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The Case in One Page 
Ipswich needs new public safety facilities. The 1907 fire station and the 1900 / 1986-renovated police 

station are objectively inadequate, and the men and women who work in them deserve better. Nothing 

in this paper is a vote against them, and nothing in this paper questions their service. 

What this paper questions is the process by which the Town has been brought to a $37.3 million ask 

for a project the Public Safety Facility Committee told voters in October 2020 “will not be exceeded” 

at $23 million — and at every milestone since, has shifted ground when its prior position became 

politically inconvenient. 

The committee’s own documents, in the committee’s own words, establish five things that voters 

should weigh against any further appropriation: 

• The site was sold to voters in October 2020 on assertions about wetlands, soil, and buildable area 

that the committee’s own consultants had already disputed in writing. The first soil borings were not 

performed until 2022 — almost two years after voters bought the land. 

• The committee’s December 18, 2019 Site Evaluation Criteria Matrix scored Pineswamp 1/3 on Soils, 

1/3 on Costs of Development, and 1/4 on Acquisition — the worst possible values on each. This 

document was finalized ten months before the vote and was not put before voters. 

• The cost ceiling Chief Nikas put in front of skeptical residents under the Town Hall tent — “$23 

million which will not be exceeded” — is now $37.3 million, a 62% overrun against that 

representation and a 36% overrun against the binding October 2021 vote of $27.5 million. 

• The committee’s late-2025 redesign exercise is not driven by an architectural reassessment on the 

merits. The committee said in its own minutes that the redesign is to win the May 2026 vote: “all 

work necessary at this point must be done with the intention of gaining voters’ support” (PSFC, 

August 26, 2025). 

• The chosen design required dimensional relief at a magnitude the Town routinely denies private 

applicants — a 70% reduction in the front yard setback (50 feet required, 15 feet applied for) — plus 



parking variances, plus 24 hearings across three land-use boards, plus a multi-plaintiff abutter 

lawsuit. This is forced fit, not natural fit. 

A No vote on additional funding is not a vote to do nothing. It is a vote to require the committee to 

come back with a project — at this site or another — whose cost, scope, and design have been honestly 

represented. The Town can do better than approve, on a third or fourth ask, the same project that was 

misrepresented at every prior ask. 

  



Indictment 1: Voters were Misled About the Site They Bought 
On October 17, 2020, voters approved Article 8 — purchase of 11.99 acres at 4 Pineswamp Road for 

$630,000 — based on representations that have not held up. 

What voters were told 
“of sufficient size to build a facility that will meet all our department and personnel needs… 

to meet all our department equipment storage needs… to accommodate a building that 

permits professional and confidential interactions with citizens.” 

— Charles Surpitski, on behalf of PSFC, October 17, 2020 STM (1:26:44 of recording, per E. Marsh memorandum) 

“This site on Pineswamp Road is the best site of all these for a public safety facility. It has the 

critical characteristics: frontage on a major road, location near the center of town for 

response times, and sufficient size — more than 4.5 useable acres.” 

— Jamie Fay, for the Finance Committee, October 17, 2020 STM (1:30:25) 

“If we’re going to have a new public safety building, it’s going to go on this site. There is no 

other place. … this is where it has to go… there’s no place else.” 

— Harvey Schwartz, for the PSFC, October 17, 2020 STM (1:34:07) 

“We have already had the wetlands flagged on this site and we have been in consultation 

with our Conservation Agent and the Chair of the Conservation Commission, and yes, we can 

fit the building and accommodate all the 65 foot buffer.” 

— Town Manager Tony Marino, October 17, 2020 STM (2:11:03) 

What the committee’s own consultants had said in writing 

The Pare Corporation Site Feasibility Study, commissioned by HKT Architects and dated June 2019 — 

that is, sixteen months before the vote — explicitly stated: 

“It is anticipated that further geotechnical investigation including test pits and soil borings 

will be required prior to future development of the Site.” 

— Pare Corporation, June 2019, p. 6 

Pare’s feasibility-level evaluation went further: it explicitly excluded in-person site reconnaissance, 

hazardous-materials identification, capacity analysis for existing utilities, and traffic analysis (p. 2). The 

southwestern portion of the site contains Scitico Silt Loam — “a poorly drained soil with a very slow rate 

of water transmission” in its natural condition (p. 6). The majority of the site sits within the Zone II 

Wellhead Protection Area, requiring special permitting for impervious cover above 15%. 

