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CITY OF VERGENNES, VERMONT 

SPECIAL MEETING of the CITY COUNCIL 
July 16, 2020 

5:15 p.m. 
Meeting Held Remotely Via Zoom 

Minutes 

 
1. Call to Order: 

 

Mayor Jeff Fritz called the meeting to order at 5:15 PM. 

 

Those in attendance who spoke: 

▪ Mayor Jeff Fritz 

▪ Deputy Mayor Donnelly 

▪ Alderman Mark Koenig 

▪ Alderman Bill Benton 

▪ Alderman Lowell Bertrand 

▪ Alderman David Austin 

▪ Alderman Tara Brooks 

▪ City Manager Daniel 

Hofman 

▪ Chief George Merkel  

▪ Nial Rele 

▪ Abigail Blum 

▪ David Small 

▪ Catherin Brooks 

▪ Bryan Goodkowsky 

▪ Michael Daniels 

▪ Matt White 

▪ Jeremy Holm 

▪ Kathy Rosier 

▪ Tao Spencer 

 

 

The Mayor stated that since there are so many in attendance, he would 

like to limit people speaking to 3 minutes a piece so everyone can speak. 

The Mayor continued that he would like to have 45 minutes of 

discussion. All council members agreed. 

The Mayor then read the following statement: 

The national discussion that began with the murder of George Floyd has 

crept into every corner of our nation, including the City of Vergennes. 

Cities and towns across the country are examining policing with 

increased scrutiny in an attempt to include all voices, and in answer to 

the calls from our residents, the City Council unanimously agreed to 

form an exploratory committee to determine 1) is a board of citizen 

engagement to examine our police department necessary, and 2) if so, 

what would that look like. 

This was meant in no way to undermine our police department, or our 

city manager’s role in supervising our department. The purpose, as I see 

it, is to provide a forum for citizen engagement and an opportunity for 

public input. I will say again, as I have many times, this is not an 

indictment of our force. In fact, I would encourage everyone to consider 

law enforcement practices and policies more deeply and beyond our own 
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police department. Should we also not consider and call for public input 

more broadly in our county and in our state law enforcement agencies? 

The answer is yes. 

The members of our police force deserve our respect. Their lives are more 

at risk each day than most of us can even comprehend. They are fine 

people who have a right to perform their duties in the best environment 

possible and I fully support them. It would be my wish that an advisory 

committee would work closely with our city manager and our Chief to 

build on the exceptional work the Chief and his force have done. That is 

my opinion of our police department. 

After discussion at this past Tuesday’s city council meeting, I found 

myself wondering why there are “two sides” to this issue which seems 

very much like an opportunity. Why are we throwing obstacles up in 

front of providing a platform for everyone’s voice to be heard? While I am 

unaware of any official complaints of intimidation, I do know that many 

people find themselves intimidated by police – and not simply because 

“they’re doing something wrong.” There should be no reason to feel 

intimidated by those who choose to “serve and protect” us. I know our 

Chief to be reasonable and approachable, but not everyone, because of 

deeply rooted fear, feels that way. The same is true of every law 

enforcement agency. This is a problem we have the power to solve here in 

Vergennes. 

These are difficult, even painful, conversations to have. City Manager 

Hofman is to be thanked for calling this meeting to bring these topics out 

of the darkness. The best way to support our police is to work with them, 

not against them and everyone seeking “change” should make that 

commitment. I do here and now. 

There is no agenda item other than discussion for this meeting. I implore 

everyone to be respectful and civil. There are no accusations here. I have 

no personal agenda other than every voice being heard. If I have a “side” 

in this conversation, it would be what is best for Vergennes. We have 

asked a group of individuals to help answer that question. We need to 

allow them to do their work. 

a. Discussion regarding accusations that the Vergennes Police 

Department is Demoralizing and intimidating people 
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City Manager Hofman stated and pulled up on screen an email to the 

Council that was sent 3 weeks ago explaining a new complaint 

submission process because he takes complaints very seriously. He 

stated that individuals could fill out a digital form on the website or send 

a physical copy to the office. He then pulled up the physical form on the 

screen that showed where and how to send a hard copy of the complaint 

form. He continued that the forms are specific to gather specific details of 

the complaint. 

