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A groomer from the Barre Town Thunder Chickens snowmobile club charges across a snowy field in Websterville on 
Wednesday. The club’s trail network is open for riding and conditions have improved greatly with recent snow storms.

TRAIL WORK

adjustment, employees 
were paid $1.85 a week 
for each year they had been 
on the job, provided that 
figure didn’t exceed $50.

A police officer who had 
worked for the city for 10 years 
received an extra $18.50 a week, 
or $962 a year, under the pro-
gram, while a 20-year veteran 
was paid an extra $37 a week, 
or $1,924 a year.

The new contract creates 
a 25-step salary schedule to 
replace the 11-step version that 
had been used for years.

Both salary schedules con-
template a newly hired officer 
with no previous experience 
receiving three separate pay 
raises in their first two years 
of employment. However, the 
new schedule reflects annual 
“step increases” for those who 
have worked for the city for up 
to 23 years, while those “step 
increases” stopped after eight 
years under the old contract.

Briefing materials supplied 
to councilors suggested that was 
flagged as a problem the new 
salary schedule is designed to 
resolve.

“… The manner in which 
wages were allocated was con-
fusing, failed to recognize the 
contributions of long-term 
officers, and was not helpful in 
recruiting new officers to the 
department,” the city’s labor 
attorney wrote in a memo 
drafted at Mackenzie’s request.

According to the memo, 
officers and emergency dis-
patchers with more than eight 
years experience with the 
department received a negoti-
ated cost of living adjustment 
and a longevity payment, while 
they’re less seasoned counter-
parts received the cost of living 
adjustment, an annual step 
increase and, if they were eligi-
ble, a longevity payment.

Mackenzie said Police Chief 
Tim Bombardier had long 
lobbied for an expanded salary 
schedule as a recruitment tool 
and the one that was agreed to 
reflects a compromise.

Shifting to the new salary 
schedule for the contract 
year that started last July 
will involve a “one-time 
expense,” two retroactive 
cost of living adjustments 
and an annual step increase 
for all employees this fiscal 
year. The total first-year 
cost of the wage settlement 
reflects an increase of 3.5 
percent, that includes a 
cost of living adjustment 
of 1.35 percent that will be 
paid retroactively to July 
1, 2018, and an additional 
.65 percent cost of living 
adjustment that was trig-
gered on Jan. 1.

Councilors were told the 
3.5 percent figure compares 
favorably to the 3.66 percent 
increase that would have been 

incurred under the old system 
assuming a 2 percent cost of 
living adjustment.

The wage-related increase 
is more modest in the second 
and final year of the contract, 
which starts July 1. The contract 
contemplates a 2 percent cost 
of living adjustment to the 
new salary schedule and “step 
increases” that would pad that 
figure by roughly .8 percent.

That brings the combined 
increase associated with the 
negotiated wage adjustments 
to 6.3 percent, though council-
ors were told it is actually closer 
to 4 percent “new money”— 
roughly 2 percent a year — 
when you consider cost that 
will no longer be incurred for 
longevity payments.

The new contract will require 
employees to pay a portion of 
health insurance premiums — 
most if not all of them for the 
first time.

Under the old agreement, 
the city paid 100 percent of the 
premiums for the Gold CDHP 
plan offered on the state-run 
exchange and offered to pay 
90 percent of the premiums for 
employees who chose to enroll 
in the Platinum plan.

Starting this month, the city 
will pay 97.5 percent of the 
premiums for the Gold CDHP 
plan and 87.5 percent of the 
premiums for the Platinum 
plan. Employees, including 16 
police officers, six emergency 
dispatchers and a community 
service officer, will be responsi-
ble for the balance.

Starting on Jan. 1, 2020, the 
city will pay 95 percent of the 
premiums for a Gold CDHP 
plan and 85 percent of the 
premiums for a Platinum plan 
from that point through the 
expiration of the contract on 
June 30, 2020.

The city will continue to 
make annual contributions 
to Health Savings Accounts 
(HSA) established for employ-
ees. Those enrolled in single, 
two-person and parent-child 
plans will have $1,800 a year 
deposited in their HSAs, while 
those enrolled in family plans 
will receive annual contribu-
tions of $2,250.

