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PARKS AND RECREATION COMMISSION MEETING

MINUTES

MAY 28, 2010

Commission Present:  Allen, Ewing, Hanson, Hartnett and Pearson

Staff Present:  Steinbach, Cahill, and Bove

The meeting was convened at 5:00pm by Commission Chair Allen.

I.   Approval of Agenda
Allen proposed moving Public Forum up to II. before New Business and to move Action Item IIC. Request from New North End Farmers Market up to be the first item IIIA. under New Business.  Motion to approve the agenda with changes proposed.  Ewing/Pearson.  Motion carried.

II. Pubic Forum 

Allen indicated that staff from Parks and School Departments have been working on the afterschool program and recommendations all year and this is the Commission’s first chance to hear recommendations.  This will provide an opportunity for public input and Commission will not make any decisions before public is heard.  Steinbach outlined process for public input and presentations to various City governing boards and parents.  She noted that information regarding public meetings is available on both the Parks and School websites.  

Al Gobeille, owner of The Shanty, Breakwaters, Burlington Bay Market and Northern Lights indicated that the Waterfront community is a tight-knit group, and there was no notification given of new vendors in the parks.  He stated that he and other businesses run their businesses during the quieter winter months and then new vendors are brought in during the summer which compete with them.  He questioned how the Department decides upon vendors at the waterfront and what their look and product are going to be, noting that he was required to go through many City-mandated processes before his businesses can look and operate as they are.  

Paul Decelles, City Councilor, Ward 7 introduced himself as the father of a child in the afterschool program.  Site coordinators need to be in the program.  Four years ago a similar consent agenda item was included on a City Council agenda which resulted in many meetings and much negative feedback from parents.  The lesson that came out of that situation was that any change requires a process.  Pilot program began a year ago and City Council has not been briefed on it so Decelles inquired and was not given the truth about the recommendations.  Frustrated with Parks and Recreation and School staff for not learning from the past and not having an appropriate process.  He stated that the program has been a success for 20-25 years and that a collaborative process should be undertaken over the next year to include parents and other stakeholders.  

Hanson stated that the recommendations are new to the Commission and the Leadership Council should be present.  She indicated that typically the Commission would be briefed and then public hearings would take place but that this information is all new to the commissioners.  Pearson agreed.  Allen stated that there would be multiple opportunities for public input, including a parents meeting June 2 at Hunt School.  

Kurt Wright indicated that he understood the process was being slowed down and encouraged the Leadership Council to have a collaborative process with concerns heard and considered.  He echoed Decelles’ concerns over repeating the mistakes of four years ago.  He stated that he had received many phone calls from concerned parents regarding both the content of the proposal and how it will be executed, as well as whether the program will retain its quality.  He indicated that Steinbach was technically correct at the Board of Finance meeting when questioned about the Burlington Kids budget but that it was a mistake to not be forthright about the proposed changes.  He encouraged the Council to seek buy-in from parents, staff and the community before changes are implemented. 

Star Porta, a parent of a child at Champlain School in the afterschool program, voiced her concern that proposals can slip by and can be political in nature.  She questioned what  qualifications the new administrative representative positions would be required to have  and questioned why the current Parks site directors would not be given the opportunity to apply for the administrator positions with the School Department.  She complained that parents were not informed of the meeting until Thursday afternoon. 

Susan Comerford, Associate Dean of College of Social Services at UVM, and parent of two children at Champlain, one with special needs spoke about the chaos in the program during the past year since the collaboration between Schools and Parks. She noted that there are two distinct groups of kids at the two different programs. She described the collaboration as “walkie talkie nation” and indicated that the program was previously very strong.  She voiced concern that four staff members over 50 years old were being targeted, and that it appears to be a case of age discrimination. She said she has a lack of confidence in the School Department to manage this program.  She indicated that Penny for Parks was approved and should allow the Department to expand, particularly the afterschool program, which she describes as “the jewel of the Department”.  She acknowledged the education and experience of the current directors.  She said she recognizes the need for change but the changes being proposed are not ones she can support.

Jennifer Hurley introduced herself as an employee of the UVM Education and Social Services who does teacher training.  She commended Susan Carter as one of the best educators she has ever met.  She outlined ways that Susan Carter goes above and beyond for her children and for the program and said that these educators are being sorely mistreated.  