 

City Manager Hofman Stated that yesterday at about 7AM he received a 

general complaint via text message from the Mayor that the Police are 

demoralizing and intimidating people. He stated that this was very 

concerning to the Chief and himself. However, the complaint form was 

not used so the city could not address the specifics of the complaint from 

the Mayor. He reiterated that he received a text complaint from the 

Mayor.  

 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly and Alderman Austin asked for the text 

messages to be put up on the screen. 

 

City Manager Hofman presented the text messages and read them:  

 

Mayor: Watch me pack the house on 8/11. I will not be humiliated 

like I was last year in the budget meeting. Honestly, citizens are 

intimidated by our police and citizen group can change that. 

Mayor: BTW loved the “Trump 2020” Banner. 

City Manager: That was interesting. Idk who that was.  

 

City Manager: Do you? 

 

Mayor: No clue. 

 

City Manager: If people are intimidated by Chief Merkel and out 

police, that’s really unfortunate. 

 

Mayor: Well, they are. 
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Mayor: Some day, off the clock, we should chat. 

 

City Manager: I think we should discuss people feeling intimidated 

by our police at the next council meeting because that is a real 

problem. 

 

Mayor: It is. I don’t give two shits about their morale. They’ve 

demoralized citizens long enough. 

 

Mayor: I so appreciated Andy’s comments reminding us that two 

chiefs have resigned in the last 25 years. 

 

City Manager: That’s really serious and we need to deal with this 

immediately then. 

 

Mayor: And if LJD (Deputy Mayor Donnelly) doesn’t simmer down 

soon, I’m taking her to the woodshed. 

 

Mayor: Along with DA (Alderman Austin). 

 

City Manager: If there is people that feel intimidated and/or 

demoralized, this is an imminent problem that needs to be dealt 

with immediately. It is incumbent on the council to speak for 

citizens. We need to have an emergency meeting tonight. 

 

Mayor: I couldn’t do tonight. I also think it’s appropriate for a 

regular meeting. 

 

City Manager: This needs to be addressed immediately. I will be 

emailing the whole council to coordinate a meeting ASAP. 

 

Mayor: (thumbs-up emoji) 

 

Mayor: Call me when you have a moment. 

 

Mayor: (GIF that states “Honey, you’ve got a big storm comin”) 
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City Manager: Is that a threat? 

 

Mayor: (GIF of someone laughing) 

 

City Manager: I’ll take that as a yes. Nice. 

 

Mayor: Hardly. LJD (Deputy Mayor Donnelly) has pissed a lot of 

folks off. 

 

City Manager: So that’s directed at Lynn and not me? Because 

that sure seemed like it was directed at me. 

 

Mayor: Not at all. 

 

Mayor: Aren’t you glad you’re taking Friday off. 

 

City Manager: Idt we should be threatening anyone. Myself or 

Lynn. “Honey you have a big storm coming.” That’s not cool. 

 

Mayor: Oh heavens. Apologies. It’s been a rough day. I was trying 

to be humorous. Forgive me. 

 

City Manager: Idt it’s the time for jokes either. How else was I 

supposed to take that? Thanks for the apology. 

 

Mayor: I’ll try to be more sensitive. Thanks for checking me on 

that. 

 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly stated that she would like to read a statement 

since she is the one being targeted with Alderman Austin. Deputy Mayor 

Donnelly reads the following:  

 

When you and Andrew bought your beautiful home, you were 

welcomed with open arms and we all watched as you both brought 

your home to new life. You quickly joined many organizations and 

became emerged in the community. 

 

However, your position as Mayor, has been grossly abused. 
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Your position as head of the Council is to lead our public meetings 

and any other duties that is voted by the Council. These are your 

only duties, nothing more, nothing less. 