HKT’s own Site Evaluation Criteria Matrix, dated December 18, 2019 — Appendix J of the May 2021 

feasibility study — scored Pineswamp: 

• Soils (criterion 5.3): 1 of 3 points. Description: “Non-standard foundations required.” 



• Costs of Development (criterion 5.5): 1 of 3 points. Description: “Excessive costs.” 

• Acquisition (6.3): 1 of 4 points. Description: “Cost high but available to meet schedule.” 

• Hazardous Materials (5.4): 2 of 3 points. Description: “Testing required.” 

These are the lowest possible values on each line. They were finalized in writing ten months before 

voters were told the site was “of sufficient size,” “the best site of all,” and that the wetlands had already 

been “flagged.” The matrix did not appear in any public-facing presentation to Town Meeting. 

What had actually happened by the vote 

• The Purchase and Sale Agreement was negotiated in December 2019 and was already binding, 

contingent only on Article 8 passage (per PSFC minutes, December 3, 2019). 

• Site discussions had been conducted almost entirely in Executive Session from March 2017 through 

October 2019 (five sets of executive-session minutes were not approved and released until February 

18, 2020 — after the P&S was structured). 

• HKT’s September 11, 2020 renderings, presented to PSFC on October 6, 2020, already showed 

wetlands “taking away about a dozen parking spaces at the rear of the Pine Swamp building.” 

Wetlands were materially affecting the program eleven days before the vote. 

• The first soil borings — the work Pare had said “will be required prior to future development” — 

were not performed until 2022. Galante reported the results to PSFC on September 29, 2022, well 

after the land purchase and a year after voters had approved $27.5M for design and construction at 

this specific site. 

What the committee admitted later 
“while some alleged that we misrepresented the site when we went to Town Meeting 

(originally a 12-acre site with a lot of wetlands), we bought 8 acres. Wetlands has a 

boundary of maybe 3–3 ½ acres. The Town hired its own wetland scientists in the summer of 

2020 before we bought it, found that there were more wetlands, and we are now down to 2+ 

acres.” 

— Jamie Fay, PSFC minutes, September 28, 2023 

The “8 acres” claim is itself wrong: PSFC’s December 3, 2019 minutes confirm the 11.99-acre purchase. 

But notice what Mr. Fay does concede on the record: the Town’s own wetland scientists, before the 

vote, found “there were more wetlands,” and the buildable area is “down to 2+ acres.” That is the 

answer to the question of whether voters were told the truth in October 2020. 

  



Indictment 2: Cost Was Capped, Then Wasn’t, Then Wasn’t Again 
Two weeks before the October 17, 2020 vote, the PSFC held a public meeting under a tent at Town Hall. 

Citizens were already nervous, having watched a school project fail and having seen $27 million 

referenced in the press. The committee’s minutes from that meeting record what Chief Nikas told them: 

“Robertson commented that $27 million is scaring people, and Chief Nikas corrected him 

with the $23 million number which will not be exceeded. … Mr. Graham asked that PSFC 

paint a better picture of what the realistic ultimate cost will be. Rob assured him that, relying 

on our HKT experts, it will be the $23 million figure. … Nikas quoted the $23 million to build is 

probably what it will be, totaling $25.5 million as a total project.” 

— PSFC public meeting under the Town Hall tent, October 3, 2020 

The defense will say this was an informal statement, not a contractual ceiling. That defense fails because 

Town Meeting authority rests on the trust voters place in those who address them. When the Police 

Chief stands in front of nervous neighbors and says “will not be exceeded,” voters are entitled to weigh 

that representation. They were. 

The trajectory since 

• October 2021 ATM: $27.5M debt-exclusion approved. Already $2M over the “will not be exceeded.” 

• December 6, 2022 PSFC: TM Stephen Crane reports the schematic estimate is “$5 million figure over 

the construction budget.” 

• October 2023 STM: $500K Free Cash contingency approved, on top of $27.5M. 

• Approximately $2M in ARPA funds redirected to the project, challenged in court by Build It Right. 