Sherri Darrgh has a son who has been in City Kids and Champ Camp for three years.  She said that the collaboration with the School Department has been a mess.  She lacks trust for the current staff but always trusted the Parks site coordinators.  Site coordinators have the experience and the relationship with families and they should not lose their jobs.

Bill Rasch, AFSCME Union representative for the site coordinators said he plans on being involved from now on.  He voiced his disappointment with how the process has been handled, calling it undignified and veiled in secrecy.  He said that he has not been part of the process and the employees have not been dealt with openly.  

Russell Smith works at Edmunds School and has a son at Champlain City Kids.  He said staff have handled problems well in the past.  He stated that the people who pay for City Kids have been given vague information.  He indicated that better sharing of information is vital and that was a decision made abruptly.  

Irena Smirnova has three children who have been in City Kids.  She stated that children are not dealt with or disciplined as effectively as in the past and are not given enough opportunity for outdoor, unstructured play under the current program.  She noted that the two programs conflict because of different missions and objectives.  

Tony Shaw, a parent of a City Kids child stated that his daughter does not enjoy going to the program any longer, since it was combined with the School Department.

Rebecca Weldon, a fourth grade teacher whose child attends the afterschool program stated that information has been very poorly communicated to parents and that she would take her child out of the program if the proposed changes are adopted.

Patty Kissell, a teacher at CP Smith said that the structure of the program has changed significantly since the combination of Parks and Schools, that school rules are not enforced and that there seems to be much less organization, more chaos.  She commended Susan Carter for her diversity hiring and questioned why the site coordinators were not offered positions under the new structure.

IIIA. Request for Permit from New North End Farmer’s Market
Ann Stephen of the NNE Farmers Market outlined the history of the market, which had been in Ethan Allen Park for seven years and then was moved to the North Avenue Alliance Church parking lot last year to allow for more and better parking and expanded vendor space.  The Market was informed this year that neither the Church lot nor Ethan Allen Park are zoned to allow for a market so the NNE Market is now seeking an alternate site with no luck among private property owners.  She stated that Ken Lerner from Zoning has indicated that Leddy Park would not be allowable under current zoning either and requested the Department’s support in seeking a variance to allow for their operation at Leddy.  Hartnett indicated that he would support issuing them a permit to operate this year however Stephen indicated that the market has released its vendors for this summer and would be seeking support in a process to secure a site in the New North End for next summer.  She also indicated that the permit for the previous years’ markets in Ethan Allen Park had always been approved by the Commission.  Motion to endorse the use of parks for farmers markets.  Hartnett/Pearson.  Motion approved. 

IIIB. Contracts for Concessions on the Burlington Waterfront

Steinbach stated that the Department has existing contracts with North Country Specialty Foods and Big Daddy’s for vending at Waterfront Park and Perkins Pier. The agreement with NCSF is an extension of their existing contract with the Department while the Big Daddy’s is a new contract.  She indicated that these agreements resulted from staff discussions to enhance revenue opportunities on the waterfront and to unify Perkins Pier with the rest of the waterfront.  Dan Keough of NCSF had expressed an interest in vending his Dippin’ Dots franchise in a cart at Waterfront Park.  Staff discussed the possibility of additionally expanding vending opportunities at Perkins Pier.  She stated that Nancy Bove was in contact with numerous interested vendors and issued a verbal request for proposals but Big Daddy’s was the only vendor to respond with a written proposal.  The agreement with Big Daddy’s was modeled after the agreement with Beansies at Battery Park, was approved by the City Attorney and executed for a period of one year.  The agreement with NCSF was an enhancement to the Department’s existing contract with them.  Staff recommendation is that vendors are allowed to operate for the upcoming season and to honor the contracts in place as a one year pilot project, to be evaluated at the end of the season. 

Allen suggested consideration of the two separate permits in question individually, to be voted on separately.  

Dan Keough introduced himself as owner of North Country Specialty Foods, who has been doing business with the City for 18-20 years, including management of vendors in Waterfront Park and operation of the concession at Memorial Auditorium.  His cart was not intended to compete with existing vendors, just to capture more business at the park during the 15-20 special event days.   

Ewing noted that other similar requests have been denied in the past by the Commission.  He also noted that the agreement was vague as far as what types of products North Country could sell, not limiting them to Dippin’ Dots. He stated that the location along the boardwalk was not ideal.   

