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MIDDLETOWN TODAY
Housing Is Happening In Middletown

I

Prices Are Up, But So Are Projects

t’s no secret the housing market is hot
in Middletown.
Talk to Realtors or anyone looking for a
place and the story you’ll hear is there’s a lot
of competition for properties, particularly
starter and mid-market homes.
Aware of this need, the Town of
Middletown is actively looking at bringing at
least 50 units of affordable housing to the
community, work that’s being overseen by
the Affordable Housing Committee.

Currently, the group is researching the
viability of several Town-owned properties
including the Oliphant administration
building at 26 Oliphant Lane and the

Peckham School site at 650 Green End
Avenue.
And that igure doesn’t include the more than
270 units that have been approved or are
proposed in Town, including 117 units of
affordable housing.
“There is an awareness of the need for
housing in Middletown and that the private
sector is addressing that in some way,” Town
Administrator Shawn J. Brown has said
previously. “It’s noteworthy to recognize that
it’s happening and there is some bene it to
this because it’s private investment, it’s not
public funds, and it’s meeting the goals the
Town wants to achieve.”
Frank Spinella, a consultant hired by the
Town for affordable housing effort, agreed.
“You having this committee is actually
working because you’re seeing now
affordable housing proposals coming from
the private sector,” Spinella said. “You are
spurring that housing by just having the
discussions…The fact is they’re coming to
you, where there were no proposals for any
developments [a few] months ago.”
According to a recent story in the Wall
Street Journal, Middletown is far from being
alone with its healthy housing market.
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Data from the Journal indicated home
sales for 2021 are on track for the biggest
year in 15 years in the United States.
The Nov. 22 piece showed the number of
homes on the market across the country has
stayed tight and new houses are snapped up
quickly, usually for more than the listing
price. Those factors combined with low
interest rates and robust demand since the
COVID-19 pandemic has ratcheted up
competition.
Despite rising prices, the Journal story
showed demand remained strong. The
median existing home price throughout the
United States was listed at $353,900. In
Middletown, that number was about
$430,000.
Figures from the Town indicate there are
about 7,000 units of housing in Middletown.
That includes single-family homes, two to ive
family homes, residential condominiums and
apartment complexes. Housing on Naval
Station Newport and related federal defense
related sites was no part of that total.
Information from the Town’s planning
of ice showed there were three housing
projects that have been approved recently in
Middletown. These are Aquidneck Crossing at
438 East Main Road, which includes 12 units
as well as the Sullivan two-lot subdivision on
15 Lewis Drive and the 11-lot Stone Bridge
Farm subdivision at 430 Mitchell’s Lane.
Also in the pipeline include Aquidneck
Commerce Center, a 12-unit project at 809,

811 and 819 Aquidneck Ave. as well as
Rosebrook Commons at 1747 West Main
Road, a 156-unit proposed development at
the former Skater Island indoor skatepark
property. As envisioned, that proposal
includes 63 units of affordable housing.
There’s also plans for 54 new units of
affordable housing at West House, the senior
housing development at 417 Forest Avenue.
There are also several smaller housing
projects planned on Howland Avenue at
Green End Avenue, Mitchell’s Lane, Morrison
Avenue, Prospect Avenue and Serenity Drive.
All told, those projects would add a total of
24 units of new housing to Middletown’s
inventory, if approved by the Town.
“The frenzied housing market from
earlier this year has plateaued,” The Journal
story said. “But sales are still higher than prepandemic levels. Many buyers who have been
sidelined by fast-rising prices might jump
back into the market if they see signs of a
slowdown, economists and real-estate agents
say.”
“Home sales typically decline after the
summer,” The Journal story continued. “Many
families don’t want to move during the school
year, and shoppers often stay home in cold
weather and during the holiday season. High
prices are also scaring off some buyers. The
median existing-home price rose 13.1% in
October from a year earlier, (the National
Association of Realtors) said, to $353,900.”

Stepping Up With Support For Our Children

A

Town Council Allocates Federal Dollars To Help

little more than two months ago,
the Town Council heard more
could be done to help local youth.
At a recent meeting, the council
informally agreed to set aside more than
$300,000 in federal American Rescue Plan
Act funding to support three after school
programs to assist Middletown students.
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The money will pay for the School
Department’s “Beyond The Bell” program as
well as partnerships with the East Bay
Community Action and Boys & Girls Clubs of
Newport County, which have drawn rave
reviews.
It is the irst ARPA funding committed by
the Town of the close to $5 million due to the
community. As part of its discussion, council
members agreed the funds will be handled
through the Town’s inancial of ices as a grant
to the schools. The item is expected to be
formally voted on at the
council’s next meeting on
Tuesday, Jan. 18.
“We’ve talked a lot about
collaborating on the needs of
our students and student
a c h i e v e m e n t ,” A s s i s t a n t
S u p e r i n te n d e n t M i c h e l l e
Fonseca said. “We’re at a
crucial moment where we just
need to direct our services on
h e l p i n g k i d s s o c i a l l y,
emotionally and academically.
The need is great. Our test
scores show it. Our day to day
functioning of students shows
it. Our engagement shows it.
We have students who are
struggling, not just from
COVID-19, the distance
learning, it’s lack of
instructional time, decrease in
instructional time, but also
gaps that we had before.”
At a meeting in early November, the
council received a report from consultant
Maryclaire Knight that the community
provided a robust list of services to area
youth. But she said that given issues with
homelessness, hunger and transportation,
the Town could do more for those in need.
The report came on the heels of an
ongoing push from Councilman Dennis