Those  number s  a re 
unchanged from the last 
contract. However, maximum 
out-of-pocket expenses have 
increased for employees. Those 
enrolled in single plans will see 
their out-of-pocket exposure 
increase from $2,750 to $3,000 
a year, while those enrolled in 
family and multi-person plans 
could pay as much as $6,000 out 
of pocket — a $500 increase.

Ratification of the contract 
clears the deck for looming 
negotiations with the city’s three 
other labor unions.

Unionized firefighters and 
clerical and custodial staff are 
working under separate con-
tracts that will both expire June 
30, while members of the Public 
Works Department are under 
contract through Dec. 31.
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a range of perspectives to 
the table. And I’m commit-
ted to working together to 
make sure that all voices 
are heard,” Johnson said. 
“We cannot lead this state 
without you.”

Leaders of the House 
and  Senate  both  sa id 
Wednesday that they want 
lawmakers to focus on the 
state’s struggling rural 
economy during the 2019 
legislative session. In her 
opening day remarks, John-
son singled out problems 
facing rural areas — two of 
the greatest needs, she said, 
are improving cell service 
and guaranteeing access to 
broadband.

“We have to do more to 
make sure that we have a 
strong, diverse rural econ-
omy and agricultural sector 
moving forward,” Johnson 
said.  “And we have to 
ensure that our successes 
touch every corner of our 
state.”

Senate President Pro 

Tem Tim Ashe said in a 
speech Wednesday morn-
ing that addressing income 
inequality, including the 
disparity between the state’s 
cities and towns, should 
drive the work of the Leg-
islature. He said there are 
now “two Vermonts” — 
one where families have 
a chance to improve their 
lives, and the other that 
leaves people stuck in low-
wage jobs.

“I challenge each of you, 
I challenge each commit-
tee you will serve on, and 
I challenge myself to never 
let go of this one question: 
‘What can we do to improve 
life in the other Vermont?’” 
Ashe said. “Answering this 
question is all of our jobs, 
and touches on almost every 
policy area we’ll work on.”

Ashe mentioned raising 
the minimum wage and 
developing state policies to 
combat climate change as 
two top priorities.

But the voices seeking 
to be heard in Montpelier 
don’t belong exclusively to 
lawmakers. A broad range 
of constituencies braved 
heavy snow Wednesday to 

make sure they were part of 
the chorus.

They included people 
like JT Dodge, a Newbury 
resident who organized a 
rally against a proposed tax 
on carbon-emitting fuels.

“This is the opening of 
the legislative session. This 
is us rallying the troops,” 
Dodge said. “This is saying 
that, ‘We’re here — look, 
you can see us.’”

Lawmakers would have 
been hard pressed to miss 
Dodge and the 40 or so 
Vermonters who showed up 
for his anti-carbon-tax rally 
Wednesday pretty well — 
they all wore yellow traffic 
vests, as a nod to carbon tax 
protesters in France.

“I just can’t afford to 
spend more money — we 
can’t afford to spend more 
money on fuel to drive to 
work,” Dodge said.

Statehouse advocacy 
o n  We d n e s d a y  c a m e 
from a diverse group of 
constituents.

Ginger Knight, a junior 
at U-32 High School in 
East Montpelier, spoke at 
an event hosted by Rights 
a n d  D e m o c r a c y.  T h e 

organization will urge law-
makers to pass paid family 
and medical leave and a 
$15 minimum wage.

“Today I am here because 
the bil ls  that you pass 
impact my life as well as 
all the other youth in Ver-
mont,” Knight said.

For the freshmen law-
makers who will have to 
weigh competing requests 
f rom var ious  in tere s t 
g r o u p s ,  t h e  n e x t  f e w 
months will present a steep 
learning curve.

White River Junction 
Rep. Becca White is one 
of the 40 new faces in the 
House of Representatives. 
She said one of the better 
pieces of advice on legis-
lating came from someone 
who reminded her she has 
two ears, and one mouth.

“I’ve heard over and 
over again that the best 
way to really accomplish 
your goals is to figure out 
who your allies are,” White 
said. “And I think you can 
do that better by listening 
than you can by just talking, 
so lots of listening and (a) 
little less talking than I nor-
mally would do.”
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doctor. These are people in 
the FBI, in the TSA, in the 
State Department, in the 
Treasury Department and 
other agencies who have, in 
some cases, worked for the 
government for years.”

