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March 18, 2019 
 
 
Dear members of the Advisory Committee: 
 
In 2014, a group of citizens became concerned that the water company feasibility study, which had been 
approved by Town Meeting in 2012, had fallen by the wayside.  Since then, we have regularly asked 
questions about the financial, governance and operational aspects of the proposed acquisition and received 
very little information in spite of the fact that this is the largest purchase the Town of Hingham has ever 
considered making. 
 
Due to a growing concern that the purchase of the water company was being fast-tracked without the 
Board of Selectmen properly vetting its financial, governance and operational components, several of us 
began holding regular meetings.  We created a website and a Facebook page; we have written letters to the 
editor and letters to friends; and we have been engaged at almost every public meeting that has been held 
on the subject.  The objective of our group is quite simple: to get to know the facts and to present those 
facts to the community in order to ensure that Hingham voters are educated on this issue and can make an 
informed decision at Town Meeting.  However, with the vote only a few weeks away, there are still many 
critical questions that remain unanswered. 

 
To date the financial aspect of this proposal has been scrutinized by individuals, committees and peer 
reviewers.  After much analysis by an independent third party hired by Aquarion, it became clear that the 
model put forward by the Selectmen was replete with inaccuracies.  Despite their assertions to the contrary, 
there won’t be any immediate or long-term savings under Town ownership.  There may never be any 
savings at all.  In addition, there are other aspects of the proposed acquisition that are equally as important 
as the financials that have not yet been adequately addressed by the Selectmen.  These glaring omissions 
place the health and well-being of our community at risk.  It is clear that the Selectmen are not ready to 
handle the operation of a multi-town water system. 
 
The Selectmen’s proposed transition plan is seriously lacking in substance and specificity.  It is not an 
overstatement to say that their plan is a recipe for disaster bordering on negligence.  Without a viable 
transition plan, there is a tremendous degree of uncertainty.  We have heard about many issues at the 
various meetings we have attended.  For example, we have learned that a timeline with milestones carefully 
laid out has not been drafted.  In spite of repeated requests, the Selectmen have said that they would not be 
able to provide residents with a timeline for the closing.  When do they plan to issue the RFP?  When are 
they going to present a business plan to DEP?  We don’t know, because the Selectmen have not mapped 
out any of these details. 
 
Even more concerning is the fact that the Selectmen have said that they would force Aquarion to operate 
the water system with their hands tied behind their backs, and they would do this for an indefinite amount 
of time.  In practical terms this means Aquarion wouldn’t be allowed to replace water mains or invest in 
infrastructure.  For 6 months?  A year?  Two years?  We have no idea, because the Selectmen did not 
include a sunset clause in the article.  They are relying on the “good husbandry” standard.  However, that 
standard is limited in scope and open to interpretation.  It’s so fuzzy in fact that Town counsel stated that 
Hingham would go to court to seek an injunction against Aquarion if the Town felt they were in violation 
of it.  Not for improperly maintaining the infrastructure though.  The Selectmen would seek to prevent 
Aquarion from investing too much in the water infrastructure.  How does this make any sense?  The hostile 
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tone that has already been set by the Selectmen demonstrates that this would very likely be a contentious 
issue.  Not because Aquarion doesn’t know how to do their job, but because the Selectmen are not ready 
for theirs. 
 
Because of this, we respectfully suggest that it is critical for the Advisory Committee to seek confirmation 
from the Selectmen on a number of items prior to taking a vote on the proposed water company 
acquisition warrant articles.  We have taken the liberty of identifying the ones we find to be most relevant 
and pressing.  All of them have been discussed openly in public meetings, but none have yet to be resolved. 
 
The Selectmen should provide Advisory with a prospectus that outlines the overall scope and scale of the 
transition with detailed descriptions of responsibilities, a timeline that contains deadlines and a sunset 
clause.  An organizational chart is also needed as it is an important component to understanding how the 
water company would be run.  It’s not certain that we won’t need an intermunicipal agreement with Hull 
and Cohasset in order to obtain financing, so why risk it?  We should also have the written assurance, as 
potential ratepayers, of a detailed customer contract.  We don’t know under what conditions our water 
could be shut off or if the Selectmen, acting as Water Commissioners, would use their roles to cut deals 
with developers and bury those costs in our bills.  We would like to see the Selectmen initiate the DEP 
approval process for permitting given the fact that none of Aquarion’s permits would be transferred.   
 