• May 1, 2024 Total Project Budget (CHA): $30,051,000 — already $2.55M over what voters approved. 

• Press coverage in early 2026: original supplemental ask was $13.8M; reduced to $9.8M only after 

pushback. Total now: $37.3 million. 

$37.3 million is 62% over the “$23 million which will not be exceeded.” $37.3 million is 36% over the 

binding October 2021 vote of $27.5 million. Selectperson Michael Dougherty, the lone Select Board vote 

against the additional borrowing in 2026, summarized it: “Simply put, I think the community right now 

can’t afford it.” 

December 6, 2022: the private admissions the public never heard 

The single most damning page of the project record is the minutes of the December 6, 2022 PSFC 

meeting. The Build It Right lawsuit had not been filed. Voters had approved $27.5M just fourteen 

months earlier. No public communication suggested anything was wrong. Behind closed doors — 

though the meeting was technically public, no citizens were present to hear it — the committee was 

acknowledging the following: 

“Town Manager Stephen Crane explained that, because the estimate was not close enough 

to approve, several steps back must be taken to look at the schematic with its $5 million 

figure over the construction budget. Site work is up that much because of the marketplace 



(inflation), and the mechanical arrangements (i.e., heating systems) are the most striking 

spike in costs.” 

— PSFC minutes, December 6, 2022 

“Chief Parisi, feeling heart-sick, asked how we tell the tax-payers of the 18% reduction and 

the compromises in services.” 

— PSFC minutes, December 6, 2022 

“Chief Nikas said we should be messaging the townspeople now that all our needs can’t be 

achieved in the $25 million building, and with our support, maybe some people could make 

donations.” 

— PSFC minutes, December 6, 2022 

“Charlie [Surpitski, PSFC member and former Selectman] spoke of extraordinary times — the 

time for the whole project is now, and if we sell it short, we spin off progress. He would not 

be opposed to telling the townspeople that we are giving the people what we said we were 

going to do.” 

— PSFC minutes, December 6, 2022 

Read those four passages back to back. The record establishes: 

• By December 2022, the committee privately knew the project was $5,000,000 over the construction 

budget. 

• By December 2022, the committee privately knew the building had already been reduced 18% from 

what it had told voters — Chief Parisi’s own framing — and that the reduction came at the cost of 

“compromises in services.” 

• Chief Parisi was “heartsick.” He said so on the record. He asked his colleagues how they were going 

to tell the taxpayers. 

• Chief Nikas’s recommended answer was a messaging strategy — “messaging the townspeople now” 

— and floating donations as a way to close the gap. He did not propose returning to Town Meeting 

for an honest reset. 

• The senior voice in the room (Charlie Surpitski, a former Selectman and former Police Chief, serving 

on PSFC as a citizen) said he “would not be opposed to telling the townspeople that we are giving 

the people what we said we were going to do.” The committee was not “giving the people what we 

said we were going to do.” It was giving them an 18%-smaller building with compromises in services 

for $5M more than the construction budget. 

And then nothing happened. The committee did not pause. The committee did not return to Town 

Meeting. The committee did not put a corrected cost estimate in front of voters. Instead, the project 

went to land-use approvals at TGAS’ original scope, the Conservation Commission peer review produced 

64 items of concern, the lawsuit was filed in September 2023, the zoning change was defeated at Town 



Meeting in May 2024, and the litigation finally ended in August 2025 — at which point the committee 

announced that the design needed to be “softened” to win the May 2026 vote. 

If voters take only one document from this entire record into the Town Meeting hall, the December 6, 

2022 minutes are it. They are not contested, not interpretive, and not anyone’s characterization. They 

are the official record of what the people leading this project said to one another about the project 

they were building. 

And note who pays for it 

Ipswich is simultaneously facing a new water treatment plant and elementary school replacement. The 

Local News quoted Selectperson Dougherty as warning of a “significant spike” in taxes from those 

projects alone. Approving an additional $9.8M for a public safety facility that has already overrun by 

every measure compounds the pressure on a tax base that did not vote for any of this on the trajectory 

it actually has. 

  



Indictment 3: Design Has Followed Politics, Not Architecture 
The committee’s position on what this building should look like has changed at every politically 

important moment. The pattern is too consistent to be coincidence. 

