
I believe that the current Burlington City administration has not made a good faith effort to get the very best deal for its citizens with the process of selling Burlington Telecom.  One would expect that given the immense value of our Telecom system, they would at least negotiate a deal that would return to the tax payers the roughly $16.9 million that was lost over the years.  Instead it appears that the tax payers will get no more than $5 million while one of the parties in the proposed deal will get over $10 million. There has been and still is an option that this city administration has not seriously pursued and that is the option of selling Burlington Telecom to a strongly supported local group, Keep BT Local, that would convert it into a locally owned and controlled internet utility cooperative.


What follows is the history of how I came to believe what I have outlined in my first paragraph.  When the depth of Burlington Telecom's problems were revealed during the winter of 2009 - 2010, I spoke at the February 11 City Council meeting and urged the Mayor and the Council to seriously consider converting Burlington Telecom into a Utility Cooperative.  There was no response to my remarks until a year later when I was approached individually by Alan Matson and Al Wagener.  The three of us decided to bring the cooperative option to life for the City of Burlington to make use of.  The three of us were strong supporters of Burlington Telecom.  We wanted to see it thrive and continue to be locally owned and controlled.  We also were determined to 'do no harm' as we worked through the process.


In the fall of 2010 we met with Mayor Bob Kiss.  While he appreciated and supported our efforts, he made it entirely clear that it would not be his administration that would make the final determination of Burlington Telecom's fate.  The three of us worked hard the next six months.  We added a few extra people to our group. We signed Non Disclosure Agreements with Burlington Telecom and on December 7th, 2011 Stephen Barraclough and his management staff spent the whole day taking us through all the operations and financials at Burlington Telecom. Then we spent time with officers of three different banks and VEDA beginning the exploration of how to finance the cooperative.  We proposed to Burlington Telecom that we help them bring in new customers.  We offered to go door to door to talk with Burlingtonians about why they should be Burlington Telecom customers and to organize an army of many others to do the same.  We had a couple of sales meetings at Burlington Telecom and planned to organize house parties across the city to sell people on how great their municpal internet system was.  The first house party was held April 18th 2012 and went very well.


However, at about that time the city administration changed hands.  Miro Weinberger was the new mayor; the situation was markedly different.  Mayor Weinberger made it clear that he was not supportive of our efforts. .He informed us that he did not want us to form the cooperative .  The joint sales effort with Burlington Telecom came to a halt and although we were ready and willing, we never went door to door nor did another house party to promote sales.  We continued to plan the creation of the new cooperative and checked in regularly with the administration who continued to ask that we not form our coop.  Throughout all of 2011 and most of 2012 we did all our work behind the scenes.  We did not go public with our plans until November 2012 when we began to formally organize Keep BT Local Cooperative.  It was incorporated April 5th, 2013.  Keep BT Local cooperative is still active and working to improve their financing options.

We believed that converting Burlington Telecom to a Utility Cooperative would return the lost $16.9 million to the Burlington tax payers over time.  The direct returns would be through patronage refunds which are based on how much profit the cooperative makes each year and how much in services each member owner purchased.  The City, for the foreseeable future, would be the largest customer and would thereby receive the most patronage refund.  Profit would probably grow significantly once the cooperative expanded its services outside of Burlington and patronage refund would grow as well.  We would propose that the Board of Directors should number nine members, four residents, four business owners and a municipal seat for the City. Of course that arrangement would have been an element of negotiation.  


The $16.9 million lost would also be returned indirectly in several ways.  The offices and staff would remain local providing employment that would continue to add to City and State taxes.  Being competitive with our pricing structure will keep other internet providers' prices down benefiting those Burlingtonians who choose not to use the Cooperative's services. All these mechanisms for returning the lost $16.9 million still exist for Burlington Citizens should Burlington Telecom end up being converted to an utility cooperative.


I am a member of Keep BT Local cooperative and have been involved from the beginning right through to the present.  However I have never served on the Keep BT Local board and have not been privy to their executive sessions or their negotiations with the City.  So it is entirely possible that the City Administration helped the cooperative in ways I never saw.  In my experience the Weinberger administration has not “lifted a finger” to strengthen the Cooperative option for the City and in fact tried to prevent the cooperative from ever forming.


There are many examples of how the Weinberger administration has not made a good faith effort to explore and strengthen the utility cooperative option.  I will just focus on one.  During the winter of 2016 – 2017  the Burlington Telecom Advisory Board took suggestions from the public and developed a series of sales criteria.  Many Burlington residents testified during that process and most stressed the importance of local ownership and control.  That got translated by the Advisory Board into 'Continue to have a local presence (office) with an emphasis on responsive and effective customer service'.  We should have challenged them about that misrepresentation at the time.  However we did not. Following the adoption of those sales criteria, the Advisory Board held public hearings on the Process for the Sale of Burlington Telecom.  The second of these hearings were held February 8th 2017 and I spoke at that hearing which was recorded by Channel 17.  The link for that hearing is:

https://www.cctv.org/watch-tv/programs/burlington-telecom-advisory-board-meeting-9

I asked a question. Terry Dorman who was at the meeting via a telephone asked David Provost, Burlington Telecom Advisory Board Chair to repeat the question.  I have transcribed the process from 14:12 minutes into the proceedings:

David Provost: The comment is 'likes the concept of this process but does that process mean would it be more deliberative, that as potential partners come to the table does the process include working with them in making the offer better and stronger,? And the two examples were if a company from out of town came would that be our practice and would that be our practice if a coop if the coop does come forward with this proposal would it be our intention and our work that we would try if they meet the criteria to work with them for in developing the best partnership?'

Terry Dorman: The short answer is absolutely.  The whole,  the goal of the deliberative process is to give the buyers that best fit the criteria  the best chance of succeeding and that obviously includes the coop. We're  Our belief is that there is at least the potential for a number of qualified parties to proceed. And some of those parties have asked if we would help transitionally with management if that is critical to somebody's bid  being considered, we will do that and we will help in any other way including financing introductions, and supportive materials, meeting with financing sources, anything to make a partner's proposal work out.


[End of Transcription}


To what extent did Terry Dorman and the City work with Schurz to improve their proposal and to what extent did they work with Schurz to make sure that their proposal included the repayment to Burlington Citizens of the $16.9 million that they were due?  I do not know the answer to that.  I know that many suggested changes were made during the City Council meeting where the decision was made to go with Schurz.


Likewise to what extent did Terry Dorman and the City work with Keep BT Local Cooperative  to improve their proposal and to what extent did they work with Keep BT Local Cooperative  to make sure that their proposal included the repayment to Burlington Citizens of the $16.9 million that they were due?  I believe that despite saying that absolutely the City would work with the Cooperative to strengthen their bid, Terry Dorman and the City Administration did nothing.  If I were a cynical person I would say 'Why should Terry help strengthen the Cooperative's bid?  He was getting an extra 10% of the sale price.  He would get far less if the City went forward with the Cooperative.'  But in truth I do not know why he and the Weinberger administration did nothing to strengthen the only local option for the City.  


If the City and Schurz cannot come forward with a proposal that returns the $16.9 million to Burlington tax payers then I believe the Public Utility Commission should not approve their proposal and instead ask the City to start the sale process over with the instruction to perform 'due diligence' to bring forward a proposal that does at least fully reimburse the tax payers.
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