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BETHEL — After years
of planning and fundrais-
ing, the Danbury Animal
Welfare Society on Grassy
Plain Street finally broke
ground on its long-awaited
renovation project.

“To say that this reno-
vation has been a journey
would be understated,”
said DAWS president
Scott Fay, who remembers
seeing blueprints for it
when he joined the orga-
nization as a volunteer in
2015. “The thing about
journeys is that sooner or
later, they have an end —
but ours is finally in
sight.”

A ground-breaking cere-
mony was held Tuesday to
celebrate the commence-
ment of construction at
the site DAWS has called
home for almost 30 years.

The non-profit, which
originated in Danbury
more than 40 years ago,
not only provides shelter
and care to dogs and cats,
but offers spay and neu-
tering services, adoption
counseling and education
programs.

The organization’s devel-
opment and marketing
director, Alice Meenan,
said the idea to renovate
the shelter and provide a

state-of-the-art facility has
been in the works for
“many, many years.”

“As with all projects,
there were some bumps in
the road,” she said, “and
then when COVID hap-
pened, we had to put the
brakes on the project for a
little bit because we want-
ed to ensure that we could
raise the capital needed to
complete the project.”

After relaunching fund-
raising efforts last year,
DAWS managed to secure
enough money to not only
break ground, but do the
project in one phase in-
stead of two.

“We will completely
knock the kennel down to
the ground and do a full
gutting of the front of the
shelter all in one shot,”
Meenan said.

Tearing down and re-
building the kennels is
just one part of the proj-
ect, which is estimated to
take over a year to com-
plete. There will also be
transformation and repur-
posing of the rest of the
building space — which
includes its clinic, cattery,
office and greeting spaces,
and community and edu-
cation rooms.

A gift from one anony-
mous donor played a large
part in not only speeding

up the project timeline,
but the extent of the reno-
vations.

“That helped us get
closer to the finish line,”
said Meenan.

With the amount of the
donation and identity of
the donor being kept con-
fidential, she would only
say it was a “substantial”
contribution.

Meenan said donations
over the last year not only
made DAWS comfortable
with finally breaking
ground, but have allowed
the organization to re-
imagine some of its reno-
vation plans.

“Some modifications
include changes to the
clinic and also a greater
focus on community edu-
cation,” she said. “We
want DAWS to be a place
that offers so much more
than adoption, which is
what many people think
we only do.”

Thanks to the generosi-
ty of Union Savings Bank,
Meenan said, the new
DAWS building will have
a designated room for
children’s education called
A Place for Children.

Even with the donations
that have come in, DAWS
still needs financial sup-
port — not just for the
renovation project, but to

support the organization’s
ongoing work to help ani-
mals.

“We’ve raised enough
funds to be in a good
position to officially break
ground on the project, but
support will always be
needed,” Meenan said.
“We’ll always need to
grow our endowment and,
like all nonprofits, we’re
always going to need mon-
ey.”

Even though inflation
makes now “the worst
time” to do a renovation
project, Meenan said the
shelter is in too dire of a
state to put the work off
any longer. 

“To keep the building
open, especially on the
kennel side, was not effi-
cient anymore. It drains
us,” she said. “It does not
have ample heating or
cooling, and it’s just not a
good place anymore for

the animals and for the
staff.”

With construction soon
commencing, Meenan said
all DAWS animals have
been placed in either fos-
ter homes or a temporary
location in Newtown.

Although it’s relying on
fosters and the temporary
location to house animals,
she said DAWS will con-
tinue offering rescue,
adoption and low-cost
clinic services while its
facility undergoes 15
months of renovation
work.

DAWS president Scott
Fay said the project has
been a long time coming.

we will have a new
facility that is on par with
the level of passion and
commitment that each of
us share, and it’s phenom-
enally exciting to think
about the impact we can
have on rescue work —

not only locally, but across
the state; across the region
and across the country.”