• Fall 2020: HKT presents a flat-roofed modern concept. Article 9 ($2.25M for design) fails 995–1,029 

at the October 24, 2020 ballot. 

• December 15, 2020 PSFC: “Discussion ensued about people’s reaction to a flat-roofed design for the 

public safety facility as uninspiring.” 

• February 23, 2021: HKT returns with “several designs of a proposed facility on Linebrook/Pine 

Swamp Roads with pitched roofs because townspeople had voiced negative opinions re flat roofs.” 

• May 2022: PSFC selects The Galante Architecture Studio (TGAS). 

• October 2022: Galante presents three concepts in a “Beige Context.” 

• August 8, 2023: “red brick has replaced beige brick (consensus of the Working Group that we 

needed to make the change). … This new rendering is what the Planning Board recommends.” 

• September 2023: Three town boards approve the project. 

• August 26, 2025: Chief Parisi himself describes the approved design as “Industrial.” Jamie Fay 

introduces revisions “to make the building more popular with the citizenry.” 

• September–December 2025: ICON Architecture is added as a second architectural firm to facilitate 

“softening” revisions — cornices, slopes, false gable fronts (with a flat roof retained underneath), 

and windows that “only reference the style” of double-hung. 

Read the committee’s own consensus, in their own minutes, on August 26, 2025: 

“all work necessary at this point to put the Town in a position to begin construction must be 

done with the intention of gaining voters’ support for any additional funding at the May ’26 

Town Meeting.” 

— PSFC minutes, August 26, 2025 

This is not how good buildings are designed. This is how a project running on momentum tries to buy 

enough votes to finish. And note the constraint Galante set on the redesign exercise: 

“any changes made to the exterior design should not require any changes to the building’s 

structure.” 

— Ted Galante, PSFC minutes, September 10, 2025 

Translation: the building voters will see in the new renderings between now and May 12, 2026 will be 

the same building they would have gotten without the renderings — wearing different paint. 

The “imperious architect” problem the committee imposed on itself 

Two quotes from the meeting at which TGAS was selected — May 12, 2022 — bear reading together: 

“Jamie opined that architects let the client dictate in a way that architects think is wrong in 

trying to please.” 



— PSFC minutes, May 12, 2022 

“we should really trust the architectural firm to have running room to do our project.” 

— Bob Weatherall, PSFC Chair, same meeting 

These are extraordinary statements. They define the problem the FAQ now euphemizes: a committee 

that disclaimed its own duty to direct the architect, then expressed surprise when the architect 

produced a building the town disliked. The September 2023 ZBA submittal building — flat-roofed, metal-

paneled, 246 feet long, 85+ feet tall, on a Scenic Road in a Rural Residential A district — is what happens 

when a municipal client is told to “trust the architect” and not push back. 

Two architects on a $37 million combined facility in a 13,800-person New England town — TGAS and 

ICON, with TGAS at $1.82M paid through December 2025 — is itself a sign that the original engagement 

was not properly directed. 

  



Indictment 4: Public Input Was Treated as a Sales Problem, Not a Design Input 
The pattern in committee minutes is consistent across nine years: 

“Janet said that not too many people engage in design participation — mostly neighbors.” 

— Janet Slemenda, HKT, PSFC minutes, February 23, 2021 

“Bob asked if PSFC will be seeking public opinion or is the community trusting us with the 

checkbook.” 

— Bob Weatherall, PSFC Chair, May 12, 2022 

When citizen Paul Callebaugh — himself a project manager of thirty years — addressed the committee 

on March 19, 2024, after the lawsuits had been filed and the variances were known, he told them what 

they did not want to hear: 

“many projects failed because they didn’t adjust to changed circumstances. People in the 

part of Town where the proposed facility is feel that this is a bad location, multiple variances 

have been applied, and lawsuits from angry abutters have been filed. He urged that PSFC 

reconsider and go back to the drawing board.” 

— PSFC minutes, March 19, 2024 

The minutes record what the committee did in response: it moved to the agenda. It then proposed a 

zoning-change Warrant Article. The Town Meeting defeated that zoning change in May 2024. The 

committee did not interpret either Mr. Callebaugh’s warning or the May 2024 defeat as a call to 

reconsider; it interpreted them as obstacles to be worked around. 

