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City of Newburyport 
State of the City 
February 3, 2016 

 
Senator Ives, Representative Kelcourse, Sherriff Cousins, President O’Brien, City 
Councilors, School Committee members, Superintendent Viccaro, residents, 
family and friends- Good evening and thank you for joining us tonight for the 
Mayor’s annual State of the City address.  Welcome to our long-awaited and 
beautiful Senior Community Center.   

It has been an eventful year.  We will not soon forget the horrific winter that hit 
us at the start of 2015- nearly 10ft. of snow in a five week period that consumed 
all of our focus, resources and energy for much of February.  Plum Island was hit 
very hard; Snow removal was a tremendous challenge.  I would like to recognize 
the leadership and dedication of our Public Services, Police, Fire, Health and 
Building Departments and the many employees who demonstrated strong 
teamwork working across departments to respond to all levels of impact across 
our City.  Together, as a community, we withstood and made it through one of 
the worst storms in our history. 

We also received significant support from Governor Baker, Lt. Gov. Polito, 
Senators Ives & Tarr, and Representatives Kelcourse and Mirra- thank you and a 
special thank you to the PA DOT for their manpower and equipment. 

There were several outcomes resulting from last winter, one was a new Snow & 
Ice Operations Manual that was developed in collaboration with the City Council; 
- this will be an evolving document as we receive the public’s input.  Let’s hope 
this manual continues to stay closed this winter! 

One of the highlights of this past year was the opening of this beautiful Senior 
Community Center.  Our seniors and residents finally have a central site for 
programs, support, meetings, activities and more.   Have you ever seen Roseann 
Robillard, our Council on Aging Director, smile so much?! She reports that from 
the day the doors opened the center has been very busy with high demand for 
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use.   The community response has been wonderful.  I look forward to learning 
how to play bocce this spring.    

Another highlight of this past year was the substantial work on field space-- The 
completion of the Richie Eaton baseball field at Nock/Molin, thank you 
Newburyport Bank; a new soccer field at Cherry Hill, thank you to the 
Newburyport Youth Soccer Association for their countless volunteer hours.  We 
are also beginning work on the track at Fuller Field and are working with the 
Friends of Newburyport Track on design and fundraising.   

Finally, after a 15 year effort RESTORE joined forces with Port Pride and with 
major support from the Institution for Savings, secured the funding for a new turf 
field at NHS.  On the eve of Thanksgiving, hundreds came together to dedicate the 
new field to a beloved coach and teacher Jim Stehlin.  It was a magical night that 
will be remembered for many years to come. 

Another great treasure of our City is our coastline, waterfront and beaches, these 
assets are receiving much attention.  The north and south jetty projects are 
completed; new docks and fishing pier were constructed at Cashman.  The 
Merrimac River Beach Alliance is renewing efforts for dredging of the river and 
uniting to address the recent new erosion patterns by Reservation Terrace; we 
are part of a $2.9M grant from the National Wildlife Federation studying coastal 
communities.  And we have a new ad hoc Committee charged with coordinating 
data from a range of projects to create a Resiliency Plan for Newburyport and 
Plum Island.   

On the Central Waterfront, a new harbormaster and transient boater facility has 
been rebid with the goal of breaking ground this spring.   

Significant progress has been made in open discussions with all stakeholders to 
shape the future of the waterfront.  Councilor Jared Eigerman is chairing an ad 
hoc committee with support of Councilors Cameron and Cronin with 
representation from the NRA, WFT, Harbormaster, COW and Settlers.  We have 
worked together to make positive changes to boards to enhance this important 
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process.  President O’Brien, thank you for your commitment to continue this 
important effort.   

On Waterfront West, after many years of speculation on New England 
Development’s plans, we anticipate the presentation of a master plan and the 
first phase of development this year.  We have only seen recent conceptual plans 
but once NED begins to unveil their project, we will ensure public notice and open 
meetings for input and dialogue.  

The construction of an intermodal/garage facility is critical to reducing parking on 
the waterfront.  It is also important for the needed parking inventory downtown.  
Our initial design for the 400+ car structure required the taking of portions of 
abutters’ properties at 5 stories with the price tag escalating to $16M.  Although 
we have secured $7M in state and federal funding, we needed to step back and 
really look at the cost, size and impact.   

This structure will be a presence in our downtown for many years and we need to 
find the right balance.  We have presented the City Council an alternative plan 
with a reduction in size, height, and eliminates all abutter property takings.  We 
will be presenting additional details at a Subcommittee City Council Meeting next 
week; this will occur in conjunction with abutter and neighborhood meetings.   
This is a very complex process involving federal, state, city and private interests 
and we recognize the importance of information; we have initiated changes to 
improve our outreach and communication and we will ensure this continues 
throughout this project. 