As president of the
organization’s board of
directors, Fay said it’s his
responsibility to make
sure every dollar donated
to the renovation goes to
saving the lives of animals.

“I’ve looked at hundreds
of numbers throughout
the renovation process —
but in the end, the only
number that matters is the
number of animals’ lives
that we’re going to be able
to save with this new
facility,” he said. “It’s phe-
nomenally exciting to
think about the impact we
can have on rescue work
— not only locally, but
across the state; across the
region and across the
country.”

The new DAWS facility
is expected to open in the
summer of 2023.

DAWS has eyes toward
future as it breaks
ground on new facility
By Kendra Baker

H John Voorhees III / Hearst Connecticut Media

Christian Blanche, from the kennel staff of the Danbury Animal Welfare Society
(DAWS), rakes out fresh dirt for the ground breaking for the renovations to DAWS
facility in Bethel on March 1.

A study of local munic-
ipal budgets over the last
10 years suggests the
town has spent and bor-
rowed responsibly. 

Board of Finance mem-
bers Mike Rettger and
Andrew Okrongly have
developed a 10-page pack-
et comprising of a series
of graphs and supporting
data from town budgets
dating back to the 2011-12
fiscal year. 

“(There’s) a fairly nar-
row focus during the
annual budget process
because you’re only look-
ing at the year ahead,”
Rettger said, “but what
does (this data) tell us if
we look at a longer time
period?”

Rettger stressed that
while the exhibit is not
endorsed by the town or
the Board of Finance, he
believes fellow taxpayers

might find value in it as
officials formulate Ridge-
field’s budget for fiscal
year 2023. 

“It shows a picture of a
town that has done a
really good job with its
budgeting over the past
10 years,” he said of the
exhibit. “It could be help-
ful to (understand) the
budget conversations
coming up over the next
month.”

Rettger pointed out
three notable trends that
yielded from crunching
the numbers.

The first trend is rela-
tive to overall tax impact.
Ridgefield’s tax levy has
run at almost exactly the
same rate as the Consum-
er Price Index over the
past 10 years, according
to a graph that measures
the cumulative growth of
the total tax levy versus
economic data.

The second trend is

relative to debt service,
which refers to the cost
of interest and principal
repayment on the town’s
borrowings, Rettger said. 

The cost of the debt
service has been declin-
ing significantly every
year with the exception
of fiscal year 2017-2018,
according to a graph that
measures the net change
in authorized borrowing
by year. This is due to
the effects of borrowing
approved for the ongoing
sewer plant project, the

exhibit reads.
Additionally, Okrongly

noted that the town is
approaching the end of
its borrowing on “the
bundle,” a $90 million
project that included sig-
nificant renovations and
enhancements to public
school buildings and the
reconstruction of the
Parks & Recreation Cen-
ter.

Since Ridgefield has
been “effective” in paying
off its debt, Rettger said,
it positions officials to

begin conversations about
how to fund a brand-new
public safety building for
the police and fire de-
partments in the coming
years.

The third trend is rela-
tive to Ridgefield’s “rainy
day” reserve. 

The Board of Finance
has an established policy
to maintain this fund
balance as roughly equal
to 8-9 percent of the an-
nual operating budget to
protect against dramatic
budget adjustments in the
event of adverse econom-
ic situations — like a
pandemic. It also has an
informal goal of pushing
budget surpluses into the
next fiscal year to offset
unnecessary tax increas-

es, Rettger said.
“Both of those have

been reasonably achieved
over the years,” he add-
ed.

By maintaining the 8-9
percent target, Okrongly
said, it lowers the costs
of the town’s borrowing
on future long-term cap-
ital investments. It is also
“imperative” to keep
Ridgefield’s Triple A
credit rating intact. 

Interested persons can
email Rettger or Okrong-
ly for a copy of the bud-
get exhibit at
mrettger@ridgefieldct.org
or aokrongly@ridge-
fieldct.org.
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Historical data show decade of
responsible spending in Ridgefield
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