Town of Montreat
Board of Commissioners – Town Council Meeting
June 11, 2026 – 6:00 PM
Meeting Minutes
Board of Commissioners in Attendance:
Mayor Tim Helms
Commissioner Jane Alexander
Commissioner Mason Blake
Commissioner Tom Widmer

Board of Commissioners Absent:
Mayor Pro Tem Kitty Fouche
Commissioner Grant Dasher

Town Staff in Attendance:
Savannah Parrish, Town Manager
Angie Murphy, Town Clerk
Brandon Freeman, Town Attorney
Rachel Eddings, Finance Officer
Barry Creasman, Public Works Director
Justyn Whitson, Police Chief

Members of the Public in Attendance:
Approximately 30 people


Call to Order
Mayor Tim Helms called the meeting to order at 6:00 PM, welcoming all attendees to the June Town Council meeting.
Agenda Adoption
Mayor Helms called for a motion to adopt the agenda as presented.
Motion by Commissioner Mason Blake to adopt the agenda as presented. Seconded by Commissioner Jane Alexander. Motion carried unanimously.
Consent Agenda
Town Manager Savannah Parrish reviewed the consent agenda, which included the adoption of meeting minutes from the April 9, 2026, Public Forum and Regular Meeting, the April 10, 2026, Budget Workshop, the May 1, 2026, Joint Workshop of the Signed Subcommittee and Board of Commissioners, and the May 8, 2026, Budget Workshop.
Town Manager Parrish also provided a brief FEMA update, reporting that all projects were progressing, albeit slowly, due to the administrative complexity of the larger projects. She noted that the town had received a reimbursement of $24,328 that day for administrative expenses, categorized under FEMA's "Category Z." She explained that this category typically does not open until all projects are closed, but given the scope of the disaster, the town was permitted to open it early and submit for administrative expenses quarterly, which she characterized as welcome news.
Commissioner Tom Widmer asked for further details on the FEMA projects, specifically how many remained unobligated. Town Manager Parrish indicated there were approximately four unobligated projects and confirmed that the pedestrian bridges at Arbor Lane and Texas Road were among them, currently under review with the CRC.
Mayor Helms noted that all department reports for April and May had been received by commissioners and invited questions; hearing none, the floor was opened for public comment.

Public Comment
John Dunbar, 118 Virginia Road, addressed the board regarding the Chestnut Tree Project, which appeared later on the agenda. He noted that his family's concerns about the chestnut trees themselves had been largely resolved after Commissioner Mason Blake provided helpful clarification about their growth characteristics and seed pods. His remaining concern related to access and management of the right-of-way property behind his home, which for approximately 60 years had been informally managed by neighboring residents through gardens, fire pits, and maintenance activities. He asked if the town intended to actively manage the property going forward. Mayor Helms explained that during Public Comment
Town Manager Parrish noted for context that the Dunbar’s had also indicated an intent to pursue a right-of-way closure for that area, and that the timing of any tree planting relative to that process was an underlying concern. Mr. Dunbar confirmed that context was accurate.
Letta Jean Taylor, 386 Oklahoma Road, asked the commission to note the filing dates for three open commissioner seats: July 6 through July 17, with filings opening at 8:00 AM on July 6 and closing at noon on July 17.
Hearing no further public comments, the mayor proceeded with the agenda.
New Business
Oath of Office – Chief Justyn Whitson
Mayor Helms administered the oath of office to Justyn Whitson, swearing him in as the town's Police Chief. Following the oath, the mayor presented Chief Whitson with his badge, congratulated him, and noted that he would henceforth be referred to as "Chief."
Flat Creek Crossing Update
Jean Norris, 192 Mississippi Road, and Eric Nichols, 527 Suwanee Drive, presented on behalf of the Flat Creek Crossing Steering Committee. Mr. Nichols humorously noted his role was primarily to distribute materials and provide moral support to Ms. Norris.