 

1. You presented yourself to Julie Basol the director of the 

Vergennes Partnership in your position as Mayor and told her 

publicly that she would never have been chosen if it was up to 

you. It was not your place to comment at all. The Vergennes 

Partnership is NOT a City controlled Committee. It also shows 

your true disrespect for her and women in general. 

 

2. In a legally warned Council meeting in your continued 

badgering of Chief Merkel you were asked if you had taken the 

time to express your concerns to the Chief directly and you 

answered twice that the two of you had talked. It was later 

discovered that is was an outright lie. In your words, you 

“misspoke”. Really, you would forget that detail? 

 

3. You continue to correspond with the Sheriff despite the 

complaint the Sheriff department has filed against the City. You 

have been instructed many times by the Council and the manager 

to cease and desist but you continue to have your secret 

conversations. 

 

4. The police oversight committee was not a decision made by 

the Council but by you alone with members that were hand 

chosen by you. There was no invitation to the public to submit 

their names to be considered. You hoped to continue with your 

secret meetings until you were cornered by the public. Only then 

did you go to the Council. This is an especially important 

committee that should be able to make their recommendations 

without your input or guidance. 

 

5. You alone are responsible for the new police union. The City 

prides itself in having open communications with all our 

departments. That communication has now been stifled by you. 

History will prove that will change forever our direct contact with 

our officers. We have the best police department as it exists today. 
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6. What “storm” are you hoping to bring to our City? You 

alone again are dividing the City. Signs of Black Lives Matter and 

We support our local police should be going hand in hand. 

 

7. The ultimate bullying comes again directly from you Mr. 

Mayor. Your threat to the City manager, David Austin and even 

more directly to me is an outrage. This will not stop me from 

having my opinions and expressing them in the future. You are 

coming from a place I do not understand and never will. If this 

sitting Council accepts this conduct from the Mayor, then shame 

on you all! 

 

You have pushed me to this statement, and all of this is true and 

can be proven so I suggest strongly that you examine your real 

intentions and step down as Mayor immediately. 

 

Alderman Austin stated that he prefers to speak off the top of his head. 

He asked the Mayor if he was going to take him to the woodshed. He 

asked who do you think you are. He stated he is the Mayor of 2800 

people. Alderman Austin told the Mayor that he does not own the city 

and does not run the city either; City Manager Hofman does. Alderman 

Austin asks is he is going to take him to the woodshed because we 

disagree about all public viewpoints. Alderman Austin asked the Mayor is 

it because Alderman Austin cares about the morale of the police 

department and the Mayor does give two shits about it. Alderman Austin 

stated that the Mayor’s statement condemns intimidation, however, the 

Mayor is trying to intimidate people. Alderman Austin stated that he 

would not be intimidated. He stated that the Mayor only wants a 

platform for his own voices to be heard. 

 

Alderman Koenig recommended to give the public time to talk and if 

there is anything at the end he can wrap up.  

 

The Mayor said this discussion could end pretty quickly if the Council is 

in agreement that he should resign. Deputy Mayor Donnelly stated that 

she would call for the vote. Alderman Austin seconded. The Mayor stated 

there was a motion on the floor and asked if there was any discussion 



Page 8 of 13 

CITY OF VERGENNES, VERMONT 

SPECIAL MEETING of the CITY COUNCIL 
July 16, 2020 

5:15 p.m. 
Meeting Held Remotely Via Zoom 

Minutes 

 
 

from the Council. The Mayor stated that those in favor please say aye. 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly, Alderman Austin, Alderman Bertrand, Alderman 

Brooks said aye. The Mayor stated those opposed. Alderman Benton said 

aye. Alderman Koenig said nay. The Mayor stated that the motion 

carries. The Mayor thanked everyone and stated he is actually going to 

exit the meeting. Deputy Mayor Donnelly said thank you. Alderman 

Austin said thank you and that the Mayor did the right thing. The Mayor 

exits the meeting. 

