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 Town of Swanzey, New Hampshire 
Board of Selectmen 

Special Meeting – May 13, 2020 
using Zoom  

 
 
MEETING OPENED 
The Chair asked that the meeting begin and Branley opened the meeting at 5:32 pm. Present were W. 
William Hutwelker, Sylvester Karasinski and Kenneth P. Colby, Jr. Also present was Town Administrator 
Michael Branley and Recording Secretary Beverly Bernard.  
 
OTHERS PRESENT 
Fire Chief Bill Gould, Conservation Commission Chair Wally Smith, Economic Development Advisory 
Committee member Greg Johnson, State Representative Jennie Gomarlo, Capital Improvements 
Program Committee (CIPC) Chair Steven Bittel, Conservation Commission Chair Wally Smith, Rail Trail 
Advisory Committee (RTAC) Chair Mike Kowalczyk and member Bruce Bohannon, residents Jane 
Johnson, Barbara Skuly, Mike Gomarlo, Bryan Rudgers, Joe Smith, Lee Dunham, Scott Self, Jodi and Dean 
Turner among many others who did not speak. 
 
PUBLIC ACCESS 
The public was able to participate remotely over Zoom by going to www.zoom.us, using Zoom App on a 
cell phone, or on a landline calling 1 929 205 6099 and entering Meeting ID 235 370 4380#. If the public 
were unable to access the meeting, they were asked to call 352-7411 ext. 107. 
 
FIRE STATION PROJECT DISCUSSION 
Branley did a Screen Share and discussion was opened as to what is next for the Fire Station project.  He 
provided some history on bond votes which needs 60% positive votes to pass. He provided percentages 
showing the vote in 2020 was close, with 55% in favor.  He reviewed the design process. Then he asked 
where the Town goes from here for this project. Branley spoke about the possibility of making progress 
by removing the building from the site and leveling the property.  
 
Bittel pointed out that to compare the 2019 vote which was about design work with a relatively small 
outlay of funds to 2020 is like comparing apples to giraffes. It said the cost was little for the design 
study, and so trivial that it was easier to vote for.  
 
Skuly asked why proposal was voted down – was it too expensive, too big, or was it because voters 
didn’t like the site.  She suggested use of an online survey to determine why voters voted against the 
project. Branley said he doesn’t know specifics about why folks voted against it. He noted a survey was 
done after a 2016 Article Warrant and perhaps it might be a good idea to do one again. 
 
Joseph Smith said he is in favor of the fire station. He said the design should stay as is and the Town 
should keep putting it out there to voters. He said to stick with the design and the location is 
appropriate. He said he doesn’t know anyone who voted it down. 
 
Rudgers asked if anyone had considered keeping the same design and putting Town Hall in the front of 
the building. Colby said that has not been discussed.  Rudgers said the building being proposed is 3 times 
the size of the building currently in use and the fear is that there will be a bond now and, in another year 
or so, another to build a new Town Hall. He said that would be difficult for taxpayers.  Rudgers said he 
agrees that the Fire Department should be out of the basement of Town Hall.  

http://www.zoom.us/
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Bittel said surveys are wonderful but everyone has to understand, any survey the Town is going to 
conduct has little statistical value. It elicits anecdotal information and he is a skeptic as to the validity of 
surveys. He said yes, we need a fire station, and the idea should be reanalyzed given the current health 
emergency with more unknowns now. He said the idea that the Town is going to do anything other than 
improve Town Hall is a non-starter. The fire station design is a good one, but we are in another world 
now and have to understand that before going forward. Branley said COVID-19 is the elephant in the 
room and is a factor on future decisions. 
 
Greg Johnson said he personally ran into some fire department members who do not like the location. 
He said that when you have fire department members speaking negatively about the project, that 
doesn’t help the Town. Johnson said the design was well done and cost was within budget.  
 
Colby said he has not heard a lot of negatives about the property.  He noted people didn’t like Safford 
Drive as a possible site. He said they explored Swanzey center sites, but for one reason or other none of 
them worked out.  He said it is agreed that the design of the station is well thought-out. Branley noted 
the 2019 vote was to design a fire station at that location and there was over 60% in favor. 
 
Self said some folks do not want to see headquarters move out of West Swanzey. Moving the ladder 
truck over to the new location would mean longer travel time for firemen. Skuly said she heard similar 
ideas since population is denser in West Swanzey and moving the apparatus would increase response 
times.  Colby said he thought that the Fire Department has a large number of calls from North Swanzey 
and this station would be closer to them.  Rudgers said Skuly raised a good point. He also said that even 
if a survey is anecdotal it would still shed some light on what needs to be cleared up.  He said he heard 
that the Fire Department doesn’t like that location.  He said there is plenty of room to put the Town Hall 
in the proposed building as well. 
 
Branley did a Share Screen showing the call map from 2014 prepared by SWRPC with heavy number of 
calls in North Swanzey and a high number for West Swanzey as well.  Colby said that regarding 
firefighters, they were involved in planning for the next station. The Board was not told that there was a 
group that didn’t like the new location. He said that didn’t come out at the public meetings. Branley said 
three of the meetings were specific meetings for the Fire Department. 
 