Ms. Norris outlined the design updates since Hurricane Helene, noting that most original elements remained unchanged, including stormwater management, a sensory garden, a welcome area, and educational and digital resources. Post-Helene modifications included a somewhat narrower paved path to the water due to reduced creek bank, potential use of alternative paving materials better suited to withstand future high-water events, and additional rock wall installation for greater durability in line with the 25-year durability requirement of their accessible parks grant. The picnic area would be somewhat reduced in size, with paving extended into it for added durability.
On fundraising, Ms. Norris reported a mailing list of 276 people, 149 or more donations from 91 giving units, representing a broad cross-section of Montreat residents, summer visitors, local churches, foundations, and the Montreat Cottagers Association. She also disclosed a pledge of $50,000 toward the eventual replacement of the downed footbridge, to be received once an appropriate account was in place. Total non-grant funds raised stood at $102,000, with a net working capital of $81,000 after expenditures on site surveys, design renderings, signage, and fundraising activities.
Regarding grant funding, Ms. Norris reported that the Pigeon River Fund grant for bank stabilization had been fully spent, with visible progress at the site. Under the accessible parks grant, the first quarterly reimbursement request of $50,000 was submitted, with an expected 80 percent return of $40,000.
Ms. Norris then described a new Helene Recovery Grant proposal that had been developed in response to post-Helene conditions. The proposal addressed expanded creek bank stabilization, fencing of the town's maintenance complex to secure it and improve the park's aesthetics, engineering for bridge landings and structure in preparation for an eventual accessible bridge replacement, and associated work. The total proposal came to $614,548, with the town ultimately winning a grant award of $307,274.28. Ms. Norris emphasized that all the town could account for as matching funds at submission was $10,000 in promised plant donations from the local National Wildlife Federation chapter.
Mayor Helms sought clarification on what the grant commitment meant for the town. Ms. Norris and Mr. Nichols confirmed that by accepting the grant contract, the town would be obligating itself to cover up to approximately $297,274 in matching funds over three years, should the Steering Committee's fundraising efforts fall short. They emphasized their fundraising track record, the existing $50,000 bridge pledge, the availability of FEMA as an additional funding avenue, and that the three-year timeline allowed flexibility, not requiring equal annual contributions.
The Steering Committee asked the board to accept the grant contract. The board indicated it would like to review the contract before taking action and agreed to place the item on the July agenda.
Fire District Tax Resolution
Town Manager Parrish presented a resolution formally joining the Town of Montreat into Buncombe County's Unified Fire District. She noted the fire district rate would be set at 11.96 cents per $100 of assessed value for fiscal year 2027. She identified several typographical errors and numbering issues in the contract that had been prepared by the county attorney and requested that technical corrections be made prior to finalization.
In discussion, it was noted that the town would continue to remit its portion of the fire tax directly to the Black Mountain Fire Department, as it currently does, with Buncombe County collecting and remitting on the town's behalf. Commissioner Tom Widmer noted this represented approximately a 12 percent increase over the current rate of 10.69 cents per $100. Town Manager Parrish noted that the town had previously attempted to negotiate a direct contract with Black Mountain Fire Department but was declined. Contextually, Mayor Helms observed that the current ad valorem rate for the town was $0.43, the county rate $0.54, and the fire district rate would be $0.1197.
Motion by Commissioner Widmer to approve the fire district resolution, contingent upon the correction of errors in the contract. Seconded by Commissioner Alexander. Motion carried unanimously.
Discussion on Establishing a Brokerage Account
Commissioner Blake introduced the item concerning establishing a brokerage account. Commissioner Widmer expressed full support for the measure, noting the town had encountered this issue previously and had been working around it. He offered two specific concerns with the draft resolution language. First, in the third "Whereas" clause, the resolution named Edward Jones Investments specifically, while the operative section below referenced only "a reputable and properly registered brokerage firm." He suggested the third Whereas should simply refer to "a qualified financial institution" to remain impartial. Second, he noted that while the second Whereas described the purpose of the account as accepting gifts of securities, Section 2 of the resolution described the account as being "solely for the investment and management of town funds," making no reference to the acceptance of gifts—a discrepancy he felt should be corrected for consistency.