House Rep. Peter Welch 
made a brief comment on 
Twitter regarding the speech.

“The President offered 
nothing tonight that will end 
his shutdown,” said Welch. 
“It’s time to open govern-
ment, pay federal employees, 
and resume services for the 
American people.”

Trump claimed in his 
speech that the proposed 
wall would pay for itself, say-
ing the costs associated with 
the illegal drug trade far 
exceed the price of the wall.

“This barrier is absolutely 
critical to border security. It’s 
also what our professionals at 

the border want and need,” 
Trump said. “This is just com-
mon sense.”

In his statements, Sanders 
said Congress has put for-
ward bills that would reopen 
the government.

“President Trump tonight 
has told us why he believes 
we need the wall. It gives me 
no pleasure to tell you what 
most of you already know,” 
said Sanders. “President 
Trump lies all of the time – 
and in his remarks tonight, 
and in recent weeks regard-
ing immigration and the 
wall, he continues to lie.”

Sanders said Trump has 
lied about the number of ter-
rorists crossing the southern 
border.

“According to a State 
Department report released 
in September, ‘At year’s end 
there was no credible evi-
dence indicating that inter-
national terrorist groups have 
… sent operatives via Mexico 
into the United States,’” said 
Sanders. “That is not Bernie 
Sanders’ opinion. That is a 

direct quote from Trump’s 
own State Department.”

Trump’s speech Tuesday 
focused mainly on concerns 
about criminals crossing 
the border, drug smugglers, 
gang members and human 
traffickers.

Trump blamed Democrats 
for the shutdown.

“The federal government 
remains shut down for one 
reason and one reason only 
because Democrats will 
not fund border security,” 
Trump said. “My adminis-
tration is doing everything 
in our power to help those 
impacted by the situation. 
But the only solution is for 
Democrats to pass a spend-
ing bill that defends our 
borders and reopens the 
government.”

Sanders said Trump is to 
blame for the shutdown, cit-
ing previous remarks made 
by the president.

“In terms of this shutdown, 
President Trump has made it 
very clear who is responsible. 
As you will all recall in a very 

public meeting he held in 
the Oval Office, he said and 
I quote, ‘I am proud to shut 
down the government ... I 
will take the mantle. I will 
be the one to shut it down. 
I’m not going to blame you 
(Chuck Schumer) for it.’”

On Wednesday, Dem-
o c r a t s  i n  t h e  S e n a t e 
announced two bills they say 
would end the shutdown.

“These bills are the prod-
uct of months of bipartisan 
work,” said Leahy, in a sep-
arate statement on Wednes-
day. “Congress was doing its 
job until President Trump 
ground our progress to a 
halt over his ever changing 
demands for a border wall, 
which he promised Mexico 
would pay for. It is time to 
end this nonsense and for 
Leader McConnell to bring 
these Republican bills to 
floor so we can do our job, 
reopen the government and 
end the Trump Shutdown.”

Leahy is vice chairman of 
the Senate Appropriations 
Committee.
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Police said a trooper, who 
has not been identified, 
tried to locate Simpson at 
his last known address in St. 
Johnsbury, but was unsuc-
cessful. Before he ended 
his shift, the trooper alerted 
other troopers to Simpson’s 
disappearance.

On Jan. 5, police said a 
report came in regarding 
a vehicle that had been 
stolen in Newbury. The 
vehicle had a GPS device 
inside it and police said it 
was tracked to New Hamp-
shire. Police said a “be on 
the lookout” for the vehicle 
was issued. The unoccupied 
vehicle was later located by 
police in Manchester, New 
Hampshire.

Later that night, state 
police learned Simpson was 
a suspect in a kidnapping 
and sexual assault case that 

occurred in White River 
Junction. Police said Simp-
son forced a woman and 
her child into their car at 
the Mall of New Hampshire 
and drove to White River 
Junction. He then forced 
the woman to rent a room at 
a local hotel, where he sexu-
ally assaulted her, according 
to police. Police said the vic-
tim was a stranger who was 
targeted at random.

Police obtained an arrest 
warrant for Simpson on 
Jan. 6 and he was taken 
into custody that night in 
Pennsylvania.