The October–November 2025 “public listening sessions” 

When the committee finally did decide to engage the public on design — under the explicit pressure of 

the May 2026 vote — it scheduled three formal listening sessions and a joint Select Board meeting. Two 

of those public sessions and the joint Select Board meeting did not have committee quorum, per the 

minutes themselves: 

• October 6, 2025 (joint Select Board / PSFC): “There was no quorum of the Committee membership 

in attendance.” 

• October 25, 2025 (Saturday public listening session): “There was not a quorum of committee 

members present.” 

• November 10, 2025 (public listening session): “There was not a quorum of committee members 

present.” 

The architecture firm that the committee asked to direct the public process — TGAS — meanwhile told 

citizens directly on October 27, 2025 that the public would not be presented with options to choose 

from: 



“TGAS is not developing options to be presented for public choice, rather TGAS is working to 

develop one cohesive building the exterior elements of which reflect a synthesis of all the 

firm has heard at the public forums.” 

— PSFC minutes, October 27, 2025 

When John Sarni of the Design Review Board pushed for preliminary public buy-in before further design 

development, his suggestion was noted and not adopted. This is what consultative theatre looks like: 

the form of public input, without the substance. 

  



Indictment 5: Forced Fit and the Variance Package 
Setbacks exist for a reason. A municipality that grants itself a 70% reduction in the front yard setback 

that it would deny a private applicant has lost the discipline that protects the neighborhoods voters live 

in. 

What the September 2023 ZBA submittal shows 

• RRA-district required front setback: 50 feet. Applied for: 15 feet. Reduction: 70%. 

• RRA parking-setback variance: 37.5 feet for off-street parking only. 

• Building length: approximately 246 feet (75 meters) along the Pineswamp / Linebrook frontage. 

• Roof Access elevation: 85’8”. Communications-tower height: ~97 feet. 

• Wetland buffers: 100’ WPA, 50’ Municipal No-Disturbance, 15’ No-Build — all encroached or hugged 

by the proposed site work. 

• Majority of site within Zone II Wellhead Protection. Impervious-cover special permit required. 

• Pineswamp Road is a designated Scenic Road. The committee’s position has been that no qualifying 

trees fall within the Scenic Road bylaw. 

The Build It Right lawsuit 

Ten abutters sued in September 2023. Eight of nine claims were dismissed in June 2025. The last plaintiff 

withdrew in August 2025. The committee’s FAQ now treats this as vindication. It is not. The lawsuit was 

eventually dismissed; that does not retroactively make the underlying neighborhood concerns wrong. 

The plaintiffs’ specific allegation — that the Town accepted a claim of “unique hardship” for steep slopes 

and wetlands at this parcel that was not, in fact, unique — went to the legitimacy of the dimensional 

relief itself. Court docket disposition is not the same as merits agreement. 

The point that does survive for May 2026: a project that requires a 70% front-setback reduction and 

seven Conservation, seven ZBA, and seven Planning Board hearings is, by definition, a project that does 

not fit its site naturally. The committee has spent six years and approximately $2.2 million in soft costs 

forcing it to fit. 

  



A Note on Governance 
It is uncomfortable to write this section, because the people involved are volunteers who have given 

thousands of hours, and because Tony Marino — the Town Manager who made the public wetlands-

already-flagged statement at the October 17, 2020 STM and who served as ex-officio member of PSFC 

throughout the site selection — has retired and is not available to answer questions at Town Meeting. 

Stephen Crane succeeded him in late 2022 and inherits the project rather than having designed the site 

selection. 

The structural issue is this: a single individual — the Town Manager — was simultaneously the ex-officio 

member of the committee selecting the site, the principal officer negotiating the Purchase and Sale 

Agreement on behalf of the Select Board, and the public spokesperson at Town Meeting on the wetland 

question. There were no walk-away rights of consequence in the P&S (the document is reportedly not 

publicly available; that itself is a problem), no soil borings before purchase, and no presentation of the 

December 2019 Site Evaluation Criteria Matrix to voters. Whether by design or by drift, the Town 

acquired the property without the diligence its own consultants said was required. 