Hartnett expressed concern that an invitation had not been extended to Splash, an existing concessionaire, who has made requests to expand their operation in the past.  He also indicated that boaters should be able to voice their concerns as well as other event producers.  He said he believes City should be managing vendors at our events, not an independent vendor manager so that the City can recognize the revenues from the vendors at our events.  He suggested the process for managing vendors be re-addressed by the Department.  He would not support the Dippin’ Dots proposal.

Pearson voiced his concern about the timing and frequency of the Dippin’ Dots cart at Waterfront Park.  He said it would be unfair to other businesses and vendors and that the contract is too broad.   He also noted that the public backlash over the proposal for Segways at the waterfront, shows that there is a clear sensitivity among the public to commercial use of the parks.  He expressed his alarm that the contract had already been signed and operation begun without Commission approval, that the process was poorly run.

Allen noted that there are non-City sponsored events that contract their own vendors and these agreements would encroach on their rights to earn revenues from vendors.  Bove indicated that the Dippin’ Dots cart would be outside of the festival site but Hartnett and Allen indicated that they would still be competing with event vendors.  

Keough estimated that the cart could provide approximately $5,000 in revenues to the Department.  Allen indicated that the contract was broad as far as allowing NCSF to vend other products.  

Hanson indicated that the cart would change the atmosphere of the park and it would not be worth the money realized by the Department.  She noted that food services are already being provided by other vendors and that to add more along the boardwalk would represent a significant policy change.  She encouraged the Commission to maintain the non-commercial atmosphere in the park.  Hartnett agreed.

Motion to have staff study how vendors are contracted and the process for their selection by the Department and report back to the Commission with a recommendation as to alternative options.  Ewing/Hartnett.  Discussion ensued about the parameters of such a study. Motion carried.

Hanson questioned whether the Department should nullify the contract with Keough within the 30 day retraction period.  Keough indicated that he would walk away from the contract immediately if the Commission is not in favor of it.  He alternately suggested that the contract could specify certain days of operation only.  Hartnett voiced concern about the revenue opportunities the Department is losing by not managing its own vendors.  Keough emphasized that he is not trying to compete with other vendors, that Dippin’Dots is a unique product.  Motion to honor contract with NCSF but impose 30 day termination clause.  Hartnett/Ewing.  Allen clarified that NCSF would still have the rights to vend for the next 30 days.  Keough indicated that he would vend only during the Marathon and then would suspend operations until future notice.  Motion carried.

Cheech Kehoe of Big Daddy’s introduced himself – his business operates on lower Church Street and his Mobile One bus operated last season at UVM.  First choice of location was North Beach but he understands that is precluded by the Department’s agreement with the School Department.  Significant investments made in his bus to be able to vend at the waterfront.  Kehoe stated that he located bus near power pole at Perkins Pier, worked with Department staff to find best location with access to power and has had positive response from boaters and park visitors. He stated that his intent was to operate, selling pizzas, sandwiches, creemies and drinks Fridays through Sundays.  He also stated that he was willing to work with the Department to find a more agreeable site at Perkins.  Hartnett indicated that the Commission had received complaints about his bus obstructing the view.  Hanson agreed that Perkins is a small park and the Commission needs to be sensitive to the size and scale of the operation.  

Kehoe stated that he needs to recoup some of his expenses and would be willing to work with the Department on location and operation.  Allen indicated that he has concerns about the size in any location at Perkins as far as both aesthetics and traffic and safety are concerned.  He also indicated that he felt the fee was low.  Steinbach indicated that the contract was the same as Beansies, $1,500 per season.  Moreau stated that she had not been included in the process but is responsible for the operations at Perkins Pier.  She voiced concerns about the aesthetics and impact on visitors and boaters.  She encouraged the Commission that the vendor process be streamlined and made clear for all staff. She also stated that she and other staff should have been included in the process.  Hanson questioned what other locations might be feasible.  Kehoe recommended a site visit to consider other locations at Perkins.  Hartnett stated that he would honor the 20 days of the contract but would not support the contract further.  Kehoe stated that it was unfair to him and his business that he was being punished for the flawed process.  Hartnett suggested the Commission and Kehoe consider moving the operation to Leddy Park and look into that during the 20 day retraction period.  Allen suggested that staff identify a site within 20 days and make a recommendation to the Commission for approval.  Hanson asked whether North Beach was off the table for consideration.  Steinbach stated that the contract with the School Department would be considered by the Commission at the June meeting.  Motion to honor the contract but enforce 20 day retraction clause and have staff consider other locations, reporting back to the Commission with a recommendation.  Hartnett/Hanson.  Keough stated that he pays the Department $6,500 annually to manage vendors at Department events.  Hanson recommended both North Beach and Leddy be considered.  Motion carried.