State police issued a state-
ment late Tuesday night say-
ing additional steps should 
have been taken in the case. 
Police said an arrest warrant 
should have been sought on 
Jan. 4 as well as a “be on the 
lookout” alert for Simpson 
and a press release to let the 
public know about him.

“The circumstances sur-
rounding this incident are 
under review, including 
a formal investigation by 

the Vermont State Police 
Internal Affairs Unit,” the 
statement said.

For  the  Washington 
County  case ,  S impson 
pleaded not guilty in Octo-
ber to felony counts of 
failure to return a rented 
or  leased vehic le  and 
aggravated vehicle opera-
tion without the owner’s 
consent.

Berlin Police Officer 
Daniel W. Withrow said in 
his affidavit a report came 
in on Aug. 22 regarding 
rental vehicles that hadn’t 
been returned to 802 Toy-
ota. Withrow said he went to 
the dealership and spoke to 
an employee who reported 
Simpson had rented two 
trucks from the dealership 
on July 19 that were sup-
posed to be returned on 
Aug. 18. The employee told 
Withrow a family member 
of Simpson’s contacted the 
dealership on Aug. 20 stat-
ing there had been a family 
emergency and the trucks 
would be returned that day.

Withrow said the trucks 
hadn’t been returned by 
Aug. 22 and were reported 
as stolen. He said the agree-
ment Simpson signed when 
he rented the trucks stated 
failure to return the trucks 
within 72 hours of the time 
they were supposed to 
be returned is a crime in 
Vermont.

On Aug. 27, the employee 
contacted Withrow and 
told him Simpson’s family 
member had been in con-
tact with the dealership and 
reported the trucks were in 
St. Johnsbury and Gorham, 
New Hampshire.

Withrow said the truck 
in St. Johnsbury was found 
abandoned and towed back 
to the dealership on Sept. 
11. The affidavit didn’t say 
whether the second truck 
was located or returned.

Withrow said it cost the 
dealership $261 to get the 
truck towed back from St. 
Johnsbury.

eric.blaisdell 
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Wellness bar
MONTPELIER — There 

will also be a Pop-up Wellness 
Bar at The Front Gallery, also 
on Barre Street in the Capital 
City, on Thursdays through 
May, from 9 a.m. to 7 p.m.

Local artist Lydia Gatzow, 
who has exhibited at the 
gallery, will serve vegan 
mocktails and herbal 
infusions with essential oils 
that “encourages mindful 
drinking, positive energy 
and zero-waste.”

All ages are welcome and 
Gatzow urges , “Drop by and feel 
inspired from the inside out!”

For more info, contact Gat-
zow at lydia@ydiagatzow.com.

Reflective art
MONTPELIER — Local 

artist Susan Calza will have 
a grand opening of her new 
gallery in the Capital City on 
Saturday, from 2 to 4:30 p.m.

But be warned, her first 
exhibition at 138 Main St. 
will be of a serious nature.  
“Domestic Disasters,” is an 
installation that recognizes 
340 mass shootings in 2018.

The exhibition is a 
fundraiser in support of gun 
control and the victims and 
families of gun violence.

The show will remain up 
through Feb. 10.

Hours of opening will be: 
Friday, 4 to 7 p.m.; Saturday 

and Sunday, 1 to 5 p.m.
For more information, 

email suzancalza@gmail.com 
or visit www.susancalza.com.

Got a poem?
MONTPELIER — A 

reminder about the call for 
submissions for PoemCity 
2019 from the Kellogg-Hub-
bard Library in the Capital 
City.

Submissions will be 
accepted through Feb. 4.

Selected poems will be 
displayed in shop windows 
throughout downtown Mont-
pelier during the month of 
April.

In addition to the text 
display, PoemCity features 
poetry and art installations, 
poetry-related workshops 
and readings.

For full details of the 
application process and for 
students of Vermont College 
of Fine Arts, visit www.
poem-city.org or call Rachel 
Senechal, KHL program and 
development coordinator, at 
223-3338.

After-school action
MONTPELIER — Union 

Elementary School is offer-
ing a range of after-school 
programs, both at school and 
off-site, to keep students safe, 
busy and motivated.

A variety of offerings 
includes academic, music 
and art programs, the 
chance to play chess and 
other board games or 
venture outdoors with nature 
programs.

For a full list of programs 
and opportunities, call the 
school.
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