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MAKING
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MIDDLETOWN CENTER

PICKLEBALL
TO LINDEN PARK

MIDDLETOWN TODAY
Rodrigues: Middletown & Newport Need To Move
Forward Together
Town Council President Apologizes For Past Handling Of School Regionalization
Addressing former Newport Mayor and
couple years ago, Newport
current Newport City Councilwoman Jamie
of icials approached Middletown
Bova, her colleagues and the city itself,
about the possibility of
Rodrigues said he was truly sorry.
regionalizing school districts.
“Circumstances have changed, but it
By all accounts, it didn’t go well and
doesn’t change the
seemed to scuttle
fact the way we
the idea once and
treated you that
for all.
night,” Rodrigues
At a recent
said, drawing
summit from
applause from
Innovate Newport
many of the 50 plus
headquarters,
people
in
Middletown Town
attendance. “I’ve
Council President
said it publicly at
Paul M. Rodrigues
our meeting…
apologized again
Whether this
for the handling of
(regionalization)
that regionalization
passes or it doesn’t
request.
pass, I personally
Noting the
hope
it does, I want
playing ield and
to make sure I said it to you personally.”
reimbursement offer from the Rhode Island
Prior to the summit, the mood was light in
Department of Education (RIDE) has changed
the former Shef ield School, with leaders and
signi icantly, Rodrigues said he appreciated
residents from both communities catching
the opportunity to work with Newport to
up, almost like a neighborhood block party.
help every student get a better education.
Moving onto business, consultant David
It’s the irst time the councils and school
Sturtz of Cooperative Strategies showed the
committees from each community have sat
audience there were ways for Middletown
together in one room since the
regionalization talks restarted in March.
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and Newport to bene it from regionalization
— if the goal was student achievement.
There were a number of questions
ranging from how data was calculated on the
potential savings of regionalization to who
would be responsible for paying future
bonds, if the regional district was approved.
“The opportunities are there,” Sturtz said.
“They have to be leveraged. They have to be
pressed, but people and that would be the
case if you regionalized or not. We’re looking
at the next ive years, 10 years, 20 years. Does
the setting, does the context of two districts
in this community better service the context
of one?”
Many indicated they were interested in
what they were hearing, but needed more.
“I’m looking at this as an economic
d e v e l o p m e n t o p p o r t u n i t y… ” C i t y
Councilwoman Angela McCalla said. “I
envision our
school systems
as a way to keep
our community
robust in a few
different ways.
One, it is not your
wealthy
1
percent that is
generating a
robust economy.
It’s
your
e v e r y d a y
workers that are
doing that, that
are supporting
our
local
businesses year
round. The
reality is if we
want to continue
to have year round
residents and we want to attract people to be
able to come and actually live here, what is
the No. 1 thing families are looking for? It is
absolutely the school district.”
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“We need to start looking at this in terms
of the opportunities to bring everybody up,”
Middletown Councilman Christopher Logan
said. “(There are some students who say) ‘I
don’t do math, I don’t do English. I may do
something else.’ Am I offering them that
opportunity to move forward with my peers?
All of this is great but it has to be an even
playing ield to meet every kid where they are
in their educational journey and every kid is
different.”
This round of regionalization talks have
progressed further than ever before even
though the idea has been discussed for
decades.
For regionalization to be approved, voters
in Middletown and Newport must okay ballot
q u e s t i o n s o n E l e c t i o n D ay, N ov. 8 .
Middletown voters are also being asked to
sign off on a $235 million bond to build a new
middle-high
school and
combined
elementary
school and
e a r l y
education
center. That’s
because
RIDE
is
reimbursing
Middletown
at 80.5 cents
on every
dollar spent
of the new
schools, far
higher than
its usual 35
percent.
According to
consultant
designs, the new combined high schoolmiddle school would go to the former
Starlight Drive-In property now multi-use
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ields at 1225 Aquidneck Ave. next to Gaudet
Middle School.
Students in grades six through eight
would have classes in one part of that
building completely separate from the high
school grades nine through 12. Initial
planning showed the building would share a
500-600 seat auditorium, cafeteria and
library media center. Importantly, middle and
high school students would not use those
spaces together.
The combined elementary school is
planned for the existing footprint of
Middletown High at 120 Valley Road.
Eventually, both Aquidneck and Forest
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Avenue elementary schools would close after
the new combined elementary school was
complete. A pre-kindergarten center for
Middletown youngsters will be built on the
new elementary school campus too, creating
a synergy around early childhood education.
The way the school construction project is
phased, temporary trailers would not be
needed.
Should voters approve the bond and
regionalization, the construction of the new
schools must be inished no later than
December 2028.
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Main Second Beach Parking Lot Getting Redone
First Major Improvement In Decades, Maybe Ever
he Second Beach parking lot is getting repaved this fall.
For a couple years, the town has wanted to resurface the large lot on Sachuest Point
Road, but the work got pushed off due to other pressing priorities.
However, as part of the recently approved Fiscal 2023 budget, the Town Council
okayed spending money on the work.
Town Operations & Facility Manager Will Cronin said the way the upcoming work is planned,
it will not interfere with normal beach activities or functions
that have been scheduled there.
Cronin said at least part of the main parking lot is expected to
be open every day throughout the work by East Coast
Construction. The project is also not expected to result in the
loss of any parking spots.
By doing half the parking lot at a time, Cronin said the other
half should remain open to visitors. The work should also
eliminate low spots where water can pool during rainstorms.
“This is something we’ve been wanting to get to for a long
time,” Cronin said. “We’re constantly looking for ways to
improve our beach experience and redoing the parking lot is
an important part of that. It’s been decades since we last redid it and the time has come.”

