TOWN COUNCIL “SAFE ROUTES TO SCHOOL” WORK SESSION

February 15, 2011

A work session of the Jamestown Town Council was called to order at the Jamestown Town Hall in the Rosamond A. Tefft Council Chambers at 93 Narragansett Avenue at 6:15 p.m. by Council President Michael Schnack. The following members were present:

Robert Bowen, Vice-President

Michael White

Also present:

Bruce R. Keiser, Town Administrator

Lisa Bryer, Town Planner

Karen Montoya, Deputy Town Clerk 

John Brown, Tribal Historic Preservation Officer/THPO

Doug Harris, Senior Deputy THPO

Paul A. Robinson, State Archeologist

Bruce Kaiser stated that the primary purpose of getting together was to get a sense of the cooperation between the town and the Narragansett Tribe over the “Safe Route to Schools” project.  

Lisa Bryer opened the discussion with a short history of the project.  The situation in Jamestown is unique because the school site is also a cemetery.  The genesis of the project started in 2005-06 with the hope of making a safer way to school for the 50% of the students who either walk or ride a bike.  The challenge was to find the best land use plan with all the stake holders in mind while protecting the Native American burial grounds.

John Brown inquired what the council had in mind.

Bruce Keiser stated the town wanted an agreement to go forward with the land use project and how that would be accomplished.

Mr. Brown responded that he has been dealing with the town for the past 20 years.  The town should have addressed this issue long ago since there was a known history that all of the land of Jamestown was a burial ground.  He hoped to reach a more permanent and respectful protocol with more openness.  In the past at least 5 projects were allowed to go forward to the benefit to the town and the town should have been more proactive and reciprocal.  It is troubling that the regulations that protect everyone aren’t understood more.  People in this town wouldn’t be so willing if the Narragansett Tribe were to fill over and build a museum in Cedar Cemetery.  It wouldn’t be acceptable to the families who had relatives buried there; so when did the value of the Narragansett’s graves become less valuable than any other people.  Our burials are all over—under buildings, under the roads down the side of roads, etc.

Michael Schnack asked if the whole island was a burial ground.  Mr. Brown said the whole island was a cemetery, and the original request from the Europeans was only for animals to graze but Indian burial continued.  Later many people had dug up skeletons.  Paul Robinson said Mary Miner had a file of dug up burial sites and bones.  Mr. Brown challenged the council to familiarize themselves with the history of the island.  This safe route to schools project doesn’t stand alone.  It is now at the top of the heap of prior requests, but prior history has not gotten addressed.  Mr. Brown went on to say that he has been at this job for over 30 years on the local, state, federal and international level.  He tends to look for resolutions but it must be done in truth.  His office deals with 6 states, thousands of sites and 75 state and federal agencies.  People can find a way when they are willing.  His office reviews the work site to make sure there is no impact and assess whether the project needs to be altered or stopped until a resolution can be found.  Mr. Brown continued that he has been coming here time and time again and for the council to look back at the records.  The Tribe has had many good faith gestures—many projects have gone forth.  They only want some legislation that meets the minimal criteria--not to stop projects.

Robert Bowen asked if sites are case specific when something is found, or is a specific protocol deemed island wide.

Mr. Brown answered that no one has ever been prevented from building—a resolution or adjustment is always found.  It is not their desire to take back land or to take over any property.  They understand that life goes on—they only want everyone to be more aware and respectful.  The ideal would be that everyone would become a steward of the ancient sites and a student of history.  Then everyone could become a part of the solution.

Michael White stated that in the past the town has gone from project to project and then dealt with whatever, if anything, was found.  Instead of project to project we need to develop protocols to deal with these sensitive issues before they are discovered.

Lisa Bryer suggested educating and public more and asked for ideas on how to best accomplish that. Mr. Brown said to look at all the old land evidence books.  The people need to be protectors and stewards of history.  The Tribe would like to see an agreement to protect properties that are here and he again reiterated that they have no desire to take anyone’s property.  A better way for the town to show responsible government would be to put in place protocols to protect the important Indian sites.  The starting point should be the letter from the NITHPO to the council in June 2008 outlining some basic protocols.  

Michael Schnack floated a suggestion from Lisa Bryer to turn the old town office building on Southwest Avenue into an Indian museum thereby educating the public and showing the importance of the Narragansetts to our island and state.  Mr. Brown and Mr. Harris were very interested and discussed the possibility of grant money.  Lisa Bryer said she would look into the possibility of a grant.  It was agreed that they would get together again to works out protocols and report back on the finding of a grant.

The work session adjourned at 8:06 p.m. 

Attest:

Karen Montoya

Deputy Town Clerk 

c:
Town Council Members (5)


Town Administrator


Town Solicitor
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