utilities. They 

have become in essence a water and light commission. That is a model we could use. We could 

have a water and light commission oversee and run those utilities, like we have library trustees 

who run the library even though it is owned by the town. 

 

Diana said it seems like there is a lot of collaboration between town and village, which 

historically have worked well together. It seems like a lot of every meeting consists of each 

board dealing a bit with the other's business and there is money going from one to pay the other – 

things like the town contracting with the village fire department. Why not just have a town fire 

department? 

 

Doug said the electric department is the most important asset of the village. There is a serious 

question as to whether it is an economically viable unit. The village has electric, water, sewer 

and general departments. When he asked Gordy about viability without the general department, 

Gordy indicated that they need the general department because they need a place for people who 

are paid lineworker wages to work in addition to doing linework. The town could easily handle 

having departments as Diana suggested but the real question is whether the electric department is 

viable without being subsidized by other departments. He has talked to Vermont Electric Coop. 

We have 5 lineworkers where they would have 1. There is confusion among people in the town. 

People don’t understand the distinction between town and village. A merger would lead to a lot 

of money flowing from one part of town to another, because people in the village are town 

residents. He thinks the idea of making town and village one thing is a simplistic view. His vote 

would be absolutely not to merge unless we went to utility departments that the selectboard 

didn't manage. The trustees say they spend 95% of their time on utilities. Whether or not the 

village electric department, serving 950 people, is viable is a question that needs to be addressed. 

He believes the village is supposed to be increasing voltage and charging people for it but they 

haven't done it. They haven't done what they said they would do years ago. There is a real 

question of whether the town would ever want to touch that electric department. 

 

Eric Hutchins said at a past town meeting a representative of an ATV club made an appeal to 

have the town opened up for ATVs. Brian said that was last year. Eric Hutchins said he knows 

there have been a lot of issues. People have been complaining about noise, litter and nuisance. 

How much communication has there been with this ATV club and what is their ability to monitor 
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ATVs? He also heard something about law enforcement saying they couldn't enforce ordinances 

against ATVs. 

 

Eric Osgood said there is difficulty enforcing ATV ordinances. The Lamoille County Sheriff's 

Department doesn't have a fleet of ATVs. By the time they get to the scene in their normal patrol 

cars the ATV is long gone. Even if an officer happened to witness a problem, if they tried to 

chase the ATV the ATV would go off onto a trail and the driver is probably not identifiable. 

There is an ATV group that contracts with a sheriff's department and provides ATVs they can 

use for enforcement. One thing that could probably be addressed with a more regional initiative 

would be making sure all ordinances in the area are the same so an officer knows how to enforce 

them. He understood from VASA that there would be the potential of contracting with a sheriff's 

department for enforcement. 

 

Nat said in another county an ATV club contracts with the sheriff's department of that county to 

provide enforcement on their trails. In Johnson that would perhaps be a good part of this 

discussion. We could say we would allow access in this area if the ATV club provides an 

enforcement contract. 

 

Eric Nuse said about 6 years ago when he was still on the Conservation Commission there were 

problems in the Gomo Town Forest where ATVs had eaten the old road up badly and started a 

parallel track that was also eroding. They had a conversation with VASA and told them they 

needed to fix it and if they didn't keep their riders on the road that section would be closed. They 

put money into it and since then it has been good. He thinks the organized groups try to keep 

road riders under control. The problem Eric Osgood laid out with enforcement is exactly right. 

When officers try to respond to complaints they are behind the ball. We need proactive 

enforcement like Nat was talking about. We need officers on the ground patrolling. It also seems 

that there could be some enforcement using technology like game cameras and speed measuring 

radar if the ATV club wanted to pay for it. Another big issue Eric has been reading about is 

noise, not just the noise of an individual ATV but when 15 or 20 gather together. It seems like 

there is a legislative fix for that. There could be a law passed about how loud the machines are 

allowed to be. Several other issues could probably be solved that way. There is technology to 

make those machines quieter. It has been done with snowmobiles. 

 

Doug said the noise issue is a serious problem and not at the town level. It is at the state 

legislative level. Our local club put in a tremendous effort on Codding Hollow Road. When the 

trail system is expanded to other towns maybe noise will go down but expansion could lead to 

future problems. Even though the ATV club put a lot of effort into Codding Hollow Road, it is 

quite vulnerable. He thinks we need to assess present and future use and look at what will happen 

in the future with an increase in use in the Codding Hollow area. His is the last house on the third 

class part of Codding Hollow road. People beyond him have been buying chloride in summer to 

keep the dust down around there houses because of ATVs. If you look at Codding Hollow you 

will see that it is down to ledge in a lot of places. It is important for ATVs and it would be 

wonderful if they can use it but tough decisions will have to be made. 

 

Eric Hutchinson said if there is a noise issue, there is a legislative fix, or we could just repeal the 

ATV ordinance and then ATVs couldn't go to any of these spots, right?  
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Eric Osgood said yes, we could repeal the ordinance. What a lot of people forget is that ATVs 

are not here because we have the ordinance. We have the ordinance because the ATVs were 

here. There were problems with ATVs before the ordinance and that was one reason the town 

made the ordinance. If we have an ordinance with reasonable restrictions 95% of people will 

follow it. If we have none it will probably be a free-for-all and lawless. That is what has been 

done in some communities around us and he thinks ATVs are more of a problem in those areas. 

 

Diana said in the absence of a municipal ordinance it reverts to state statute. There are state 

statutes about sound and mechanical aspects of ATVs. The problem is one of enforcement. We 

need someone to enforce things that the state has already determined. There would not be a free-

for-all theoretically if some enforcement was happening. It is not a question of rules but 

enforcing the ones we have. In her opinion repealing this ordinance would not create a free-for-

all because state statutes exist, there is just no one to enforce them. 

 

Lynda Hill said Morrisville is starting to grapple with us as well on Mud City Loop and Moran 

Loop and the road that connects to French Hill. She is guessing that when ATVs want to go 

down Railroad Street they probably want to go to Morrisville via French hill. ATVs in Johnson 

may not be an issue when they can't get somewhere else from here. Do ATVs have an 

identifying plate or license so when someone goes by people can jot down their number? Eric 

Osgood said they have a small number plates similar to a motorcycle 

 

Doug said he thinks ATVs are going to be a regional issue. The connection between towns will 

matter. 

 

Jan Gearhart said she knows Hyde Park and Lowell are having problems. She realizes Johnson 

doesn't have any zoning. Zoning laws have come into the conversation. She thinks it is a real 

problem. If we can combine efforts with towns around us it would be beneficial to our town. 

 

Diana Osborn gave her sincere thanks to Eric Osgood and others involved with Johnson's very 

strong and groundbreaking Covid response. As a first responder she was very proud that Johnson 

set the tone for how a town needed to respond. 

 

Eric Hutchins thanked Doug and Kyle for their service on the selectboard and seconded the 

comments about the Covid response. He thanked everyone on the selectboard for the hard work 

they do. 

 

Brian thanked Kyle and Doug. This will be their last meeting.  

 

Doug thanked Kyle for all her exceptional activity 

 

The meeting was adjourned at 3:07. 

 

 

 

 

Minutes submitted by Donna Griffiths  