Bittel said when you try to solve a capital problem you look at the need. He said the need is to house the 
present pieces of apparatus and their supplies; the second need is a regimen to protect the firemen and 
bring safety standards up for the benefit of the firefighters. These are the two problems we are trying to 
solve.  Everything else is gratuitous. Colby said a portion of the proposed station was dedicated to safety 
of the firefighters in mind with extractors and washers pertinent to that. He said it is important that 
everyone on the meeting may not know that. Bittel said we need to define the critical issues first – 
housing of apparatus and ancillary equipment and second the safety of the firefighters.  Perhaps we 
could re-think this and try to solve this problem from a critical need perspective.  
 
Wally Smith said he spoke to someone who was against the fire station and that person said the old one 
is working fine. Smith said he mentioned to this person that the firefighters are in danger and the Town 
could be in a legal challenge in reference to the people who work there because of fumes.  The person 
said he never realized that. Smith said going forward it is important for people to understand what the 
critical need is. 
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Skuly said there are two approaches – readdress the critical need and get the information out and 
include the impact of COVID, the other is to find out why people voted against it.  Reasons why it is 
needed and reasons why people voted against the proposal should be understood.  
 
Mike Gomarlo said he heard from people in West Swanzey that the proposed fire station cost too much 
and had too many bells and whistles. He said there were also some negative comments about the 
location. The final cost was the real reason for a lot of folks to vote against it. He feels that if the 
proposal was scaled back somewhat it might pass. He agreed that a new fire station is needed. He said 
he spoke to a builder who he claims could built a fire station for $1.2 million. Branley said we started 
from the ground up to identify priorities, the design came after that and price followed that.   
 
Dunham said the call volume historically has been in West Swanzey, but in the future may be different. 
There are elderly at the North end of Swanzey generating calls.  Branley added that there are currently 
roughly 200 additional housing units being proposed for that area. 
 
Self said he agrees with what Gomarlo said about the money being the problem. Karasinski said in the 
past the Municipal Infrastructure Committee identified improvements that had to be made to all Town 
facilities. It is important to note that plan includes two improved fire stations and the last to be done 
would be East Swanzey station. He added that the Department of Public Works (DPW) needs 
improvements also. He said he felt that all the eggs are being put into one basket for the fire station. 
This fire station design could be used for a new station on State Route 10 and serve West Swanzey too.  
$11 million was the estimate for infrastructure improvements.  He said it can’t be just one station for 
one section of Town; West Swanzey station needs to be improved also. 
 
Rudgers said it is easy to forget that once you move the fire station out of Town Hall building money will 
be needed to be put into Town Hall. He said it is not accurate to think otherwise. He said two other 
stations are needed. He said he would want all the bells and whistles as a firefighter but as a taxpayer it 
looks like a $4 million dollar garage.  Some of the stuff is what is wanted, not needed. 
 
Bittel said that the Town is addressing other needs and referred to the CIPC report on the Town’s 
website. He said the report reviews 7 years of need for the Town. The report covers how to pay for 
improvements to other facilities in Town.  Bittel said it is good for folks to have an opinion, but it should 
come from an informed effort and the information is available. 
 
Bill Gould said it is a little frustrating to hear the negative comments, especially about those being made 
by members of the department.  He said the proposed building is for the future. He said in reference to 
bells and whistles, the proposed building meets the needs of the Fire Department and he doesn’t see 
anything that is overboard. It has space for training use, and it has hazardous-waste handling to reduce 
cross contamination. He said the Town needs a facility like this.  He said he recognizes that the Town has 
a need to upgrade all 3 stations, but you have to start somewhere.  He said he is discouraged that some 
folks are bad-mouthing the project.  He said he would not change the design and if he could, he would 
make it larger. He said the location is fine and only a mile or so from the current fire station. Yes, the 
ladder truck will move to the new site.  Gould said the calls are coming from all over the place. He said 
he didn’t think this is overdone - it is being built for the future, for 50 years.  The apparatus is getting 
larger and the standards are always moving ahead. For the civilians working in Town Hall who are 
breathing the apparatus fumes, it is a safety issue.  Gould said he wants to limit vehicles in that building 
and he may be moving apparatus out of the building even before a new station is built because it is not 
safe for people working in the building.  
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Turner said she spoke to folks and many were on the fence and she said they need education about it.  
She said people still don’t understand the need.  And when firefighters are not onboard, that makes it 
hard to get the community onboard.  She said there is time to educate people and it will be about 
money.   She spoke about doing marketing to reach people. She referred to the plan Bittel referred to.  
She said she would like to hear more from the Fire Department.  
 
Jennie Gomarlo said maybe the design could be tweaked just a bit, maybe scale it down, and that might 
help, but reaching people is a problem.  She suggested reaching people at the Recycling Center, and 
various places around town to talk to them and a survey might be worthwhile.  
 
Mike Kowalczyk said better communications is important and more knowledge about the bigger plan is 
helpful.  The change in technology has to be more visible to citizens of the Town. 
 
