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Town of Ridgefield 

Charter Revision Commission 

Regular Meeting 

April 6, 2010 7:00 PM 

Town Hall 

 

 

Present: John McNicholas, Chairman  Not Present: Andrew Berger 

  Sharon Hyde, Vice Chairman    Edward Tyrell 

  Andrew Kelemen     Lisa Carroll 

  Charles Primerano 

  Tiffany Lenz 

 

AGENDA 

 

1. Review minutes from previous meetings. 

2. Review of discussion from previous meeting - March. 

3. Chief John Roche, Ridgefield Police Department on Police Commission and Police 

Department. 

4. Continued discussion of March Meeting issues. 

5. Chair discussion regarding use of emails and issues not discussed by CRC. 

6. Discussion of issues to be included in rough draft of final CRC report. 

7. Tentative items for next meeting agenda. 

8. Meeting adjournment. 

 

MEETING MINUTES 

(These Minutes are intended to be a summary of the Meeting and not a verbatim recording). 

 

The meeting was called to order by Chair John McNicholas at 7:15PM.  

 

Mr. McNicholas commented that he received a letter from Andrew Berger stating he wished to resign. 

Discussion followed regarding replacing Mr. Berger and consensus was not to replace him considering 

the limited time left of the Board's assignment. 

 

Item 1 & Item 2 

 

Due to the fact that much of the Ridgefield Police Department and the Ridgefield Police Commission 

were in attendance, Item 1 & Item 2 were placed after the presentation by the Police Department. 

 

Item 3 

 

Chief John Roche spoke about the need to keep the Police Commission and not abolish it for a Public 

Safety Commission shared with the Fire Department. Below are a summary of his important points: 

 

1. Why fix something that is not broken? 

2. The Police Department is very different from the Fire Department.  
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3. The Police Department is involved with, responsible for, or must have the knowledge 

of the following: 

 

� Knowledge and application of all Federal, State and Local Laws 

� Responsible for the safety and quality of life in the Community 

� Involved with Volunteer Programs such as DARE, GRAD, SRO, Drug Take 

Back Programs, Outreach 

� Involved with court issues, family issues, youth issues 

� Involved with privacy issues 

� Equipment training and knowledge of guns, tasers, night sticks, police vehicles, 

black boxes for unified command, fingerprinting, polygraphs, 911 system  

� Involved with communications with other local Police Departments, FBI or 

State Police nationwide or internationally ie. Interpol, Scotland Yard 

� Knowledge of the conduct for off duty police officers which is regulated. Job is 

24/7. 

� Knowledge of warrants, subpoenas, search and seizures, arresting and jailing. 

� Involved with many other Agencies, ie. Health Department,  Juvenile System, 

General and Social Services, Fire Department, Highway Department, Attorney 

General, Animal Control, Superior Court, Local Government, School System, 

Town Council, Finance Department, Town Commissions and Committees 

� There are different departments within the Policy Department: Internal Affairs, 

Uniform Police Officers, Detectives, and Training Staff 

� Uniform Police Officers are scheduled for duty in either a vehicle, on foot, or on 

a bicycle and are scheduled at many different hours 24/7.  

� Police Officers deal with the mentally ill, suicides, medical assistant needs both 

nominal and severe.  

� For a Police Officer to receive a State Certificate, it is 3 years of training and 

fitness exams.   

4.  Chief Roche went on to say that the Police Commission is an important entity which 

serves both the Police Department and the Community who voted the Commissioners 

into office. On a regular basis he meets with the Commission and must have their 

approval on many issues such as hiring and firing. 

5.  Chief Roche also described that he has been on both sides of the coin in regards to 

working with a Commission and working with a Public Safety Committee/Board of 

Selectman. He strongly recommends that there be no political interference. 

 

Mr. Kelemen thanked Chief Roche for his presentation and then asked why couldn't the Police 

Department and Fire Department be combined for budgetary purposes? 

 

Chief Roche explained that he felt the Police Department's budget is too diverse and completely 

different from the Fire Department. He feels that the budget requires a full time Commission and 

Police Chief to focus only on the Police Department and their needs and not have the Fire Department 

distractions.  

 

Ms. Hyde asked if the job could be too much for the Commission because they are elected into this 

position.  
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Chief Roche explained that the Commission being elected by the Citizens protects the Citizen's rights 

and participation. He feels that diversity in professional backgrounds of the Commissioners is positive 

and that no political interference is crucial.  

 

Mr. Primerano asked why the Fire Department and Police Department can not work together and 

aren't they similar because they both protect the public. 

 

Chief Roche responded by saying they do work together and communicate on many issues but the 

level of planning, skill sets, equipment, personnel and budgeting in the Police Department is very 

different from the Fire Department. For example, responding to a tanker accident on Route 7 verses 

Columbine. 

 

George Kain, Police Commissioner spoke about the authority of the Police Commission granted to 

them by the Connecticut State Statutes. They have the authority to conduct legal hearings, subpoenas, 

and arrest people such as a Police Officer or Chief. This is the only vehicle that the Community has to 

address abuse of power and corruption in the Police Department. The Commission has a direct 

responsibility to the Town and Police Department and it can act as a liaison when conflicts arise. He 

stressed high levels are trust are essential. "A Community gets a Police Department they deserve". 