Motion by Commissioner Widmer to approve the brokerage account resolution with the proposed amendments. Seconded by Commissioner Blake. Motion carried unanimously.
Discussion & Possible Action of Carter, P.C. Contract and Engagement Letter
Town Manager Parrish presented the proposed audit engagement letter with Carter PC. She noted the contract represented a $1,650 increase over the prior year, for a total of $32,850 in auditing services. She relayed Commissioner Widmer's concern that the current contract deadline of December 31, 2026, did not provide sufficient time for the town to present the audit to the audit committee and then to the town council, noting the prior year had required a special meeting to meet the deadline. Town Manager Parrish indicated she could request that the contractor back the deadline up by approximately one month and proposed either bringing it back to the board after such a request or approve the contract with the understanding the change would be pursued. The board determined it was not imperative to pass the contract that evening and agreed the better course was to first approach Carter PC to negotiate an earlier delivery date before seeking formal approval.
Appointment of Kathy Putnam as Ex Officio Member of the Stonebridge Advisory Committee
Town Manager Parrish recommended the appointment of Kathy Putnam as an ex officio member of the Stone Bridge Advisory Committee to provide guidance on landscaping matters. She commended the committee's work under the leadership of Beth Casper and noted that donated funds had already begun flowing in despite formal fundraising not yet having begun.
Motion by Commissioner Alexander to approve the appointment of Kathy Putnam. Seconded by Commissioner Blake. Motion carried unanimously.
Discussion and Approval of Solid Waste and Recycling Collection
Town Manager Parrish reiterated that the two proposals received in response to the town's Request for Proposals — one from Consolidated Waste Services (CWS) and one from Mid South — both had deficiencies, and that selecting one to move forward with would not constitute a commitment; contract negotiations would follow, requiring separate board approval before anything was formalized.
Public Works Director Barry Creasman addressed the board, reporting that he had met with both vendors, toured multiple backdoor pickup sites throughout town including the steepest and most difficult locations, and shown representatives every type of refuse container used by residents. Both vendors expressed no significant concerns with the conditions. He identified the primary operational difference between the two proposals as the frequency of recycling pickup: one offered weekly service and the other offered every-other-week service. Mr. Creasman noted a longstanding positive working relationship with CWS dating to 2004, citing their responsiveness to equipment issues and service corrections, and indicated a preference for proceeding with CWS.
He also connected the sanitation contract decision to the Capital Improvement Plan, explaining that a key objective was to convert the town's existing compactor — currently used for household trash hauling — into a resident-accessible convenience center compactor, which he projected would reduce the number of hauls from the current four to six per run down to two, significantly cutting costs. He stated that if the town did not proceed with a vendor, the compactor upgrade would need to be deferred by one to two years.
Commissioner Widmer expressed reservations about proceeding to contract negotiations at this stage, arguing that it was premature given the unresolved budget picture and the number of interconnected issues. He specifically flagged CWS's proposal language referencing 65-gallon rolling carts and 32-gallon rigid containers, which did not align with the town's bear-resistant container ordinance. He also raised a practical concern about truck dimensions, noting that upon researching the specific Freightliner and Mack truck models listed in CWS's proposal, both were a minimum of 9.5 feet wide — wider than many Montreat roads with parking on both sides. He contrasted this with the other vendor's proposal to use smaller trucks with a transfer point at a lower location.
Commissioner Blake acknowledged Commissioner Widmer's points but argued that initiating contract discussions was valuable precisely because drafting a contract forces all parties to work through the details, such as truck specifications and container requirements. He noted the motion was to authorize staff to move forward with contract discussions, not to execute a contract, and that a final contract would still come back to the board. Town Manager Parrish suggested that a final contract was realistically more likely to be ready for the August meeting than July.
The board agreed to frame the motion as authorizing staff to move forward in discussions with CWS toward a contract framework.
Motion by Commissioner Blake to authorize staff to move forward in contract discussions with Consolidated Waste Services for individual trash collection. Seconded by Commissioner Alexander. Motion carried unanimously.