IIIC. Burlington Kids Afterschool Collaboration with Burlington School Department 

Steinbach stated that the collaboration with the School Department has been a challenging process for the Leadership Council, which includes staff from both departments.  She introduced Dan Cahill who provided an overview of Burlington Kids and its history, which begun as a partnership in 2008 in an attempt to share resources, space, expertise and provide a higher quality program meeting needs of more families.  In 2009 the collaboration was expanded to all four school sites.  He stated that the role of the Leadership Council was to review the program, including budget and overall management and policy issues.  He then introduced Jeff Fournier, afterschool coordinator for the School District for three years.  He said the collaboration endeavored to provide recreation, enrichment and academics in a reliable childcare setting.  He outlined the various program offerings for children, the levels and types of participation and the intent of the program to provide programming for a more diverse number of families, especially those who might be underserved. 

Cahill then gave an overview of the Leadership Council’s review process over the past year, which culminated in a family survey in February.  The survey received responses from 20% of the parents, indicating that staff was responsive and 50% felt the transition had been smooth, with the exception of problems with the billing system.  With survey results, Council reviews and staff assessments, the Council then began the process of completing its mid-year assessment and planning for future structural adjustments.

Steinbach stated that mid-year assessment determined that the program met community needs, supported students and family and complied with its licensure requirements.  However improvements were needed in the collaboration in the areas of unclear lines of authority with duplicate leadership and structure; inconsistent and unclear policies; billing and budget management.  Changes proposed include transferring financial responsibility to the School Department, which is more equipped to deal with the billing for the program.  The School Food Service department can also assume responsibility for implementing the snack program, reducing costs and time spent by staff on this function.  Structural changes recommended include staffing changes to eliminate the duplicate leadership model in place currently.  

The Council worked with Cope Associates to implement a collaborative leadership structure however a cohesive leadership team has not been created at all four sites, with two sites particularly troublesome.  Recommendation is to eliminate the four Parks and Recreation site coordinator positions and instead create two new positions, one Recreation Specialist and one Certified Therapeutic Recreation Specialist, intended to strengthen the afterschool and other programs throughout the department.  Steinbach indicated that the department has serious gaps in its program offerings which these positions can help to bridge and to offer a more comprehensive level of programming.  Steinbach stated that significant misinformation has been circulated and that she is committed working with the site coordinators, AFSCME, and Human Resources to ensure that the current employees are given new opportunities.  This model mirrors the structure at the Barnes Sustainability Academy.  The recommendation includes transferring daily and financial operations and staffing responsibility to the School Department resulting with fewer high level staff on site and financial savings.  The past year’s collaboration has presented significant challenges in redundant accounting and program management functions with no sound resolutions to date.  These issues can be resolved with transference to the School Department, yet with the involvement still of the Parks and Recreation Department on the Leadership Council.  

Commission and staff discussed numerous issues including the many unanswered questions about staff restructuring, public process, registrations for next year, and various challenges to moving the Leadership Council’s recommendations forward, among others.  Steinbach presented the schedule of follow-up parent meetings and indicated that the dialogue will continue among parents, City leaders, staff and the community at large.  Steinbach will provide updates to the Commission as the issue progresses.

VI. Director’s Items
Steinbach indicated that staff is planning on opening the Leddy gate on June 12, that the Department has obtained a new shed to use as the gatehouse and that the Campground managers will be managing the gate operation.  Allen suggested that the Ward 4/7 NPA’s be notified before operations begin in the event of any concerns from neighbors.  Steinbach will see that a presentation is made at the next NPA meeting and that operations do not commence until after that meeting.

VII. Commissioner’s Items
No Commissioner Items.
VIII. Adjournment

Motion to adjourn at 8.25pm. Hartnett/Hanson.  Motion carried. 

Respectfully submitted,

Melissa N. Young

Arena Manager
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