Bittel said a number of folks have spent a lot of hours with the Capital Budget. It is on the Town’s 
website and he asked people to read the information there. There is an immense amount of work 
having been done to plan out decision making context and it is important to review that material before 
making comment.  
 
Turner said her point is a lot of people just don’t know about the issues involved and they vote no 
because they lack knowledge. 
 
Jane Johnson said she agreed about communication being needed but a problem is getting individuals to 
realize they are part of the Town and take responsibility to be part of the Town.  She noted it is hard to 
get people on committees. 
 
Hutwelker said he is excited about tonight conversation; it is refreshing. He said we all face decisions 
about how we live in the future. He said Rudgers idea has merit and more staff may be working from 
home which could reduce the need for individual offices at Town Hall. He also noted the importance of 
the contribution of the firefighters to help educate the citizens of the town. He said that could be one 
way to reach citizens of the town directly. He spoke about growth in the town. There are a lot of single-
family homes being built.  He noted that Gould is right about building a building for the future. 
Hutwelker said he is proud of the folks on the call. 
 
Colby thanked everyone for their participation. Then he noted two new returning residents to the town, 
his daughter and son-in-law.  
 
RAIL TRAIL COLLABORATIVE 
Kowalczyk used Shared Screen for a presentation. He spoke about the members of the committee and 
referred to the Transportation Alternative Program (TAP) grant to restore trails. Construction is 
estimated to begin in 2025.  He said that date was far enough out that he started thinking about ways to 
address helping the region to attract visitors to the area now.  He then spoke about the Monadnock 
Region Rail Trail Collaborative. He said the group is made of municipalities and non-profits. He noted 
Pathways for Keene and the Monadnock Conservancy are supporting the effort. He said New Hampshire 
Department of Transportation (NH DOT) owns over 300 miles of the rail trail corridor and they are 
managed by the NH Bureau of Trails. 
 
He said the plan is to restore the Cheshire trail all the way from NH/MA state line to NH/VT state line.  
He noted the Fort Hill Trail to Brattleboro. Ashuelot trail restoration would be from Hinsdale to 
Brattleboro, VT. He showed sections of the trails and their condition. The Cheshire trail is 43 miles, the 
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Ashuelot is 21.75 miles.  He referred to the traffic numbers using the trails.  There are more people using 
the trails in Keene due to the nature of the density of population.  The idea of the plan is to connect 
trails. Kowalczyk showed the various sections of the trails that have been restored and the plan for 
restoration into the future. He referred to a bridge plan to go over State Route 101 for the Cheshire 
Trail. He spoke about a connector to connect between Ashuelot trail and the Cheshire Trail.  It would be 
a 10-mile loop through countryside and local roads. 
 
Restoration means working drainage ditches, working culverts, creating a crushed stone surface, putting 
up gates at road crossings.  Benefits creates value for tourism and bicycling commuting, improving 
health through active living, improves the surrounding environment, protects people and property from 
flood damage, enhances cultural awareness (railroad history).  He spoke about maintenance to remove 
debris, downed trees and branches, cleaning ditches and culverts and repairing erosion.  He spoke about 
an excavator being useful and other equipment that is useful. He said he is looking to get a grant for 
renting an excavator for a few months that would be used with volunteer labor. 
 
He provided an email address to contact him for interested parties. Branley said they are a model 
committee and they do a lot of work for the Town. Colby agreed and thanked Kowalczyk.  Skuly also 
praised the RTAC for their work.  Dean Turner said they enjoy the trails and he asked about ATV use.  
Kowalczyk said the issue came up a few years ago. The State does not allow motorized vehicles on the 
trails.  They are not allowed in Swanzey with exception of snowmobiles. He said neighbors of the trails 
don’t want high-speed vehicles because it is dangerous for walkers. Jodi Turner said ATVs can do 
damage to the trails. Kowalczyk said he could not speak for other towns except for Keene which has the 
same policy as Swanzey. Bohannon said the State of NH purchased all the rail trails that were 
abandoned but only motorized usage allowed would be snowmobiles.  He said for a time ATVs could use 
snow-covered trails authorized by the Bureau, but a citizen of the state sued and got a ruling that ATVs 
are not snow vehicles.  Now, none can use any of the rail trails. Jodi Turner said there is an elderly 
person who knows a lot of history about the railroads who might be a source of information for 
Kowalczyk.  She said eco-tourism will grow. Hutwelker asked that the presentation be emailed to the 
Board. 
 
Hutwelker asked about disposition of the building on the old Brnger property. Kowalczyk said the State 
did look at the property and found that the metal building is on State property, but nothing has been 
done about it by State officials.  He said that he thought that when engineering gets working on that 
section of the trail, a decision will need to be made. 
 
Hutwelker said Kowalczyk did a tremendous presentation and thanked him. 
  
MEETING ENDED 
Meeting ended at 7:22 pm 
 
Respectfully Submitted, 

 
Beverly Bernard, Recording Secretary     
Approved on May 20, 2020 
 


