State Of The City Address – Mayor William M. Manzi III

Methuen Board of Trade Dinner February 8, 2007

Let me begin by thanking Nancy Carace and The Methuen Board of Trade for hosting this great event again this year. The Methuen Board of Trade excels in bringing the business community together, and this year’s larger-scaled event is proof positive that the Board’s important mission is being fulfilled. This is my second year addressing this body, and I have much to report by of way of progress. Last year, I laid out an aggressive list of priorities. I would like to begin by briefly outlining the accomplishments that we as a city have made this past year. 

Shortly after talking office, I realized that several departments were in need of reorganization in order for the city to run more efficiently. My first step was to reorganize the Office of Economic and Community Development. We took a department that had been split in two and eliminated a Department Head position, consolidating line authority in one position: the Director of Economic and Community Development. Methuen was fortunate to be able to hire from the private sector Karen Sawyer to fill this position. This re-organization was designed to provide one-stop shopping to businesses looking to locate or expand in Methuen, and we have had great success in this area.  We hired a new land use planner, Kathleen Colwell, and embarked, under Karen Sawyer’s leadership, upon a comprehensive Master Planning Process. This process has brought together city employees, residents, business leaders and other stakeholders. We are confident that Methuen will finally have a comprehensive Master Plan by this April. 

Because I believe that public health is as vital area of municipal government, I brought Methuen’s Public Health Department under the umbrella of the Economic and Community Development Department. The departments now share resources and there is increased communication and oversight.  We also hired a new Public Health Director, Brian LaGrasse, who has brought experience and new health policy ideas to Methuen. 

When I took office a year ago, I could not have imagined the destruction and devastation that the spring of 06 would hold. Methuen experienced its worst flooding in eighty years and our city was thrust into the national spotlight. Over one thousand residents were evacuated, and city streets were closed for weeks. A few months before the flooding, we had undertaken a comprehensive study of Methuen’s Emergency Management System. Former Senator James Jajuga headed this study at no cost to the taxpayers. We had implemented most of the recommended changes when the flooding struck, and the new system and our people, worker and citizen alike, responded in an astounding fashion. As a new Mayor I received a baptism by water, but good planning and great people made the difference.   

With so many of the city’s service people stationed overseas, it was time to make new commitment to the city’s veterans. With the help of Methuen’s Veterans Services Director, Ed “Hoppy” Curran, I was able to move the Veterans Department to larger, more accessible office space. We also hired new staff to serve our ever-increasing veterans population. In December, the city hosted a welcome home night for returning service men and women. I was touched by the number of people who attended and proud of what our military families have accomplished. We pray that this year, many more will be returning home safely. 

In addition to departmental reorganization, last year I was pleased to develop and announce the creation of six new mayoral commissions. These commissions are comprised of citizens who are passionate about their community. They are taking on several important causes such as fire protection, historic preservation, regulatory relief and energy efficiency.   We were also able to update and re-launch the city’s website. The new website is more informative and user-friendly. With all of the city’s forms, meeting information, assessment information and ordinances in one convenient place, the Methuen City website now provides one-stop-shopping for residents and businesses. And it doesn’t end there. This year we are working to make all city forms interactive, so that information can be submitted electronically to the City Clerk or other departments. 

We are always looking for new and innovative ways to raise funds in order to lessen the burden on the taxpayer. Last year, with the help of City Treasurer Ann Guastaferro, we were able to raise 1.5 million dollars from the sale of surplus city property. That money went to offset taxes for residents and businesses. Our Treasurer has also been exceedingly vigilant in collecting back and overdue taxes due to the City. Before we ask more of our citizens, it is vital that we collect all of the monies owed and spend that money responsibly. Beyond vigilant tax collection, we were also able to collect impact fees from large businesses desiring to relocate to Methuen. In some quarters those fees have been controversial, but they are a necessary tool that, when used properly, can mitigate some adverse impacts on our citizens. While the property tax remains the primary funding source for cities and towns, it would be almost impossible to fund the type of mitigation that some economic development requires. Again, done properly and honestly these fees can help us to impact positively the quality of life for Methuen’s residents.  On that basis we will continue to look for better ways to derive revenue from sources other than traditional fees, fines and property taxes.