A long awaited project is the construction of Phase II of the Clipper City Rail Trail- 
after years of work; we reached 100% design and the Notice to Proceed from 
MADoT with construction beginning in early summer.   

This past year another important step occurred for our City in passing a 
development plan for the Route 1 gateway- 40R Smart Growth District.  This 
ordinance provides for control of potential development for the next decades 
with comprehensive design and development regulation.  We currently have only 
one project in the pipeline- the MINCO development of 80 residential units with 
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25% affordability.   It is because of the adoption of this Smart Growth Ordinance 
that the City was awarded a $2M Mass Works grant for a new lift station on Graf 
Rd.  

Another key development in progress is the Kelley School.  The developer, 
Diamond Sinacori, who holds a strong portfolio for adaptive reuse of historic 
buildings, is in the final stages of permitting for 10 high end condos with 
underground parking; but of utmost importance, the façade and exterior features 
of the building will be preserved through a preservation restriction. The City will 
receive $750,000 for sale of the property.  Construction is anticipated to 
commence in late spring. 

Our City achieved Green Community designation in 2010 and over the past 5 
years received over $580,000 in grant funds that has supported significant energy 
upgrades in our municipal buildings.  We also have installed the first electric car 
charging station on the Harris St. lot.  This year our goal is to convert to LED 
streetlights.  The projects and programs are numerous in our Energy & 
Sustainability Department; I encourage all to seek more information on the City 
website. 

As we celebrate all of the energy initiatives we have accomplished, I would like to 
recognize David Hall for his foresight in helping to lead the city in our green 
efforts, especially solar.  He has begun the permitting for a net zero development- 
Hillside Center for Sustainable Living.  The site will include 48 rental units, an 
affordable 10 room lodging unit to be operated by the YWCA, a community 
building, gardens, and greenhouse.   

The Newburyport School District, under the leadership of Superintendent Viccaro 
continues moving forward.  The completion of the building projects brought our 
facilities into the 21st century and provided the needed tools and technology 
essential for our teachers and students.  NHS placed 40th  in the Boston 
Magazine’s 50 Best Public Schools Ranking and The College Board recognized the 
high school as a School of Distinction for our Advanced Placement offerings and 
performance.  Our teachers’ salaries are finally were they should be -in the top 
12% of the State.  Teachers, coaches, directors and mentors have guided our 
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students to regional and state championships and awards.   A new Strategic Plan 
is being developed with broad community and school participation.  Strong 
partnerships are developing with institutions of Higher Education- Salem State 
University, Merrimack College and Northern Essex Community College.  School 
funding continues to be a great challenge but as we continue to work 
collaboratively, we have advanced funding to our schools by 25% over the past 6 
years and we can continue the rebuild of loss programs-  electives are being 
reinstated at the High School and key positions are being restored.   

This past year has brought some changes in leadership positions.  We have a new 
HR Director, Tracy Maynard and a new Health Director, Frank Giacalone.    
Additionally, Marshal Tom Howard retired after serving our Police Department for 
over 30 years.  The Selection Committee completed their due diligence and I have 
put forth the name of Acting Marshal Mark Murray for City Council confirmation.  
We also have a recent addition to the force, Epic, two year old German Sheppard 
who has completed his training.   

Our City’s financial status is an important topic of the annual State of the City 
Address.  We had a very strong year. The City was notified in May that it had 
achieved the highest possible municipal bond rating of Triple A (AAA) from the 
national rating agency, Standard & Poor (S&P).  This rating increase places 
Newburyport among the ranks of the top communities across the country for 
credit worthiness and financial management.  The upgraded credit status will 
allow the City to issue debt at lower interest rates, saving the City in future 
borrowing costs.  My thanks to our exemplary Finance Team led by Ethan 
Manning. 

What is of great importance is our Debt Management as we have embarked on 
major and critical infrastructure and capital projects over the past six years.  It is 
important for everyone to understand where we are here.  Yes, I heard as well as 
the City Councilors, during their past campaign season- spend, spend, spend.  It is 
not the spending; it is the source of funding and impact on the property tax that is 
critical.  We have adopted an industry standard that General Fund debt service 
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should not exceed 8-10% of annual expenditures, we are currently at 6.1%, up 
slightly from 5.8% in FY15.   

As you know, we have been very aggressive in obtaining Federal, State and grant 
funds to address our capital and infrastructure needs.  The projects that impact 
our property tax rate are those voted on by our community- Bresnahan 
elementary school and renovations to Nock/Molin; senior community center and 
field space.   

We have extensive capital and equipment needs within the City and after years of 
deferment, tight budgets and a poor economy, we are now able to address these 
needs and developed a five-year evolving capital plan based on priorities.  A few 
examples- Two Harley Davidson motorcycles replaced those not meeting 
standards for the police department; Fire Department purchased two Emergency 
One Rescue Pumpers replacing the 22 year old engines and was also awarded a 
41’ UTB retired Coast Guard fire boat.  DPS replaced a used street sweeper and 
trucks that could no longer be repaired or pass inspection- a one ton dump truck 
and a pick up. 

