Minutes of Thamesford Community Planning Meeting
Nov. 21, 2007

Minutes taken by Diana Clark

The meeting was chaired by Larry Taylor who circulated the Agenda as well as an attendance sheet to those present. Larry Taylor, Bill Kerr, Jack Broadfoot, Diana Clark and Don Knox, attended representing interested members from the Lions Club. Joan Houston, Dr. Robert Houston and Diana Clark attended representing the Thamesford Business Association. Roger Coker, an interested citizen also attended and our Councilor Jeff Brown and our Mayor Margaret Lupton attended as well as Vicki Luke from The Oxford Small Business Support Centre. The meeting was called as a result of last months Lions Club Business Meeting with the Mayor and Council and it was stated that it is up to residents, Community Service Groups/Church’s/ Recreational Groups and the Municipal Government to work together to fix our problems such as the Downtown/Community Revitalization. Larry Taylor mentioned that the image of the Village is a reflection of the above mentioned groups and the Community looks to the Municipal Government, while the Municipal Government looks to the Community for answers. The Municipal Government actually falls into 3rd place.  The neglect of Dundas Street with its closed and slowly decaying buildings, is a major concern and “we don’t get a 2nd chance to make a 1st impression! Larry mentioned that comments from local residents were,   “why don’t we clean up the mess on the Main Street instead of restoring history in the Village.” This comment was made in reference to the Thamesford Business Association and Lions effort to work together to purchase the “Mill” when it was put up for Public Auction due to back taxes before the summer. 

Larry Taylor then asked everyone attending for their input as to why they were there and what they expected the outcome of the joint brain storming session would be. Our Mayor Margaret Lupton said issues were aired at the Lion’s meeting and the inference that the township was not involved in Economic/Community Development was not true. She said we should be looking for reasons for “buses to stop” in Thamesford. She noted that recently a large group of Motor Cycle enthusiasts stopped in Embro and she made a point of going over and introducing herself to them and asking them what they were interested in on their stop in Embro as well as welcoming them to the Village. She as well as Jeff Brown were interested in understanding some of our concerns and were hoping to offer some advice on how we could possibly get funding for some of these projects. One suggestion was asking the Gravel Pits for funds as a goodwill gesture showing their support to the Community that they are working in, and for all the extra volume of traffic etc that the Village has on their streets due to the operation of the Gravel Pits surrounding Thamesford. She also mentioned the large donation that Lafarge Cement gave to the Zorra History Book project and suggested we look to some of our Corporate Sponsors for funds needed for some of our local projects. Thamesford Business Association did receive concrete to make our Bridge boxes years ago from Lafarge as well. Also that the opinion that the Township is not involved in Economic and Community Development is not true and they have worked together in projects with our Economic Development Officer for the County who has very specific goals.    

Diana Clark representing the Thamesford Business Association mentioned that for those of us that live and work, and love Thamesford it hurts our pride to hear negative opinions of Thamesford, acknowledging that the two empty buildings are an eye sore and something specifically needs to be done to change that in order for us to attract new businesses and residents. Thamesford is the gateway to Oxford County and many tourists and travelers pass through Thamesford on their way to London, Stratford, Ingersoll and Woodstock. As an organization the Thamesford Business Association started a Street Beautification project eight years ago and while many improvements have been made it has been a long painful process to raise the funds for the benches, planters bridge boxes, medians, banners and flowers as well as entrance sign flower boxes and we have had to rely entirely on Thamesford Business Association members to complete the many, many hours of labor that this project requires year after year. Similarly our Christmas lights that are in need of replacement, have been revamped year after year by members of TBA and unfortunately Joan Houston and Diana Clark did apply for a Federal grant to replace these lights and were declined. Vicki Luke however was very helpful in assisting us for a grant to erect flower boxes around our Village Entrance signs, obtaining a grant of $3000.00 with Vicki’s assistance, $3000.00 from TBA and $3000.00 from the Township (which was used to purchase flowers and hanging planters). We have applied for and were successful to receive funding from the Township for the past several years, and feel that the Township should allot funding for ongoing support of beautification projects and possible one time projects such as possibly purchasing one of the empty buildings on the main street for municipal parking (one time expenditure that could be funded by the Township/Gravel Pits/Industry). Diana mentioned that the Lions have done a tremendous job in developing parks/cleanup of parks and ongoing maintenance of our parks and the TBA has had its Dundas Street project and it was frustrating not getting any assistance from our local Municipal Government until recently. We are hoping for a liason with the Lions, residents and our Municipal Government to find answers to gaining support and funding for some of the many projects we feel necessary to attract business and new residents to a Village we are proud of.  Joan Houston from the Thamesford Business Association noted that the priorities Larry Taylor had listed were quite accurate and needed to be addressed and acted upon and that many of those priorities the Thamesford Business Association have been working on however the fact that if we would have everyone working as a team, the TBA, Lion’s and residents in Thamesford it would be wonderful! Joan stressed the importance of Community involvement. 