T

“Making Middletown Marvelous:” Lizzie Davidson

S

ometimes, it just feels good to help others.
Lizzie Davidson doesn’t volunteer as a coach for Breakers Lacrosse because she has a
child in the program or even lives in Middletown.
No, Davidson gives her time and energy coaching with the local program because she
knows she can make a positive difference with the youngsters looking to play the fast moving
sport she loves.
For that spirit of giving and so much more, Davidson was selected recently as the “Making
Middletown Marvelous” nominee.
“She is beyond sel less and exception at what she does,” said Lauren Freitas, director of the
Breakers Lacrosse program in Middletown. “Lizzie doesn’t coach because she has children in the
program, she volunteers because she loves to help children ind meaningful, healthy activities to
participate in.”
A Newport resident, Davidson said she gets so much more out of helping out with Breakers
Lacrosse than she gives.
“A big part of sports and life in general is con idence,” Davidson said. “If I’m able to help one
student or one athlete feel more comfortable when they’re out there, I’ve done what I set out to
do.”
One thing Davidson said she really enjoys about coaching lacrosse is no two days are the
same. Practice could begin with a certain skills drill one day and something else completely
different the next.
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“Everyone has a different set of skills, what they bring to the
table,” Davidson said. “By switching things up and keeping it
interesting, you never know who is going to respond and shine.”
Freitas said Breakers Lacrosse is thankful and appreciative
of all its volunteers, who make a true difference. However, she
said there’s something about Davidson’s work that stands out
“Lizzie goes out of her way to help give local girls the
opportunity to be part of a team and play lacrosse…” Freitas
said. “There are a few girls in our community whose parents
don’t have a car or can’t get their child to practice or games.
Lizzie drives them to and from practice.
“I have witnessed her take her coat off to provide one for a
child who didn’t have one,” Freitas said. “She coaches two teams
and drives all over the state on weekends because there were not enough volunteer coaches for
each team. Her energy and spirit is the most amazing part about her. She makes the athletes that
she coaches feel important, builds their self-con idence and teachers them how to be kind and
good to one another.”
To volunteer for Breakers Lacrosse, contact Davidson at lizzie@BrooksMarineGroup.com or
Freitas at LaurenFreitas12@yahoo.com.

“Middletown Center” Plan Cleared For Next Step
Town Council Has Questions, But Okays Ongoing Negotiations
alks about “Middletown Center”
“You are not committed to do anything
are moving to the next step.
other than negotiate…” Regan said. “No one is
During a recent meeting, the Town
committed on either side.”
Council voted to clear the way for
The meeting was the irst time the council
the developers, town staff and legal counsel
heard from developers Christopher Bicho,
to continue a dialogue about the future of the
James Karam and Rocky Kempenaar directly.
15 acres at 600-740 West Main Road.
In late April, the Planning Board found the
Saying there was a lot to like about the
project was “generally consistent” with the
proposed mixed-use project , council
town’s comprehensive plan, one of the
members agreed it was time to talk speci ics
documents that oversees development in the
about a 99-year ground lease for the site,
community. The preliminary council review
zoning changes and related issues.
was the next phase in the multi-layer process.
At the same time, Town Solicitor Peter B.
In response to a question from the
Re g a n wa s c l e a r b y a dva n c i n g t h e
council, Karam said without both sides
negotiations, the council and developers
working together, nothing would get done.
were not locked into anything other than
“We’re partners and it’s like any
talking and trying to get a draft deal done.
partnership,” Karam said. “If you’re too
If such a preliminary agreement was
greedy, the partnership is going to break up
completed — and okayed by the council —
and if I’m too greedy, it’s not going to go
Regan said “Middletown Center” needs to get
forward. We have to work together and make
regulatory approval from the town and state,
it work for both sides…We’ve spent
a process expected to take months with
thousands of dollars getting to this point and
chances for public input throughout.
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it’s going to be hundreds of thousands of
dollars to the inished part.”
The reaction from the audience
wasmixed. While some applauded the efforts
to transform the property, others questioned
the need for more construction.
“There is only 24,000 square feet for the
library, but the community consensus (in
prior studies) was they wanted the library,
they wanted a theater, they talked about a
community cultural center and none of those
have been incorporated except for the
library,” resident Linda Finn said.
“My concerns lie in the over-saturation of
an
already
oversaturated area…”
resident Karen Biastre
said. “From the Red
Roof Inn in Middletown
to One-Mile Corner
with Newport, there
are already 13 hotels
along that West Main
Road corridor.”
Fo r m e r c o u n c i l
President Robert J.
Sylvia said for too long, the town has wasted
an opportunity to put a high-end, desirable
development exactly where it’s zoned.
“Middletown has more open space per
square mile that we’ve purchased than any
other city or town in the state of Rhode
Island,” Sylvia said. “We’ve been extremely
proactive over the years. Look a quarter of a
mile down the road — Kempenaar Valley —
open space…Land development is necessary.
I t ’ s n e c e s s a r y f o r t h e s u r v iva l f o r
communities."
Former council President Andy Andrade
said the “Middletown Center” project was a
win for the community.
For those concerned the town was losing
an important recreational space, that might
have been true years ago. Drive by the ields
day or night and Andrade said it’s unusual to
see anyone playing or using the property.