 

Thomas Reynolds, Chairman, Police Commission offered his support of keeping the Commission 

and presented a letter from Michael J. Venus (see Exhibit A) who is a past member of the Police 

Department and a longtime member of the Volunteer Fire Department. Mr. Venus in his letter states, 

"The Police Commission has always been elected and is accountable to the people and not the 

appointing body or the First Selectman. This is just one more step in eliminating the public's right to 

choose their elected officials. I do however think there should be a separate Fire Commission made up 

of people with experience in the fire service that oversee the operation of the Fire Department and have 

the Fire Chief report to them". 

 

Jan Rifkinson asked whether the Town could grant subpoena powers under the Home Rule.   

 

Attorney Lisa Maurer replied by saying that the State would have to grant that power.  

 

Thomas Balote, speaking as a citizen, spoke of how the learning curve for both the Police Department 

and Fire Department is enormous and that the Fire Department could benefit from having their own 

Commission. By separating the Fire Department from the Board of Selectman but still have the budget 

reported to BOS, the Commission could stay politically neutral and concentrate on only Fire 

Department affairs. The Commission would also be beneficial bringing together the paid and volunteer 

firemen who are not always in unison.  

 

Attorney Lisa Maurer stated how the Commission is a "safety valve" in the grievance process. 

 

Chris Daly, Police Union and a fellow Union member both applauded the Police Department and 

Police Commission on all of their efforts and that it was a pleasure coming to work everyday. 

 

Susan Craig, Police Commissioner commented on how well the different departments, Fire, Police, 

and Highway came together for 9/11. 
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Mr. McNicholas, Chairman Charter Commission, commented, as did others on the Charter 

Commission that no decision has been made regarding the idea of abolishing the Police Commission 

and that actually this idea seems to have taken on a life of its own because of a meeting with the BOS 

regarding a Fire Commission. With that, he submitted into the record a letter from Thomas Rotunda, 

Retired Police Chief (see Exhibit B).  He stated that Mr. Rotunda had conveyed all the same comments 

and misgivings as others have before this board. He then read a letter he wrote (see Exhibit C) where 

he states, "Now we (meaning the Charter Commission) are faced with the monumental suggestion by a 

majority of the Board of Selectman that the Board of Police Commissioners of the Town of Ridgefield 

be disbanded and its role be taken over by a Public Safety Commission appointed by the Selectman. 

This Public Safety Commission would be responsible for the management of the Town of Ridgefield 

Fire Department and the Ridgefield Volunteer Fire Department as well as the Ridgefield Police 

Department. It is also my understanding, although not yet officially established, that a Director or 

Commissioner of Public Safety would be given the overall day to day decision making of the Public 

Safety Commission. I do not in any shape, manner or form understand how this is not and cannot be 

seen as a political move to take control of both departments and their personnel and fiscal management 

by the Board of Selectman and ultimately control of the overall budgets of these departments. It is my 

opinion, and again, opinions of other differ, that the establishment of a Fire Commission should be 

made immediately to maintain a good and professional Fire Department in our Town and remove 

political decisions from the operation of a department whose needs and requirements constantly 

change in this ever changing world. POLITICS SHOULD NOT BE PERMITTED TO MAKE 

DECISIONS WHEN IT COMES TO PUBLIC SAFETY. From a historic point of view, the traditional 

Civil Service System was established to prevent just what is being attempted by suggesting we 

establish a Broad Range Public Safety Commission rather than narrowing the choice to a traditional 

focused agency dealing with issues related to two different professions”. 

 

Chief Roche thanked John McNicholas and wanted to acknowledge all the people that came to the 

meeting today to support the Police Commission. Approximately, 20 Police Officers proudly stood.  

 

Lynn Wheeland, Prior Charter Commission Member, stated how she felt the Police Commission 

should stay and how the Fire Department needed their own Commission which would be nonpolitical 

and well versed in the Fire Department Profession. She offered her notes and research to the 

Commission should they want them. 

 

Ms. Hyde (with the understanding as expressed by Tom Reynolds, Police Commissioner that a Public 

Safety Commission does not have subpoena power and the Police Commission does granted by CT. 

State General Statutes) asked the Charter Commission to vote on keeping the Police Commission and 

discussing the Fire Commission at a later date.  

 

Motion to retain the Police Commission in its present form under the Charter was made by Mr. 

Kelemen and seconded by Mr. Primerano. Motion passed. Votes: 5 (Yes), 0 (No), 0 (Abstain). 

 

With that the Police Department, Police Commission and Police Supporters left.  

 

Due to time constraints,  

 

Motion to have a Special Meeting of the Charter Revision Commission to conduct normal 

business on Tuesday, April 13, 2010 @ 7:00PM, with location to be determined, was made by 
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Mr. McNicholas and seconded by Mr. Kelemen. Motion passed. Votes: 5 (Yes), 0 (No), 0 

(Abstain). 

 

A small discussion ensued regarding past issues with an outcome of, 

 

Motion to accept the recommendation of the Board of Finance to revise the wording in Article X, 

Section 10-1(a) and Section 10-1(b) to incorporate flexibility in scheduling of the annual budget 

hearing of the Board of Finance so as not to conflict with religious observances. Motion was 

made by Ms. Hyde, seconded by Mr. Kelemen. Motion passed. Votes: 4 (Yes), 0 (No), 0 (Abstain). 

 

Motion to adjourn was made by Mr. Kelemen, seconded by Ms. Hyde. Motion passed.  

Votes: 4 (Yes), 0 (No), 0 (Abstain) 

 

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

Lise B. Read 

Recording Secretary 
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