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Saturday
GROWING GREAT 

PERENNIALS

Henry Homeyer presents; including 

old favorites and lesser-known 

beauties. 10 a.m.-12 p.m. At the North 

Branch Nature Center, 713 Elm Street, 

Montpelier, wenalger@gmail.com.

“Our infrastructure 

seems as rowdy  

as a funhouse 

without the fun.”

Editorial, A4

In the news
Challenger Charles Merri-

man padded his two-vote 

lead over veteran board 

member Adrienne Magida 

in a recount in the race to 

represent Middlesex on the 

U-32 School Board.  A3

Sports
Girls basketball champions 

have been decided for three 

of the state’s high school 

divisions.  B2, B3

French urges merger action

School budget votes set in WCSU

AOT: Rt. 2 issue multi-faceted

State asks judge 
to drop charges

By DAVID DELCORE

STAFF WRITER

BARRE — Secretary of Education 
Daniel French has issued a procrasti-
nate-at-your-peril warning to voters in 
school districts that were ordered to 
merge under Act 46 but have thus far 
dragged their feet.

Citing Judge Robert Mello’s recent 
denial of a preliminary injunction 

requested on behalf of the 33 school 
districts that sued the state over Act 
46, French issued a memorandum 
providing time-sensitive guidance 
with respect to those state-ordered 
mergers.

The decision means unification 
will continue, lawsuits or not, French 
wrote, noting districts that claim they 
don’t have time are mistaken.

“At this time, there are enough 
days remaining for each newly 
formed union school district to take 
all steps legally required to become 
operational on July 1,” he wrote.

French acknowledged the Ver-
mont Legislature is considering a bill 
to grant a one-year extension to most 
of the affected districts. He stressed 
the current law reflects the July 1 

deadline, and ignoring it “will result 
in serious consequences for students 
and staff.”

The House-passed bill that would 
allow for an extension is scheduled to 
be taken up by the Senate Education 
Committee when it meets Tuesday.

One feature of that bill would 

By DAVID DELCORE

STAFF WRITER

EAST MONTPELIER — Follow-
ing a flurry of school board meet-
ings this week, the stage for a Town 
Meeting Day sequel is now set in 
the Washington Central Supervi-
sory Union.

April 9 will be “School District 
Meeting Day” in four of the super-
visory union’s six districts, where 
currently autonomous boards have 
all warned budget votes against 

the backdrop of a state-imposed 
merger.

The abruptly adjourned organi-
zational meeting for the Washing-
ton Central Unified Union School 
District will reconvene on April 
8. That meeting could potentially 
pave the way for a late-June vote on 
a merged budget for the pre-K-12 
district .

Amid considerable merger-re-
lated uncertainty, school directors 
in Berlin and Calais both warned 

Town Meeting Day votes on sep-
arate budgets that were both 
approved.

Their counterparts in East Mont-
pelier, Middlesex, Worcester and 
U-32 chose to wait. However, with 
an April 15 deadline looming for 
issuing contracts to teachers, all 
decided this week to hedge their 
bets and warn school-specific bud-
gets while waiting for the merger 
process to play out.

Three of the boards consulted 

with Burlington attorney Chris-
topher Leopold first, and while 
Worcester school directors chose 
not to participate in that meeting, 
Chairman Will Baker did attend.

Leopold advised the boards it 
would probably be prudent to sep-
arately warn budget votes, under-
standing the authority to expend 
any money that is authorized 
by voters would evaporate if the 

By ERIC BLAISDELL

STAFF WRITER

PLAINFIELD — A local 
official is not happy about 
the condition of Route 2 
through Plainfield, but the 
state says the problem is 
multi-faceted.

W h e n  t h e  Ve r m o n t 
Agency of Transportation 
(AOT) paved part of Route 
2 in 2014, it stopped at the 
intersection with Route 214 
in Plainfield. Road Commis-
sioner Bram Towbin said 
that decision left the road 

that runs through town in 
complete disrepair.

Towbin said he brought 
this up to the state when the 
paving plan was announced.

“It was really unfortu-
nate because it completely 
ignores our main drag, the 
main intersection and the 
gateway of our town,” he 
said.

Towbin said the state 
seemingly has a policy to 
intentionally not pave parts 
of Route 2 that run through 
the hearts of towns, instead 

stopping just before town 
centers. He said Marshfield 
is facing a similar issue: 
Route 2 from Plainfield to 
Marshfield was worked on, 
but not the portion that 
runs through Marshfield 
village.

He suggested the state is 
doing this on purpose to 
slow down traffic in con-
gested areas.

“I don’t know that, but 
it’s certainly suspicious and 

By STEPHEN MILLS

STAFF WRITER

BARRE — The state asked 
a judge Monday to drop fel-
ony drug possession charges 
against a Massachusetts man 
after Northfield Police Chief 
John Helfant, a former Berlin 
cop, allegedly lied in an affida-
vit establishing probable cause 
for the man’s arrest.

Helfant arrested Carlos 
Inostroza, 26, of Springfield, 
Massachusetts, after locating 
drugs in Inostroza’s backpack 
during a vehicle stop at High-
gate Apartments in Barre last 
July. Helfant, then a Berlin 
police officer, said Inostroza 
consented to the search, but 
body camera footage from 
officers at the scene shows 
otherwise, defense attorney 
Avi Springer wrote in a motion 
in January.

Helfant, who attended the 
hearing at Washington County 
criminal court on Monday, 
complained afterward he was 
not deposed by either the 
prosecution or the defense 
before State’s Attorney Rory 
Thibault requested the 
charges be dropped.

Judge Mary L. Morrissey 
did not rule on the request 
Monday, instead taking the 
case under advisement. She 
plans to review the body cam-
era footage and issue a ruling 
at a later date. Thibault has 

referred the case to the attor-
ney general’s office, which 
confirmed it is investigating 
the case.

Helfant, through his attor-
ney, has “vehemently” denied 
the allegation, and he con-
tinues to work as the chief of 
police in Northfield.

According to court records, 
Helfant said in his affidavit he 
recognized Inostroza’s vehicle 
as one involved in an incident 
the same day, July 12, 2018. 
Helfant said he followed the 
vehicle because he knew a 
woman staying at Highgate 
had an active arrest warrant, 
and he wanted to ask the 
vehicle’s occupants if they’d 
seen her. Helfant said he saw 
two rocks of crack cocaine in 
the car while speaking to the 
occupants.

One of the passengers, 
Inostroza, told Helfant he 
took a bus to Vermont the day 
before and was staying at his 
godmother’s, but he didn’t 
know her last name, according 
to court records.

Inostroza retrieved his 
identification from a black 
backpack inside the car, and 
according to Helfant’s affida-
vit, gave Helfant permission 
to search the bag. Inside, 
Helfant found 28.8 grams of 
crack cocaine and 1.8 ounces 
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Jacob Nunnelley, 8, of Montpelier, center, joins his mother Kathryn at Capital City Grange’s Dance, Sing & Jump Around event on Sunday in Berlin.
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Vermont Philharmonic Orchestra conductor Lou Kosma queues a quiet entrance 
during Sunday’s 2019 Family Concert, “It’s About Time,” at the Barre Opera House.
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