Review of FY26-27 Town of Montreat Budget & Public Hearing
Mayor Helms prefaced the budget discussion by explaining the central challenge: following Buncombe County's property revaluation, keeping the tax rate unchanged would result in a substantial effective tax increase for residents, and the board had been working to find a reduced millage rate that still adequately funded town operations while not overburdening property owners.
Town Manager Parrish briefed the board on two complicating pieces of state legislation. Senate Bill 889 would freeze assessed property values for one year through 2027; that bill had passed the North Carolina House and was headed to Governor Stein's desk. Separately, House Bill 474 had been introduced to exempt Helene-impacted counties from the freeze established by Senate Bill 889. She stated that the two outstanding bills created significant uncertainty and that additional work remained on the budget regardless of how the legislation was resolved. She recommended taking no action on the budget that evening, scheduling a special meeting at a later date, and conducting another public hearing at that time before proceeding to adoption. Mayor Helms noted the budget must be adopted by the end of June. No formal discussion of budget figures was conducted.
Mayor Helms opened the Public Hearing for comments and finding none he closed the Public Hearing.
FY26-27 Budget Ordinance and Fee Schedule
This item was tabled pending resolution of the broader budget, as described under the Town Budget discussion above.

Budget Amendment No. 15
Town Manager Parrish presented Budget Amendment No. 15 to incorporate donations raised at the Montreat Trivia Night into the public buildings budget to fund landscaping work outside of Town Hall. Mayor Helms acknowledged the organizers: Maggie Elliott, Jan Sweetenburg, and Kitty Fouché.
Motion by Commissioner Widmer to approve Budget Amendment No. 15. Seconded by Commissioner Blake. Motion carried unanimously.
Budget Amendment No. 16
Town Manager Parrish presented Budget Amendment No. 16 to create a separate budget fund (Fund 40) for the Stone Bridges project and to transfer all donated funds received to date — totaling $102,250 — into that fund. Commissioner Widmer noted the total was substantial and asked how many donations comprised it; Town Manager Parrish indicated it was approximately four or five, representing sizable individual donations.
Motion by Commissioner Blake to approve Budget Amendment No. 16. Seconded by Commissioner Widmer. Motion carried unanimously.
Budget Amendment No. 17
Town Manager Parrish described Budget Amendment No. 17 as a housekeeping item to move funds from the governing body budget to cover shortages in contracted dumpster services in the sanitation budget, and to transfer available funds from governing body, police, public works, and planning and zoning to administration to cover outstanding attorney's fees. She characterized it as typical end-of-year reconciliation between line items with surpluses and those with shortfalls.
Motion by Commissioner Blake to approve Budget Amendment No. 17. Seconded by Commissioner Alexander. Motion carried unanimously.
Following the vote, Town Manager Parrish identified a technical omission: the bills to be paid under this amendment had not yet been pre-audited, and the motion should have also authorized payment of those bills. The board agreed to correct the motion.
Motion by Commissioner Widmer to approve Budget Amendment No. 17 and authorize payment of the associated bills. Seconded by Commissioner Blake. Motion carried unanimously.
Discussion of the Chestnut Tree Project
Commissioner Blake provided background on the Chestnut Tree Project. The Tree Board had been approached approximately a year prior to consider reinvigorating a former community garden area located on town right-of-way. After considering a formal community garden, the Tree Board concluded that use might be an imposition on neighbors and instead explored a partnership with the American Chestnut Foundation for experimental plantings. Foundation representatives conducted site studies over several months, determined the location was suitable due to its sunny exposure, and proposed planting three small chestnut seedlings in an area away from neighboring homes, beneath existing guide wires.
Neighboring residents, including the Dunbar family and another couple, had raised objections at the Tree Board level, citing concerns about spiny seed pods, potential obstruction of mountain views in the future, and the change in informal management arrangements. Commissioner Blake noted that Town Staff Representative to Tree Board Daniel Wiggs addressed most of those concerns directly, explaining the trees would not exceed approximately 20 feet in height, and that the Foundation would collect the seed pods as part of their research. The Tree Board approved the project, but given the strength of neighbor objections, elected to bring the matter to the commission for awareness, though Commissioner Blake clarified that the Tree Board did not require commission approval to proceed.
