Date:
November 14, 2005

To:
Board of Selectmen

From:
Home Port Committee

Re:
Offer to Purchase Home Port Property

The Home Port Committee was appointed by the Selectmen to gather and evaluate information about the pros and cons of the Town acquiring the Home Port property and report its findings to the voters. We have met every Tuesday night since late September to review and discuss this issue. On October 25, 2005, the Committee held a public hearing to give the voters an opportunity to express their thoughts. We also sent letters to all Chilmark residents and all nonresident taxpayers, soliciting their opinions on the following questions:

· Why should we buy the Home Port?

· Why should we not buy the Home Port?

· If we buy the Home Port, what should we do with it?

· If the Town does not buy the Home Port, what might happen to it and how would this affect Menemsha?

The responses we have received to these questions are summarized in the attached excerpts from our meeting minutes. After considerable public input and discussion we offer the following observations:

A number of people have suggested that the Town should not buy the Home Port unless we have a plan for the property. This is a reasonable suggestion but, given the time limit placed on the offer by the Seller, it is impossible for the Town to formulate a definitive plan for the property in the time available. We think that the Town will have to decide whether there are enough good potential uses for the property that the benefits of owning it outweigh the detriments of not owning it.

What are the most important issues that this offer raises for the Town?

Aesthetics / Environment:
We think that, to justify this purchase, there should be a real benefit to the people who live here and the people who pay property taxes here. Can something be done with the Home Port property that will significantly improve the average Chilmarker’s use and enjoyment of Menemsha? Should it continue to be a restaurant? Should it be converted into a senior center or some other public facility? Should the building be torn down and replaced by a park? 

Traffic and parking:
Everyone agrees that Menemsha is a treasured part of our community. Its historic and cultural value to Chilmark and the entire island is beyond debate. Unfortunately, Menemsha’s popularity could be its undoing. Many Chilmarkers avoid Menemsha all summer because of the traffic congestion and lack of parking, especially at sunset. The Home Port is an important factor in the traffic problem. During the day, until 4.00 p.m., the Home Port allows anyone to use its parking lot. That is a benefit to the community, especially to the shop owners. At night during the summer, the Home Port is Menemsha’s single greatest generator of traffic. Closing the restaurant and retaining the parking lot would probably reduce Menemsha’s traffic and parking problems, particularly at night.

Public access to Menemsha Pond: Currently, there is only one public boat launch area in town. The Home Port property would provide one, perhaps two, public access points to Menemsha Creek. Lot 86 has a dock and a small area for parking. It will not be available to the Town in the immediate future because Mr. Carlson has life rights to exclusive use of the dock. However, in evaluating the potential use of this lot, the Town must take the long view. If we buy the Home Port, the Town will secure another public access point to the pond for many decades to come. If survey issues can be resolved, lots 82 and 83 could be used to launch kayaks, canoes and other small, non-motorized craft.

Cost to the Taxpayers:  There are two parts to this issue. First, is the Home Port worth $3.9 million to the Town (or anyone else)? Put another way, how much is it worth to the Town to control this property? 

The FY 2006 real estate assessment for the Home Port property totals $2,721,200. The restaurant and parking lot are assessed at $2,196,200. Lot 86 is assessed at $262,500. Lots 81, 82 and 83 are collectively assessed at $262,500. The FY 2006 real estate tax on the property is $6005, plus $134 CPA assessment for a total of $6139. 

The Selectmen have had the property appraised. The appraiser found that the current use as a seasonal restaurant is the property’s highest and best use, because there is already a large commercial building and parking lot on a pre-existing, non-conforming lot. He thought that a use change would be cost prohibitive because it would require disturbing the building and pavement. He appraised the value of the restaurant and parking lot at $2,700,000. This appraisal was based on the sale prices of comparable restaurant properties on Martha’s Vineyard. The appraiser could not appraise the restaurant based on the revenue it generates because the owner has not made the financial data available to the Town. However, since the Home Port is a seasonal business and does not serve liquor, it is reasonable to assume that the income it generates is not sufficient to justify a $3.9 million purchase price. The appraiser did not try to determine what the property would be worth to a buyer who wanted to convert it to a private home with pond access. It has been reported that, within the last few years, a modest sized house in Menemsha with a dock sold for over $3 million. 

It is impossible to predict what a private buyer would pay for the Home Port property. We assume that anyone who was willing to pay the owner’s asking price would not be deterred by the added costs of demolishing the restaurant building and parking lot and constructing a private home. Since the building is on an undersized lot, any private home constructed in its place would have to fit within the existing 4,100 square foot footprint and could not be taller than the restaurant. Anything bigger would require a special permit.

The appraiser found that lot 86 (the pond lot with the dock) had a value of $300,000. Since Mr. Carlson holds life rights to the dock, the appraiser could not assign any value to the dock. He opined that, if the dock were available now, it would increase the value of lot 86 by $75,000 to $125,000.