If this paper has one process recommendation for the Town beyond the May 12, 2026 vote, it is this: a 

future capital-projects governance review — independent of the committee that proposed the project 

— should examine the role of executive session in site discussions, the diligence terms in municipal P&S 

agreements, and the practice of relying on the same Town Manager for both negotiation and public 

reassurance on the same parcel. None of this is unique to Ipswich. All of it is correctable. 

  



Why a No Vote on May 12, 2026 Is the Right Vote 
The committee will tell you that a No vote means delay, that delay means cost, and that cost means the 

building never gets built. Each of those statements is partly true and entirely insufficient. 

Delay is what got us here 

The cost of this project has gone up because the committee has missed every milestone in HKT’s 2021 

timeline. The mid-point of construction was supposed to be Spring 2023. It is now scheduled for August 

2026 to December 2027 — over four years late. A No vote does not start the delay; the delay is already 

cooked into the May 2024 budget and the 2026 supplemental ask. Holding the committee to account for 

a redesigned, properly-scoped project will not delay the building meaningfully more than the project is 

already delayed. 

A No vote forces a better scope 

The committee’s own minutes on October 26, 2022 record the Working Group’s readiness to “add-

alternates” — i.e., to bid the project with optional scope items. The fourth apparatus bay was carried as 

an alternate as early as March 7, 2023 (PSFC minutes: “to be carried as an alternate, but working it as if 

it was in there”). A No vote tells the committee that voters expect the alternates to be priced honestly 

and the building scoped to what the Town can afford and what fits the neighborhood — not to what fits 

the architect’s portfolio. 

A No vote is not a vote against the chiefs 

Chief Nikas, Chief Parisi, the men and women of the Ipswich Police, Fire, Communications, 

Harbormaster, Shellfish, Animal Control, and Emergency Management — every one of them deserves a 

modern facility. None of them deserve a building that is simultaneously over budget, aesthetically wrong 

for the town, structurally locked in by late-stage cosmetic revisions, and approved on a series of 

representations the committee has been unable to keep. A No vote in May 2026 is the only mechanism 

Town Meeting has to insist that the building they get is the building they were told they were getting. 

The questions the committee should be required to answer at Town Meeting 

• On what date were the first soil borings performed at 4 Pineswamp Road, and what did they show? 

Will the report be made public before the warrant article is taken up? 

• Will the December 18, 2019 Site Evaluation Criteria Matrix (Appendix J of the May 2021 HKT 

feasibility study) be displayed during the warrant article presentation? If not, why not? 

• What due-diligence rights did the Town retain under the Purchase and Sale Agreement signed 

before the October 2020 STM? Is the P&S itself publicly available? 

• Will the committee provide a normalized cost-per-SF comparison with Salisbury (2017), Charlton 

(2021), and Ashland (2021), in 2026 dollars? 

• What is the contractual cost ceiling if the supplemental $9.8M is approved? What is the committee’s 

position on a No vote on any future ask above this amount? 

• What scope reductions remain available as bid alternates, and at what savings? 

• Why was a second architect (ICON) engaged in October 2025 if the design was “ready to bid” in 

early 2024 (per the FAQ)? 



If the committee’s answers are good, those answers strengthen the project’s case. If the committee 

cannot answer them, voters have their answer. 

  



Closing 
The men and women who have given the past nine years to this committee are not bad actors. They are 

volunteers and professionals who started on a hard problem and were caught up in the well-known 

failure modes of long-running municipal projects: sunk-cost reasoning, the gradual conflation of “the 

right project” with “the project we’ve already paid for,” and the temptation to treat public skepticism as 

a marketing problem rather than a substantive one. 

But the documentary record is what it is. Pineswamp was sold on assertions the committee’s own 

consultants had disputed in writing. The cost ceiling has been broken by 62%. The buildable area has 

been redefined four times. The design has changed every time the wind changed. The variance package 

required to make it fit was 70% of the front yard setback. The redesign in late 2025 was explicitly 

motivated by the upcoming vote, not by an architectural reassessment on the merits. Two of three 

public listening sessions in October–November 2025 had no committee quorum. 

At some point a town has to draw a line and say: this is not the way good public projects get built, this is 

not the building we voted for in 2021, and we will not approve more borrowing on top of 

representations that have not held. 

May 12, 2026 is that line. 
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