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Resident asks if ethics enforced

By Andy Smith
Staff Writer

ATKINSON -- A former town employee says the chairman of
the selectmen got off with a slap on the wrist from the town's
Ethics Committee for authorizing payments to her husband and
brother-in-law, and questions if enough is being done to
monitor potential conflicts of interest in town.

But board Chairman Barbara Stewart said yesterday she has
nothing to hide and is only guilty of making a couple careless
errors. She said she has been forthright with voters about
potential conflicts during her nine years as a selectman,

Jill Fleming, who worked as Budget Committee secretary for
several years and as a clerk in the selectmen's office between
1999 and 2000, said yesterday that while looking through the
2002 town budget, she noticed Stewart's husband Robert had
received payments totalling $38,891 as a general contractor.

"Looking through the budget, I noticed how much her husband
had made plowing and that really jumped out at me," she said.

"Nobody else earned nearly that much, and the town has other

plowers who would love the work, so what makes him so

special?”

Fleming said she researched the payments and found Stewart
had signed vouchers authorizing checks for both her husband
and her brother-in-law, Edward Stewart, the town's road agent,

At a nonpublic meeting with selectmen, Fleming said she
requested Stewart resign and put the work being done by her
husband out to bid. When selectmen denied those requests,
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"I was voted in with my brother-in-law as the road agent and
my husband working for the town as a contract laborer," she
said. "And I've been voted in successfully for the last three
terms without any conflict issues.”

Stewart said she is only guilty of making a couple careless
ErTors.

"I have nothing to hide. I've walked this path of conflict for the
last nine years, and I'm clean as a whistle,” she said. "But I am
human and I've made a few mistakes. Over nine years of
Monday nights when everything is shoved in front of us to sign,
it's very easy to make a mistake."

Stewart said when signing vouchers, she is careful to watch out
for those that may involve her family. While she may have
missed a couple, she said her authority has never benefited
family. "I do not set wages for (Ed), and I do not set wages
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when it comes to contract laborers. I abstain from that,” she
said.

"It's up to the people to vote on a budget, and up to the budget
committee to set up that budget,” she said. "There's no way I
could be profiting, creating work, or earmarking work for my
husband. That's done under the department head's Jurisdiction,
not the selectmen."

Ed Stewart said the money his brother Robert has made is not
only for plowing services, but equipment, including a backhoe,
that he rents to the town.

"The reason I use him is he's the most experienced plow
operator I know of. And he doesn't get paid a penny more than
someone with no experience at all," he said. "He's helped me
out tremendously in the past, and I think any highway
department would be fortunate to have him at their beck and

call."

Ed Stewart said during his 12-year tenure as road agent, his
department has been reviewed three times, "and every time,
they've found I'm running it in the cheapest way possible for the
town."

He said no intentional wrongdoing by Barbara has occurred, but
he is not bothered by residents like Fleming who remain

suspicious.

"I can understand why people would ask about this," he said,
"There's three selectpeople and they all have the right to sign
vouchers. When it comes to signing a voucher with my name on
it or my family's name, Barbara shouldn't sign. If she did, she

made a mistake."
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