Lastly, we would like to know who will be operating our water system.  The cost of a contract-operator 
comprises 40% of the total cost of operations.  That’s not insignificant.  A slight error in the estimated 
cost of this service would have a sizeable impact on our bills.  Only two companies responded to the initial 
RFP put forth by the Town.  One of those companies is likely too small to actually be considered for the 
job, and the other has ties to the Flint water crisis and the Pittsburgh water crisis and was recently cited by 
the Attorney General for issues in Plymouth.  It is unclear why we would want to exchange our award-
winning water company for this type of uncertainty and risk, so we would like the Selectmen to secure a 
binding bid with a credible contract operator before Town Meeting.  After 7 years of studying the issue, 
we should be able to do better than Veolia North America.  We do not want to end up like all of the other 
municipalities in Massachusetts that are currently struggling to maintain their systems (Appendices A & B). 
 
We would also like to draw the Advisory Committee’s attention to the need for a secret ballot.  Our 
success as a town has always depended upon inclusive, accessible, respectful, constructive and purposeful 
dialogue, otherwise known as "the Hingham way.”  However, in today’s climate the conversation around 
the water company has become very divisive.  We find that residents who ask town officials questions or 
share differing opinions are met with disdain or attack.  We see neighbor pitted against neighbor on social 
media.  And a recent letter to the editor is the latest example of a baseless smear campaign waged against 
our water company.  What has happened to our town?  We are a long way off from "the Hingham way," 
and it will be to our detriment.  
 
Behavior on social media is particularly beyond the pale.  It is an astonishing that certain individuals – 
including elected officials, those running for office and those in appointed positions – would publicly 
represent our town in such a disgraceful way.  Our group and its members are regularly attacked on a 
particular Hingham page called “Hingham Discussion Board,” on our own page called “Keep Aquarion” 
and through private messages to our page.  These attacks are well-orchestrated and are intended to bully 
opposing voices into silence.  The individuals behind the attacks clearly hope to make people fearful of 
speaking up.  In a day and age where there is a great deal of discussion about respectful dialogue, it is 
disappointing, given our reputation and our ability to be on the forefront of many things, that Hingham is 
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not the standard-bearer.  Attached to this letter are some examples of this type of aggressive, bullying 
behavior (Appendices C, D and E). 
 
This issue is far too important.  People should feel comfortable expressing themselves and absolutely 
should be able to vote the way they feel compelled to vote.  Therefore, we insist that a fair and honest 
outcome can only be guaranteed by the careful management of Town Meeting.  This includes having a 
secret ballot. 
 
Given the likelihood that discussion of the water company at Town Meeting will be a lengthy one, we 
initiated a petition asking that the articles be placed early on the warrant.  Attached are copies of the 
signature sheets showing the support of almost 500 members of the community (Appendix F).  We will 
also be asking for assurance from the Town Moderator that any and all ad hominem attacks and uncivil 
behavior on Town Meeting floor be addressed immediately and decisively.  And lastly, we support the 
proposal for a referendum.  Given the magnitude of the issue, we would like to see as many members of the 
community be provided with an opportunity to make their voices heard. 
 

We as members of Keep Aquarion believe that Hingham residents should return to our roots and make an 
effort to engage with one another in a respectful discussion.  A truthful discussion.  A civil discussion.  We 
have lived in town a long time.  We have raised our children here; we have volunteered; and many of us 
have been involved with this particular issue for decades.  It is in everyone's best interest to end the hateful 
rhetoric, reject the lies and return to doing things "the Hingham way."  The future of our town and the 
future of our water supply depend upon it. 

 

Respectfully submitted for your consideration, 

Jim O’Hare 

Ted Matthews 

Edna English 

Judy Kelley 

Catherine Salisbury 

Dick Cook 

Nick Amdur 

Bill Schrader 

R.J. Valentine 

 

cc: Selectman Paul Healey 
     Selectman Mary Power 
     Selectman Karen Johnson 
     Town Moderator Michael Puzo 
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APPENDIX A 
 
 
 

Water Infrastructure Finance Commission report 
 

“Massachusetts’s Water Infrastructure: 
Toward Financial Sustainability” 

 
February 7, 2012 
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APPENDIX B 
 
 
 

Office of the State Auditor report 
 

“Costs, Regulation, and Financing of Massachusetts 
Water Infrastructure: Implications for Municipal Budgets” 

 
January 17, 2017 
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APPENDIX C 

A sample of comments made on the Facebook page “Hingham Discussion Board” 

 

 



7 

 

 



8 

 

 



9 

 

 

 



10 

 

 

 



11 

 

 



12 

 



13 

 

 



14 

 

 

 

 



15 

 

 

 

 



16 

 

 

  



17 

 

APPENDIX D 

A sample of comments made on the citizens’ group “Keep Aquarion” Facebook page 
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APPENDIX E 

A sample of private Facebook messages sent to the group Keep Aquarion 

 

 

 



22 

 

 



23 

 



24 

 

 

 



25 

 

 



26 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 



27 

 

APPENDIX F 
 
 
 

Signatures of individuals requesting that 
the water company articles be placed 

early on the warrant for Town Meeting 
 

March 18, 2019 
 