Turano to create a new “Middletown
Outreach Department” to address similar
concerns. Following a speech by Fonseca,
Turano said he was “really excited” about
what he was hearing because the students —
and families — who need help were getting
it.
“We all have the same end goal that our
kids are ready to ly when they come out of
school and they’re not frustrated,” Turano
said.
Councilwoman Barbara A. VonVillas — a
lifelong educator —
said she was
completely behind the
proposal, saying it was
clear from what
Fonseca
was
demonstrating there
was a need today. And
the teachers are the
ones who understand
those educational
needs more than
anyone, she said.
“The teachers are the
only ones who know
what’s really going
on,” VonVillas said.
“What we’ve got to do
is put the medicine in
the hands of the
teachers.”
Since the conversation
started, Town of icials
have been meeting and working on ways to
help youngsters in need without duplicating
existing services. As part of that effort, Town
of icials have met with the consultants ILO
Group, who were hired by the state to assist
with a similar campaign across Rhode Island.
In a Dec. 28, 2021 memo to the council,
Town Administrator Shawn J. Brown wrote
the three “Beyond The Bell” programs were
an excellent match with the council’s goals.
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At the meeting, Brown expanded his
indings, saying that more than 400 students
were involved in “Beyond The Bell” now,
helping provide not only after-school

educational assistance
but social, emotional and
personal development.
Like Fonseca, Brown said
without the support of
the 60 plus teachers
involved in the effort, the
program wouldn’t be
nearly as successful.
Down the line, Fonseca
said she’d like to see the
“Beyond The Bell”
program get bigger. By
the end of the next
month, she said another
100 students were expected in the program.
“We want to make it even bigger than
this,” Fonseca said. “This is only a start.”

Split Tax Rate Approved By Town Council To
Help Residents

T

Plan Intended To Save Locals On Their Tax Bills

he Town Council is giving residents
a tax break.
Hearing continued concerns that
the community is getting too expensive for
some, the Town Council voted to implement a
split residential tax rate to ease that
burden under a state law that allows
municipalities to adopt separate tax rates for
owner occupied and non-owner occupied
properties.
Although the numbers for who would pay
what in taxes in the upcoming 2022-2023
Fiscal Year wasn’t inalized during a wideranging discussion from Town Hall, the
process irst suggested by Councilwoman
Terri Flynn was. Before it goes into effect, the
Town must get approval from the General
Assembly to implement the split rate during
a non property revaluation year.
To qualify for the lower owner occupied
rate, applicants must: (a) be the legal owner
of the property, (b) be a registered voter in

Middletown, (c) reside at the property for
more than six months per year, (d) not
receive an owner-occupied rate, homestead
exemption or other personal exemption for
any other piece of real property, and (e) ile a
notarized application every three years. All
other residential property owners would pay
the higher non-owner occupied rate.
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Hearing of one couple who purchased a
trio of homes recently before turning around
and renting them out nightly for thousands of
dollars, council President Paul M. Rodrigues
said that wasn’t the reality for most
Middletowners.
“Do I feel bad about them paying more
taxes? Absolutely not, because they can pass
it on,” Rodrigues said. “The idea behind this is
to help our residents, to be able to give them
a break. They’re not passing it on.”
While the Town could charge up to 50
percent more in taxes on non-owner
occupied properties, Flynn said the council
would do the right thing. Prior to the vote,
Councilman Dennis Turano said he still had
concerns.
“I just don’t think we should create that
division,” Turano said. “We have enough
division in our world today and if we start
saying we’re going to wait and see how much
our tax burden is going to be and then we’re
going to push the whole burden onto
nonresidents, I don’t think that’s fair.”
In response, Flynn and others said that’s
not what was going to happen with the split
residential tax rate.
“When it comes to tax time and the
calculations are going on by the Finance
Department, we can safely say to our
neighbors and residents who might not be
owner occupied that it’s going to be
reasonable,” Flynn said.
“We’re reasonable people,” Rodrigues
added. “We’re not going to gouge people.”
All the new language is under Chapter 34
of the Town’s ordinances, which deal with
taxes.
Under the rules, a taxpayer can claim the
owner-occupied residential tax rate on only
one piece of property in Town.
The new rate can apply to residential real
estate with no more than ive dwelling units,
open space and dwellings on leased land
including mobile homes. It also can include