Commissioner Blake noted that as of the evening's public forum, the Dunbar’s had indicated they no longer objected to the trees themselves. He added that the Dunbar’s had separately filed an application to abandon the right-of-way, which would be taken up by the appropriate body when that application came forward.
Public Comments
John Dunbar, residing at 118 Virginia Road, took the opportunity during the public comments section to convey the resolution of his family's concerns regarding the proposed chestnut trees. He acknowledged that Daniel Wiggs’ thorough explanations had managed to alleviate their initial worries about the trees' growth characteristics and the management of spiny seed pods, issues which had caused apprehension initially. 
Mr. Dunbar emphasized that their primary lingering concern was about the continued access to and maintenance of the right-of-way property behind their home. He articulated that for around 60 years, nearby residents, including his own family, had informally managed this land without having ever sought formal permission from the town. This management had included activities such as planting gardens, setting up fire pits, and maintaining the landscape, which had become a long-standing communal arrangement among neighbors. 
During his comments, Mr. Dunbar confirmed, upon inquiry from the commissioners, that their family had removed the previous fencing and plants related to the community garden on this town-designated right-of-way without seeking the town's approval. He explained that this action was taken in the context of a tradition where local residents would manage the property autonomously, as the town had not actively been involved. He advocated for a dialogue with the town regarding how management of this area might be handled going forward to ensure an organized approach, expressing a preference for a shared agreement rather than a sudden shift in long-established practices.
Dr. Mary Standaert, 118 Shenandoah Terrace, thanked the commission for the care and seriousness they brought to a challenging agenda. Reflecting on the sanitation discussion, she recalled a prior privatization of trash collection approximately 20 years ago that had not worked well and cautioned the board that what cannot be controlled cannot be fixed. She encouraged the board to seriously consider hiring an additional employee as a potential alternative to outsourcing, noting the strains on Public Works had grown considerably. She also flagged the complexity of aligning any contractor arrangement with the new sanitation ordinance and bear-resistant container requirements and asked the board to consider what course of action would be taken if a contractor arrangement ultimately did not work.
Commissioner Widmer, in response to Dr. Standaert's comments and reflecting on conversations with Town Manager Parrish, suggested that one possible approach would be to ask Mr. Creasman to start with a clean sheet of paper and design the ideal sanitation system from his perspective, unconstrained by the current approach. Commissioner Alexander agreed there was no easy answer and that further discussions would be needed in the coming weeks.
Commissioner's Communications
Commissioner Widmer's comments on sanitation were incorporated in the prior discussion. No other commissioners offered additional communications.
Dates to Remember
Mayor Helms noted the following upcoming dates:
1. No Landcare meeting in July.
1. Town offices closed July 3rd.
1. Bulk item and white goods curbside pickup: July 7th.
1. July Town Council Meeting: Thursday, July 9, 2026, at 6:00 PM (Public Forum at 5:30 PM).
1. Tree Board Meeting: Tuesday, July 14, 2026, 9:00–11:00 AM, Town Hall with Zoom option.
1. Planning and Zoning Commission: Thursday, July 16, 2026, 10:30 AM–12:00 PM, Town Hall with Zoom option.
1. Board of Adjustment: Thursday, July 23, 2026, 5:00 PM, Town Hall, Zoom option if needed.
1. Filing period for three commissioner seats: July 6 (opens 8:00 AM) through July 17, 2026 (closes 12:00 noon).
Closed Session
Motion by Commissioner Blake to enter Closed Session in accordance with NCGS 143-318.11(6) to discuss a personnel matter. Seconded by Commissioner Alexander. Motion carried unanimously.
Upon returning to Open Session no official business was discussed.
Adjournment
Motion by Commissioner Alexander to adjourn the meeting. Seconded by Commissioner Widmer. Motion carried unanimously. Meeting was adjourned at 7:46 pm.


_______________________________			_____________________________________
Mayor Tim Helms					Town Clerk Angie Murphy