  Jeff Brown our Councilor mentioned that Thamesford has faced criticism and resistance to the idea of our sewer project at first, however now people are calling to ask, “when will our street get sewers?” So attitudes are changing. There was also resistance to the idea of our new Library and Resource Centre in the beginning and that sometimes residents are fearful of change, however are usually pleased with the end result.
Vicki Luke-Community Economic Development Officer from Oxford Small Business Support Centre-mentioned an Economic Development Advisory Committee-Vicki had many great ideas-and mentioned that there are Grants available funded by Industry Canada for Community Development/ if groups are able to match funding and/or “in kind support to the Community”. She offered to assist us and help make things happen starting with a Swat Analysis and soliciting partnerships from Corporations etc. Grants are available to assist with Business Retention/Expansion ( $2000.00- $30,000.00) She mentioned some Communities survey businesses –Example-what do you like-retention of Business/ marketing etc and get grants to pay for paying someone to do this task- Some examples of projects that some Communities have undertaken are –Light tours-stopping at restaurants-Trail Development-Oxford County Trails-First Impressions Program-Pairing up with Communities of similar sizes and finding out what they think is great about our Community and what is lacking and vice/versa-Also swapping info on similar community projects-Tourism Oxford-could help promote culture in the Community-Economic-If we make it a great place to live then Business will follow-There is a Performance Calendar-which groups and church groups list what is going on in the Community so that we can attract people to our Community-Another group-Oxford Fresh-promoting local food-example Farmers Markets-Ministry of Culture-Heritage Programs in Municipalities-Nancy Ross, from OMAFRA- could talk to us about surveying similar Communities-Industry Canada-will encourage small Industry- Vicki Luke is meeting with Thamesford Business Association once again in January to discuss some of their proposed projects such as Walking trails-Christmas Lights project-Fasade’ Improvement Program.
Bill Kerr mentioned that a main Rail Line runs through Thamesford and the land nearby could be developed into a small Industrial Park for new Industry. Bill also mentioned that information about our Village and what was needed was obtained years ago, by way of surveys and nothing came of any of the suggestion. The project did not go past the survey.  The Gravel Pits surrounding Thamesford were discussed and concerns of restoration-trees etc to restore Gravel Pits back to a more beautiful landscape after they have been utilized. Margaret Lupton was asked if there is any official plan or rules they must abide by to ensure this occurs. She said there was. Don Knox mentioned how good our Village Voice newspaper is and we should put a Plan of what we want to do and our Marketing Plans in the paper to attract potential residents and Business owners interest. Jack Broadfoot mentioned painting on the empty windows of the old Dollar Store to make it look more attractive, however was having difficulty getting an OK. Diana Clark mentioned that we had discussed this at our last TBA meeting and were working on this project and had received an OK to go forward with this from the Property Manager- She has called IDCI to see if the art students would be interested in painting for us however no reply had been received from the Art Teacher as of yet. She has a plan “B” she will discuss at next meeting if there is not interest from the IDCI students. Roger Coker suggested that we have many ideas however we should break down the ideas into bite size pieces. Suggestions of a Business Survey, First impression-project-Brainstorming sessions and attracting a new Physician were put forward. Larry Taylor mentioned that Howard DeJong and Mel Jansen had a 5 year plan for the Mill and had problems with the Township and the Upper Thames limitation of two years to pull down building and rebuild during that two year time limit-making it impossible for them to move forward. Our Mayor Margaret Lupton said she had never been approached by the new owners of the Mill. Larry Taylor offered to continue to be our Chairperson and it was decided that we would set another meeting for the middle of December to discuss sub committees and hear what Nancy Ross has to say from OMAFRA.