residential properties with partial
commercial or business uses.
Notarized applications must be submitted
to the Tax Assessor’s of ice between Jan. 1,
2022-May 1, 2022.
In its vote, the council also eliminated
language in the proposal that would have
made any rental property ineligible to be
considered “owner occupied.”
To view a rough copy of the approved
ordinance, visit https://mdl.town/
SplitResidentialTaxRate online.
Council members have said the split
residential tax rate would not generate new
taxes for the community. Instead, they’ve said
it would shift where the pool of residential
tax dollars came from. In the current Fiscal
2022 budget, that amount is about $31
million.
Going back at least two decades, the Town
has investigated options to lessen the tax
burden on residents.
The last major change was in 2003, when
a split residential-commercial tax rate was
implemented. At the time, council members
talked about the need for Middletown to
capitalize more on its diverse business base
to help residential homeowners.
Since then, there have been tweaks to the
exemptions and other modest changes, but
nothing as sweeping as the split residential
tax rate.
All told, the Town has about 6,200 taxable
properties on the rolls. Overall, the taxable
base was more than $3.8 billion in
assessments.
Town staff said split tax rates are not
uncommon in Rhode Island. For example, Tax
Assessor George Durgin said in West
Warwick, there are four different tax rates for
real property: apartments with six plus units,
commercial and industrial, two to ive family
homes and one family homes.
“We’ll set a fair and equitable rate,”
Rodrigues said. “That’s what we’re doing.”
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Upper Aquidneck Ave
Work On The Way
Spring Start For Major Project

R

oad work on upper Aquidneck
Avenue is expected in the spring.
During a recent meeting, the Town
Council heard the latest details from State
Senator Louis P. DiPalma about the upcoming
state effort, which includes new sidewalks,
drainage
and paving
between
East Main
Road and
Green End
Avenue.
If all goes
according
to plan,
DiPalma
said construction by the state Department of
Transportation was expected to begin in
March or April.
Council President Paul M. Rodrigues
stressed that in order for the project to be
successful, the businesses in the area could
not be adversely impacted. To minimize
issues, DiPalma said he and the Town were
pushing the concept of night work as much as
possible to avoid disrupting traf ic and
normal hours of operation.
In the discussion, Rodrigues said heartfelt
thanks were due to Councilwoman M.
Theresa Santos, who birddogged the issue for
years, particularly the safety of students
walking along Aquidneck without sidewalks.
To commemorate the news, DiPalma also
presented Santos a framed copy of the irst
page of the announcement about the project.
“Thank you for getting this done, Lou, we
appreciate that, between you and Shawn, but
the real credit goes to my fellow Councilor
Mrs. Santos,” Rodrigues said. “She’s been on
this since I’ve been on the council with her,

almost from Day 1. So, your persistence is
paying off.”
Rodrigues also thanked the state DOT for
working with Middletown to get the project
underway.
“The Town really started to form this
partnership with the state to say ‘You know
what, (the Town), you take the engineering
on it and we can get this moved up a little
quicker…” Rodrigues said. “This is something
that’s coming to fruition, not just road
improvements, but safety improvements. The
safety of the kids of the walking on that road,
walking on the sidewalks. I think this is
fantastic.”
In coming weeks, Brown, DiPalma and
other Town staff would be meeting with DOT
staff to make sure everything was done
properly and any issues would be minimized.
A date for those discussions has not been set,
but DiPalma and Brown assured the council
they would be actively involved in the
process.
“I’m glad I was able to assist,” DiPalma
said. “This project has been a long time to
bring to fruition.”
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Hanley Heading Public Works

R

Takes Over On Permanent Basis

obert Hanley is the new full-time
director of the Town’s Department
of Public Works.
Following an executive session meeting,
the Town Council appointed Hanley to ill the
position on a permanent basis. Hanley had
been leading the department on an interim
basis for the past year, taking over for
Thomas O’Loughlin.

Town Administrator Shawn J. Brown
spoke highly of Hanley, saying he had done an
admirable job leading public works and
meshing well with the entire Town staff.
“Bob has been excellent as the head of
public works,” Brown said. “It’s not an easy
position and he’s done a great job with skill
and grace. His experience and knowledge of
the community have really paid off for all of
us.”
Hanley said he was happy with the
announcement and he would be relying on all
the employees at public works to continue to
get the job done.
“We have a good mix in our department,”
Hanley said. “We have a lot of new faces who
are helping out everywhere you look and
then there’s the veteran leadership who
know how we do things at Public Works.

Hanley thanked the council, Town
administration, residents and businesspeople
for the vote of support and said he would
work hard to make Middletown proud.
“I think we’re in a really good place right
now at public works,” Hanley said. “We’re
busy every day and if you look around Town,
you can see we’re getting a lot done.”
He continued that the foresight of the
council adding new laborers was already
paying dividends.
“I know everyone is very appreciative to
the Town Council for adding two more
laborers,” Hanley said. “It’s made a big
difference in what we’re able to get done in
house.”
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