The appraiser valued lots 81, 82 and 83 (the other pond lots) as a single unit because that is how they appear in the Town tax records. Title research indicates that lot 81 is simply a nine by twelve foot easement over lot 82, so it does not merit separate consideration. However, lots 82 and 83 could be sold separately. Therefore, it is reasonable to appraise them as separate lots. The appraiser has revised his appraisal accordingly. He has found that lots 82 and 83 each have a value of $300,000. This revision brings the total appraised value of the Home Port property to $3,600,000. It is unknown whether docks could ever be built on lots 82 and 83. Apparently, a prior owner of these lots applied for a permit to build a dock several years ago. At that time the Conservation Commission denied the application because the dock would have disturbed shellfish habitat. If that area is the same now, then no dock can be built there. 

The second concern is fiscal responsibility. Chilmarkers are justifiably proud of their low property tax rate and solid municipal bond rating. Do we want to almost double the amount of Chilmark’s debt? How will this purchase affect the pocketbooks of working people and fixed-income retirees who live here year-round? As noted in our letter to the community, this purchase will cost the owner of a $1 million assessed value house about $110 per year for twenty years. How much long-term debt does the Town want to carry and what other projects must we finance in the next few years? How do the benefits of controlling the Home Port property compare to the benefits (or necessities) of other competing uses of these tax dollars? These are essentially political questions that are beyond the scope of our work. It is enough to observe that, given the $2.5 billion total valuation of Chilmark real estate, the Town can easily finance the debt that purchase of the Home Port will create. This does not address how the purchase would influence the Town’s future financial decisions and it certainly does not address how the additional tax will impact individual taxpayers.

Possible Uses for the Home Port Property

The Committee has received many suggestions for use of the Home Port property if the Town buys it. These suggestions are listed in the attachment. Several merit further discussion.

Many respondents have stated that the Town should not get into the restaurant business. We agree. That said, the Town could buy the Home Port and then lease it to a restaurateur. The benefits of this plan are that a popular attraction would be preserved and the Town would control the property and could eventually create another public access point to Menemsha Pond. The detriments are that the traffic and parking problems would remain about the same as they are now. Also, even if the Town were not in the restaurant business, it would still be a commercial landlord. We do not see preservation of the restaurant as a good enough reason for the Town to buy the Home Port. Leasing the building to a restaurateur should only be considered as an interim solution to defray a small part of the purchase price while the Town develops a definitive long-term plan for the site.

Several respondents have suggested that the Home Port property be converted into a facility that in some way supports the local fishing industry. Suggestions have included a shellfish hatchery or a fish processing plant. The benefit of this idea is that it might help keep commercial fishing viable in Menemsha. Detriments might include odor, waste disposal and seagull attraction. We have not had the time or the resources to properly evaluate this suggestion. We mention it because it may merit further consideration in light of Menemsha’s long history as a working fishing port.

The suggestion that we found most appealing was to demolish the restaurant building and replace it with a small park. The Town could keep the parking lot as it is and make all or some of the parking available to Chilmark residents / taxpayers on a sticker basis, much as the Town beaches are run. The pond lots could be used to provide access to the pond. The benefits of this plan include: traffic mitigation; public parking; winter boat storage; views of Menemsha Pond, Fresh Pond and the Coast Guard Station from the park; public access to Menemsha Pond; parking and boat storage fees. The Town might decide to build public restrooms / showers in the park, adding another benefit. The detriments are: lost property tax revenue; loss of a Menemsha landmark; costs of restaurant demolition and park development; salary of seasonal parking lot attendant; maintenance costs for parking lot, park and pond lots. 

If the Town favors buying the Home Port property to reduce traffic and create public access to the pond but believes that $3.9 million is too much to pay for these benefits, it might reduce its cost by selling the restaurant, parking lot and one of the pond lots to someone who wants to build a private home. The advantage to this approach is that the Town could insure that any private home built on the site would be appropriate for the location. The parking lot and restaurant must be sold together because they are contiguous non-conforming lots and the septic system for the restaurant is under the parking lot. In selling the restaurant and parking lot, the Town might decide to retain an easement over all or part of the parking lot in order to preserve the parking for Town use. Of course, having a parking lot next to a residential lot, even one with a water view, would reduce the value of the residential lot. We are unable to accurately place a value on the bundle of property rights the Town could sell to a private party; however, it seems a reasonable guess that, even with a parking lot next door, a residential lot with pond access could sell for in excess of $1 million.

In summary, if the Town wants to reduce traffic congestion in Menemsha during the summer, then buying the Home Port is a real opportunity to do so, but only if we close the restaurant and keep the parking lot. If the Town wants to create another public access to Menemsha Pond for people with kayaks and other small boats, then buying the Home Port will advance this goal. If the Town wants to create a public space in the heart of Menemsha, then the Home Port property is a good place for it. There are plenty of good reasons for the Town to buy the Home Port. The question is whether these reasons are worth $3.9 million. The voters, not this committee, must answer this question.

Respectfully Submitted,

The Home Port Committee

Linda Coutinho, Lenny Jason, Paul Mayhew, Rich Osnoss and Doug Sederholm
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