In terms of the library, Andrade said the
building was in serious need of help and the
town was better off starting new with a stateof-the-art two-story building. That was
especially true when 50 percent
reimbursements were available from the
state to fund construction.
Located in the heart of Middletown’s
business district, Andrade said anything the
town could do to grow the town’s tax base
and assist the Navy was critical.
“The Navy is our fourth community on…
Aquidneck Island and anything we can do to
help them is smart,” Andrade said. “This is an
example of something
that will help our
partners in the Navy
and military personnel
in general.”
The fate of the 15 acres
has been open since
March 2008. That’s
when the Navy
announced during a
meeting in Newport
City Hall that a number
of their underused properties across
Aquidneck Island were going to be “excessed”
— or made available for redevelopment.
One was the now vacant former Navy
Lodge property at the corner of Coddington
Highway and West Main Road. At the time,
the Town showed immediate interest in
purchasing the three-acre parcel, closing the
deal for $1.3 million in January 2018. The
town is also incorporating the West Main
Recreational Complex, Middletown Public
Library and former Kennedy School
properties into the effort.
Interestingly, if the “Middletown Center”
project gets the necessary approvals, it will
be the irst municipal project part of the
March 2008 announcement from the Navy to
move forward.
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PICKLEBALL GETTING
A HOME IN
MIDDLETOWN
Town Council Has Questions, But Okays
Ongoing Negotiations
our new pickleball courts are
expected to be built at Linden
Park in the spring.
The Town Council agreed to put the
pickleball courts in the southwestern part of
the park at 141 West Main Road at a recent
meeting. A new playground, 300-foot by 125foot playing ield and improved parking lot
were also part of the proposal.
Town Administrator Shawn J. Brown said
it was important to develop the full project,
not just the pickleball courts. That’s because
there are so many moving pieces potentially
impacting recreational ields across the
community. Those include the former
Starlight Drive-In property on Aquidneck
Avenue, the West Main Recreational Complex
next to the Middletown Public Library and
the tee ball ields by the Oliphant
administration building.
Town Engineer Warren Hall said the
project was expected to go out to bid in three
months and the goal was to start
construction in the spring.
The item was on the council agenda at the
recommendation of Councilman Christopher
Logan, who said it was time for local leaders
to make a decision given the continued
amount of interest in having dedicated
pickleball courts in Middletown.
“I think we need to be proactive,” council
President Paul M. Rodrigues said following a
discussion. “Shawn, I appreciate your vision.”
“We’d be better off doing the whole
project while things are disrupted,”
Councilwoman Barbara A. VonVillas said.
The revised plans for the pickleball courts
at Linden Park site are were posted earlier in
available at https://mdl.town/Shares online.

F

According to the newest designs, the
restroom structure and associated utilities
were removed along with conduit for lighting.
New sound abatement panels were added
to cut down on the noise from the popular
racquet sport. According to the designs, an
eight-foot-tall chain link fence with sound
panels would run the perimeter of the courts.
Brown said the changes resulted from
feedback from pickleballers and park
neighbors.
Currently, Middletown does not have any
spaces dedicated solely to pickleball.
Temporary courts inside the street
hockey rink at Howland Park have become
the most well-used feature of the community
space at the intersection of Mitchell’s Lane,
Third Beach Road and Wapping Road. It’s not
uncommon to see every parking spot illed
with cars, but no children using the
playground or basketball court there.
According to town records, the irst
request for pickleball courts came to the
council in early 2020. At the time, the focus
was on the former Starlight Drive-In. Longterm, the property is envisioned as the home
for a new middle-high school should
regionalization with the City of Newport be
approved.
Pickleball has been broached at close to
10 council meetings since, with west side
Linden Park emerging as the top option.
The website USA Pickleball credits the
origins of the sport to then U.S. Congressman
Joel Pritchard from Washington state and two
others in 1965. The game has grown
exponentially, boasting more than 50,000
registered members and close to 8,500
permanent locations across the country.
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