 

Alderman Koenig asked if the meeting should continue. Alderman Austin 

stated that the meeting should continue. Deputy Mayor Donnelly stated 

that she did not say this to become Mayor. Alderman Koenig stated that 

this is the reason for a Deputy Mayor. Deputy Mayor Donnelly asked for 

comments from anyone from Vergennes. 

 

Bryan Goodkowsky asked if there was a specific complaint and what the 

complaints from the Sheriff was. He stated that the committee is doing 

things right. He stated the police form was not easy to find and he did 

not agree that the form should go to the police department. He discussed 

coming together as a community. 

 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly stated that she cannot comment on the Sheriff’s 

department. 

 

Brian Goodkowsky asked was the Mayor’s complaint specific. 

 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly stated that she has no idea what the complaint 

was about and that everyone just heard the Mayor’s statement and saw 

the texts. 

 

Abigail Blum stated that the exploratory committee was unanimously 

approved by the City Council. She stated the committee is doing great 

work. She stated that there was no ill-will by not having the meeting 

open to the public. She stated that she would request more time for the 

committee to do their work. 

 

Zoe Kaslow stated that this discussion is important. She stated the 

committee is doing great work and that is not something that can 
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happen in a month. She continued to praise the committee for their 

volunteer time and effort. 

 

Rebecca Rey read a statement that she supports the civilian review 

board. She stated that she is surprised that the police are against it. She 

stated that the police may be resistance to change. She stated that 

change is a good thing and that we all must adopt. She stated that this is 

a commitment to the people and a commitment to transparency. She 

continued to make analogies of how good things occur for those who 

change. 

 

Dave Small stated that civil service is a difficult job that incurs criticism. 

He stated that police have one of the most difficult jobs out there. He 

discussed that the police do not get into this job because it is any easy 

job. He finished by expressing his support for the committee and stated 

that they should have the time to do their hard work. 

 

Nial Rele stated the impression of this meeting was that it would be 

about policing. He stated he is embarrassed for the city. He stated the 

discussion item was confusing initially. He stated this was a coordinated 

coup. He discussed how this was a coordinated effort. He stated this 

further politicizes the police conversation.  

 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly stated the meeting was called by the Mayor and 

intimidation and demoralization was the Mayor’s words. She stated the 

texts are public record. 

 

Nial Rele stated that the Mayor crossed a line. He stated that this 

situation made the situation regarding the committee worse. 

 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly stated that the committee can now do their work 

with their hands untied. 

 

Matt White asked what the percentage of taxes have been collected 

recently was. The City Manager stated it was about 93%. Matt stated 

that we have to reduce costs due to economic realities. He stated that 

this should not be occupying our time. He stated that divisiveness is not 
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what is needed. He stated that you must beware of committees because 

they will just create problems. He warned against more government. 

 

Sarah Stroup that healthy government functions best and that this is not 

what happened at this meeting. She stated that the City Council should 

revisit their communication policies. She pleaded not to air personal 

grievances. She stated the committee should be able to do their job and 

they should be allowed the time to do so. 

 

Jeremy Holm stated that there is an implicit bias problem. He stated that 

slave owners would take slaves to the woodshed. He stated that all of us 

have internal implicit bias. He stated Chief Merkel should use a ten point 

implicit bias training. He stated that the Mayor is a friend. He discussed 

the problems in America and stated that we should tackle these 

problems.  

 

Catherine Brooks stated the meeting was called about the committee. 

She stated she was intimidated by city employees. She stated that she 

had a 1-hour meeting today with Chief Merkel. She stated that there 

needs to be an advocacy group in the city. She stated she was alarmed 

by the driving by black and brown report. She stated she stated she 

stayed away from everything on behalf of the town previously. She stated 

that someone had the courage to stand up so now she could stand up. 

She stated her displeasure with the signature “god bless you” and stated 

that she got a snippy answer from Mel Hawley. She complained about 

responses to emails. She expressed he support for the committee and the 

problems she has with the complaint form. She stated she is resigning 

from the committee. 