Over the past few years, I have listened to many parents and students express their concerns about Methuen’s educational system. A constant complaint was that Methuen High School’s open concept was not a conducive learning environment.   With the help of many education professionals and leaders, a Statement of Interest to renovate the High School was drafted and submitted to the state School Building Authority. We are hopeful that this summer, Methuen will receive a financial commitment from the Commonwealth, and the high school renovation process will be underway. 

While we are on the subject of our schools, after an exhaustive search, Methuen hired a new Superintendent of Schools last summer. Dr. Jeanne Whitten is an innovative educational leader not afraid to think outside of the box.  She accompanied me to the School Building Authority to deliver the Statement of Interest, and she is fully supportive of our efforts at Methuen High School. She has tackled difficult problems immediately, including the implementation of a lock down protocol in the event of a school emergency and the weeding out of nonresident students – a policy that has already saved the city thousands of dollars. She was faced with several grammar school class sizes that were unacceptably high, and moved to apply resources to bring those class sizes down.  This year, I will continue to work with the School Department and Dr. Whitten on such important matters as studying the possibility of longer school days, improving test scores, reducing grammar school class sizes, and finding ways to create management synergies between the school department and the general government. 

There are several critical initiatives and projects that commenced in 2006 and will come to fruition this year. We are looking forward to the opening of the new Mann Orchards Farm Store and the new Target on Pleasant Valley Street. A traffic study will soon begin in that area and we are committed to making the needed improvements to the roads and infrastructure of that area.  Road improvements will also be made to the Pelham Street / Interstate 93 interchange this year. Pelham Street is fast becoming a commercial corridor with Southern New Hampshire Bank, Irving’s Blue Canoe retail outlet, and a FW Webb warehouse planned. In other areas of Methuen Enterprise Bank has committed to bring a branch to Methuen in our Historic District, CVS has opened a new mega-store in our Historic District that has a beautiful design, and we are working with the Fisichelli family to redesign the in town mall in conjunction with the approved improvement of the Redmond House, which is also in our Historic District. These projects prove that historic preservation need not be a disincentive to good economic development. We will continue to work in this area to bring needed change to our downtown area while maintaining sensible regulation that preserves our rich historic heritage.   

I would like to stray from Methuen’s borders for a minute. In this age of limited financial resources it is my belief that regional cooperation amongst municipalities is a necessity. Finding ways to share resources and even personnel is critical. I am proud to be part of a regional group that includes the City of Lawrence and the Towns of Andover and North Andover that received the prestigious MMA Kenneth Pickard Municipal Innovation award. Through the Merrimack Valley Chamber of Commerce and its president Joseph Beviliqua, we have pooled our resources to create the Merrimack Valley Means Business website. This regional effort recognizes the fact that we are one economy, with competition coming not from other cities in the Merrimack Valley, but from other states and other countries. My thanks to Mayor Michael Sullivan and Town Managers Mark Rees and Buzz Stapcycinski for all of their efforts.  I look forward to working with them and other regional leaders to produce the best results for the people of the Merrimack Valley through additional regional cooperation.  

Next week, the Harvard Graduate School of Design will announce the results of its Methuen revitalization project.  During the four-hour program, the nineteen students, CEOs and business leaders from around the world who have been broken into four teams, will present a concept and a business plan, which will be critiqued by Harvard faculty and a jury of businesspeople. We are hopeful that we can implement many of the ideas that the Harvard students develop. This study was undertaken at no cost to Methuen’s taxpayers, and will present some new ideas about development and zoning, focusing on Methuen’s downtown area. 

As I mentioned, Methuen’s Master Plan will be released in April. The master planning process included several “visioning sessions” and was a very public, inclusive process.  Through the visioning sessions, ideas were gathered and citizen input really drove the process. The process is about consensus building and creating a community-wide vision. I personally look forward to embarking on a plan that will lead Methuen boldly into the future. With this document in hand, we will be prepared to handle complicated issues such as residential growth, affordable housing and business development. There is a link to the master plan website on the city’s site, and I encourage you all to visit and let me know your thoughts.  The draft Master Plan will be made public very shortly, and we will come back out for more public comment in the March timeframe.   

