TOWN OF WILLISTON

MEMORANDUM

JANUARY 17, 2025

TO: Williston Selectboard

CC: Erik Wells, Matt Boulanger, Shirley Goodell-Lackey
FROM: Williston Conservation Commission (WCC)

RE: Town FY2026 Operating Budget and Environmental Reserve Fund (ERF)

On November 20, 2024, the WCC wrote to the Selectboard seeking $150,000 from the
Town’s FY2026 operating budget to fund the Environmental Reserve Fund (ERF). On
January 7, 2025, two members of the Commission made public comments in support of
the memorandum’s request and answered questions from the selectboard regarding the
impact of funding, the use of ERF funds, and the importantvalue that open space has for
the Williston community. The Selectboard later requested attorneys to draft a warning for
the upcoming March 4" ballot seeking voter approvalfor a supplemental funding of the
ERF. OnJanuary 15" the WCC discussed these updates in detail and voted unanimouslyto
advance a recommendation of “one half-penny on the property taxrate” to fund the ERFin
the upcoming fiscalyear (FY).

With the help of the planning and finance department, the WCC has calculated that a half-
penny on the tax rate would raise approximately $100,000 for ERF funding in FY ‘26 and
cost the average Williston household (considered $300,000 assessed value) roughly
$15/year, or $1.25/month. While this would fall short of the $150,000 average annual
contribution we believe we need over the next 25 years to reach our goal of 30 by 50 (30%
of Williston’s land permanently conserved by 2050), it would be a significant increase over
funding in recent years, and selecting a half-penny may give the ballot measure a higher
likelihood to pass. This is an experiment since funding a reserve account through a ballot
measure is not something Williston voters have been faced with in recent memory. We
believe itis a sound recommendation and a fair balance between the concern of voters
over the cost of living, proposed tax rates, and the need for continued investment towards
the protection of open space and public land for future generations. Ultimately, we believe
that if approved by voters, $100,000 of funding for the ERF in FY ‘26 will be more beneficial



to the balance of the fund and the purchasing power of the Town than if little or no funds
were made available for the ERF through the operating budget. Should the ballot measure
fail, the Selectboard could consider allocating any unassigned fund balance atthe end of
the FY to avoid a year with $0 added to the ERF.

The Commission is committed to working with Town Staff and members of the Selectboard
to educate residents about how this investment will benefit Willistonians leading up to the
voting period. Individual members of the Commission are also committed to supporting
this proposal and its warning on the upcoming March 6* ballot. We look forward to
working with the Board as it finalizes the warning and are available for further discussion or
questions on this matter.



