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NORTH BROOKFIELD — Voters will choose in September whether to finance the Town House rehabilitation project through a debt exclusion, but the amount of debt the town would have to assume will not be established until August.

Addressing the townspeople Tuesday, April 13, Selectmen Chairman James Caldwell announced a debt exclusion question would appear on the warrant for a Sept. 7 Special Town Meeting and a special election ballot Sept. 10. Voters have to approve the measure on both occasions for the debt to take effect — and their property taxes to go up for as long as it takes to pay it off.

The Great Hall of the Town House has been out of operation since the 1980s, and multiple attempts to fortify the building’s chronically leaky roof have proven unsuccessful. Structural support beams have been weakened by water penetrating the roof, causing the ceiling of the Great Hall to sag and the front wall to tilt in the direction of the street.

Renovation work will bring the Town House into compliance with Americans with Disabilities Act standards. Plans call for a three-story, handicapped accessible addition behind the building.

The rehabilitation project will also include the cleanup of contaminated soil behind the Town House.

First encountered during a round of routine geotechnic borings in August, the contamination — thought to be gasoline — was discovered in the soil on behind the current Town House addition. Further inspection confirmed the amount of petroleum found in the soil and groundwater exceeded the maximum level of allowable contamination as defined by the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection.

Caldwell has speculated that the contaminants may have been deposited into the soil during the removal of a leaky fuel storage tank in 1947, when the McCarty Fuel Company occupied space in the Town House basement.

At the March 16 Special Town Meeting, voters appropriated $45,000 to have SEA Consultants — which conducted the initial environmental investigation — develop a plan specifying how the town should remove the petroleum product from the soil, a task it is required by law to accomplish regardless of whether the broader Town House rehabilitation project moves forward.

According to Caldwell, the town should know by mid-June what needs to be done to restore accessibility to the Town House, at which point it can begin solicitation of bids for the rehabilitation project. He said bid submissions will be due Aug. 21. After that, the cost of the project — and the amount of debt the town will be asked to accept — can be calculated.

“We’re moving right along now,” Caldwell said. “Things are picking up.”

The Friends of the Town House organization has worked feverishly to bring to North Brookfield a production of the Broadway musical “George M.,” named after George M. Cohan, the famous American actor, vaudeville musician and author of “Yankee Doodle Dandy” and “You’re a Grand Old Flag.”

Scheduled for Saturday, May 26, the performance will take place in the North Brookfield Elementary School auditorium. Tickets are $15.

The Friends will host an open house at the Town House Saturday, May 19.

In other business at the April 17 selectmen’s meeting:

• As a result of “a kind of surprise meeting” with officials from the Massachusetts Office of Business Development and the Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission, said Selectman James Foyle, the town will pursue a $50,000 grant from the state’s Department of Housing and Community Development.

The money would fund a feasibility study to determine the exact ways in which the abandoned Aztec Industries property — the epicenter of the North Brookfield Downtown Development Project — can be rehabilitated to attract business investment and generate revenue for the town.

Foyle said the town recently issued a call for a licensed site professional to spearhead cleanup efforts on the 6-acre parcel through a $200,000 grant from the federal Environmental Protection Agency. He said the likelihood of obtaining another $200,000 grant is contingent on profitably spending the money the town has already accumulated.

Cleanup work could be under way as soon as the end of May, Foyle said.

“Things are not moving along with alacrity,” Foyle said. “But in all sincerity, they are moving along, and we do have a plan.”

-Selectmen dedicated the 2006 Town Report to Richard Chabot, who was elected to the Board of Selectmen in 1988 and served 15 years. Chabot said the honor caught him by surprise.

“I’m embarrassed,” Chabot said as he came forward to shake Caldwell’s hand and receive a copy of the Town Report.

“We were stealth in this one,” Caldwell admitted. “This was an absolute secrecy type of thing.”