 

Abigail Blum stated she is heartbroken that Catherine is stepping down. 

She stated that she is disappointed that Deputy Mayor advertised for 

everyone to come to her home for a meeting. She stated that meetings 

should be online for safety reasons. She said that the Deputy Mayor was 

not safe. She discussed her support for move the city forward based on 

science to keep people safe. 

 

Nial Rele stated that he was we was disappointed that Catherine was 

stepping down. He stated that the ‘we support police signs’ are 
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antagonist to the other side. He stated that this is why this work is 

important. He stated that the complaint form is not sufficient for setting 

up the city for the future. He stated that the committee is a volunteer 

group that does not cost anything. He discussed the one complaint that 

the Chief has received. He continued to discuss his support of the 

committee because it is a venue for people to discuss the future. He 

stated that the first thing the Chief did was discredit the study and that 

was alarming. 

 

Someone stated why are they still letting him talk. 

 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly asked if there is anyone else that wants to speak. 

 

Nial Rele continued about Fernando Castillo. He stated that he was 

pulled over 45 times. On the 46 time he was shot 4 times just because he 

was following instructions. He stated that this issue could happen in 

Vergennes because of implicit bias.  

 

Chief Merkel stated the civilian board is a city council decision and he is 

fine with their decision. He told Nial that he does not agree that he 

thinks that Chief gave no thought to the report’s findings. Chief stated 

that he took the report seriously and explained that he met with many 

individuals to learn about the report because he is not a statistician. He 

stated that for Nial to state that he did not give the report thought is 

incorrect. He talked about the good police force he has. He stated he tries 

to make himself approachable. He stated that the position the City 

Manager the Mayor put him in. He stated that the “I don’t give a shit 

about morale” comment was unacceptable.  

 

Kathy Rosier stated that she appreciates the younger generations voices. 

She stated that this is the next generation that wants to make the city 

better. She continued to thank the committee and the younger 

generation. 

 

Alderman Koenig stated that when he declined to vote for Jeff Fritz 

resigning was not because he agreed with the comments. He stated it 

was because he thought this should have been brought to private session 

and that everything happened so quickly. He stated that he did not have 
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knowledge of the Mayor’s actions. He continued to state that he thought 

this was going to be a discussion about the police and how they can 

come across as intimidating with their bullet proof vests and are not 

always approachable. 

 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly said that she appreciates that but that is 

because she was not attacked. 

 

Alderman Austin stated that he did not see this coming either. And the 

comments coming up on the screen. He stated that he agreed with Kathy 

Rosier. He said appreciates the young people in the room. He discussed 

his civic accomplishments when he was young. He promised that he 

would ensure that everyone’s voices are heard. He said that what 

occurred to Catherine is unfortunate. He stated that this is not specific 

to the Vergennes Police. He stated that if people cannot approach the 

police, that is a problem. He stated that he understands that people have 

to deal with that and he wants to move forward with open and honest 

communication. 

 

Abigail Blum stated that while the patrol box came off of mute while Nial 

was talking, there was a disdainful and hurtful comment. She stated that 

that comment was telling of what everyone is feeling. 

 

Mike Daniel stated that Catherine referred to him as someone who 

intimidated her. He stated that he was just looking for guidance and did 

not mean to intimidate. 

 

Tao Spencer thanked the committee and the Council. He expressed his 

support for the committee. 

 

Catherine Brook thanked Michael for his comments. Catherine stated 

that she has not been heard by the police department. She expressed her 

appreciation for what every does. 

 

Deputy Mayor Donnelly thanked everyone in the meeting. She stated that 

she does not believe they are coming from different directions but she 

does not think they are. She stated that this will be an era of openness 

going forward. 
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3. Adjournment 

 

Alderman Bertrand made a motion to adjourn. Alderman Koenig seconded the 

motion. All members approved. Meeting adjourned. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

Daniel Hofman 

City Manager 