Newburyport has become a city in demand and consequently we are seeing 
record housing sales and escalating property values.  Of the 34 communities in 
Essex counties, Newburyport has the 14th highest average single family bill, but 
because of our higher than average values, our tax rate is the 9th lowest. 

Our major revenue stream is our property tax representing 84% of total revenues.  
We have also achieved a 98% collection rate recovering over $3.1M in 
outstanding property taxes and returning 290 properties to the tax roles in the 
past five years.   

The FY16 Tax Rate was approved at $13.39 per thousand, representing a 5 cent 
increase or $275 annually for the average single family home which is now valued 
at $520,487.  For the past three years we have raised the tax rate by 1.75% as 
opposed to the legally allowable cap of 2.5%.  We are also very cognizant of the 
recent increases in resident water and sewer bills and are working to make all 
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possible adjustments for FY17 while ensuring the debt service for the critically 
needed upgrades to our failing water and sewer plants are covered. 

As we move forward, we have established strong partnerships with our the new 
administration, Governor Baker and Lt. Gov. Polito; we were the 16th community 
to sign on to the Community Commonwealth Compact program with the goals to 
achieve best practice in financing our capital plan and developing a new budget 
format for our schools.  

We have solid relationships with our legislatures Senator O’Connor-Ives and 
Representative Kelcourse who have been successful advocates for funding for our 
City including the intermodal/garage facility and Plum Island water and sewer 
repairs; supported our Cultural District designation; understand and work on the 
challenges we face with the current school funding formulas for both c. 70 and 
charter schools and the escalating costs of special education.  Sen. Ives and Rep. 
Kelcourse are great supporters of community events, activities and fundraisers 
and provide outstanding constituent services.  

Currently, there are several projects that are of high priority- the completion of 
the Master Plan, Revision to our Zoning, sidewalk and street repairs and the 
disposition of the Brown School. 

We have hired Community Opportunity Group (COG) to assist in completing our 
Master Plan who is the same consultant working on the major revision of our 
Zoning; it is beneficial to have the same consultant developing these two central 
documents and our revised goal is to complete both projects by late spring.   

Major efforts have been underway to address the long list of street and sidewalk 
issues.  We receive an annual allocation of c. 90 funding from the State towards 
these projects but $600,000 does not go very far.  We have increased spending by 
over 450% on sidewalks and DPS has created a standardized manual on sidewalk 
repairs.  Over the past three years and by the completion of this fiscal year, over 
14,000 linear feet of sidewalks will have been installed, replaced or upgraded and 
over 21,000 linear feet of streets will have been repaved.  We will continue our 
efforts to address roads and sidewalks. 
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We also need to address is the disposition of the Brown School.  Winter St. 
Architects began a feasibility study but we placed future discussion on hold to 
allow time requested to complete a due diligence study of additional educational 
needs of the district.  Our next School Committee meeting will be held at the 
Brown School site to discuss next steps.   Youth Services is using the first floor and 
gym, we need to address the extensive upgrades needed to protect this building 
and ensure a permanent home for youth programing. 

We have a beautiful city but we are not immune from the opioid and heroin 
epidemic that has plagued Essex County, our State and beyond.  Our public safety, 
school, health and youth services personnel have been actively participating in a 
range of efforts over the past year. Sheriff Cousins has assisted in coordinating 
regional meetings and in December opened a 43-bed detox center with a ground-
breaking approach of treating non-violent prisoners for addiction rather than 
incarceration.  Newburyport hosted area Chiefs to meet with the Gloucester Chief 
of Police, Lenny Campanello to learn more about their Angel program and the 
Police Assisted Addiction and Recovery Initiative (PARRI).  Youth Services has 
coordinated a range of activities during the month of March, I strongly encourage 
all to take part in these events.  We must continue to build our efforts in 
prevention, intervention and treatment if we are to reverse this trend. 

Finally, we need to enhance our communication and must embrace social media, 
a Facebook page and Twitter will be released over the next weeks to disseminate 
information and engage constituents.  As James Thurber stated, “Precision of 
communication is important, more important than ever, in our era of hair trigger 
balances, when a false or misunderstood word may create as much disaster as a 
sudden thoughtless act."   

We live in a magnificent City with so many wonderful assets.  Our community is 
changing as more families, empty nesters and retirees fall in love with 
Newburyport.  We have many challenges but I believe we are moving in the right 
direction and we have much to celebrate.  Change can be difficult.  So here is my 
ask, seek out the facts, participate in meetings, give a few hours of your time to 
volunteer for a cause you care about, and pause for a moment to reread the post 
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or email before you hit send.  Communication is powerful and can make a real 
difference, be authentic but be kind.  

Thank you 