This year, I am also looking forward to receiving and acting on the recommendations of several of the new commissions which I mentioned earlier. I can tell you that we are very close to closing a deal which will ensure that Methuen’s precious historic artifacts are housed and displayed in a proper setting. This was done with the assistance of the newly formed Historic Archives Commission chaired by Michael Hughes. The Commission on Energy Efficiency and Green Government has already issued some reports, and more formal recommendations will be forthcoming in the next few months. The Regulatory Relief Task Force will make a formal set of recommendations within the next month, which will focus on maximizing the use of our Internet capabilities in an effort to provide one-stop permitting for businesses.  Several of the processes, procedures and permits in Methuen are overly onerous, require too much paper, are out of date or are redundant, and out of this review will come enhanced internal coordinating and a more user-friendly system.  I look forward to making the business of government more convenient and less confusing and frustrating for our citizens and businesses. 

In 1918, a young pitcher named Babe Ruth led the Boston Red Sox to the World Series Championship. That same year, Methuen’s East End Fire Station was opened. Now, because the structure is undersized and outdated, we are looking for ways to build a new station. It is important that the East End retain a fire station. To close it outright would have an adverse effect on emergency response times and fire suppression. A team of citizens and fire prevention experts are studying the problem, and I expect their recommendations this year as well.  

Although economic development, adequate public facilities and financial stability are important topics, I know that many Methuen citizens are equally concerned about so-called “quality of life issues.” To that end, I find it important to balance the city’s policy agenda with matters that are vital to the quality of life of our citizens. Last year, we were able to secure state funds in the amount of $250,000 for the revitalization of the former Bea’s property on the Merrimack River. A new commission chaired by City Councilor Deborah Quinn is currently studying ways to make the needed improvements. We also started an “artist of the month program” in City Hall in order to showcase the talents of local artists and encourage creativity.  Last fall, I hired a Disabilities Access Coordinator to insure that the needs of all of Methuen’s residents are being fully met. And this year, we will see the construction of a new community center in Methuen’s Arlington Neighborhood. The community center will house after-school homework programs, the Women, Infants and Children program, and many activities aimed at the neighborhood’s young people. My thanks to the Methuen Arlington Neighborhood, who have worked so hard to improve their neighborhood and bring this project to fruition. This project, so vital to the Arlington Neighborhood, brings me back to the school department for just a minute. Working with Dr. Whitten and the Tenney School Principal Jim Giuca, we will explore ways to get our School Department more actively involved in the great programs already under way in this neighborhood. Involving our school system is a natural progression, and a further example of Dr. Whitten’s dynamic leadership.  

The year 2007 will also find us working hard to renovate many of Methuen’s parks and playgrounds. We have again requested that the Commonwealth assist us financially in this endeavor and I have already spoken to Senator Baddour and Methuen’s state representatives, Linda Dean Campbell and Barbara L’Italien, about the importance of these projects. I would like to speak to the great leadership that is provided to Methuen by our legislative delegation. Steve, Linda and Barbara have done great work for our city, and I look forward to continued partnership with them this year. My thanks to former Representative Arthur Broadhurst, who worked so hard with Senator Baddour and Rep. L’Italien to deliver the Bea’s money and the $50,000 to repair our Senior Center roof. I am also grateful for the hard work of our great City Council under the leadership of Council President Steven Zanni. 

Many citizens have weighed in on the need for cable competition in Methuen. I believe that having more than one cable provider may lead to lower rates, better service and ultimately more choice. I am pleased to report that I have directed my Chief of Staff, Matt Kraunelis, to begin franchising negotiations with Verizon and am confident that they will begin providing services to Methuen residents this year. My main goal in these negotiations is to make sure that citizens retain access to local programming, and will continue to receive valuable information from Methuen’s local TV stations while producing fast track licensing that avoids placing bureaucratic obstacles in the path of success. 

In closing, if I had to characterize 2007 in one sentence, I would say that it is going to be a year of results. So much of what we have started in 2006 will come to fruition this year. I look forward to working with citizens and business people alike on the critical initiatives that I have outlined here today. Make no mistake about it, this year will hold many challenges as well, but I can assure you that I will continue to meet them head on with diligence and composure. Ladies and gentlemen, I am pleased to report that the state of our city is robust. With your help and support this year, I am confident that we can make it even better in the years to come.  

Thank you. 
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