
 

 

 

City Council Regular Session  
February 24, 2025 

The City Council of the City of Elizabeth City met in Regular Session on Monday, February 
24th, 2025 in Council Chambers, located on the 2nd floor of the Municipal Administration 
Building, 306 E. Colonial Avenue, Elizabeth City, NC. 

MEMBERS PRESENT: Mayor Kirk Rivers 
     Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence 
    Councilman Johnson Biggs 
     Councilman Joseph Peel  
     Councilman Javis Gibbs 
     Councilwoman Katherine Felton 
                                           Councilman Ronnie Morris 
            Councilman Johnnie Walton 
          

MEMBERS ABSENT: Councilwoman Rose Whitehurst 
        

OTHERS PRESENT: City Manager Reggie Goodson 
City Attorney Bill Morgan 
Chief of Staff Monica Cole 
Electric Superintendent Donnell White 
Interim Police Chief James Avens 
ECDI Director Debbie Malenfant 
Public Utilities Director Dwan Bell 
Fire Chief Chris Carver 
HR Director Aresta Johnson 
Deputy Finance Director Brian Lewis 
Interim Parks and Recreation Director Stacy Williams 
Grants Administrator Jon Hawley  
IT Director Matthew Simpson 
IT Systems Analyst Pedro Holley II 
City Clerk April Onley 

Mayor Rivers called the City Council’s Regular Session to order at 7:00 p.m. Pastor Terrance 
Whidbee was called forward to offer the invocation after which Councilman Biggs led the 
Pledge of Allegiance. 

    1.  Agenda Adjustments and Approval: 

Mayor Rivers directed the Council’s attention to the prepared agenda. He noted that the 
remaining items on the Work Session would be carried over to the Regular Agenda, which 
included: Consideration / Discussion – Decision on 5-Year Lease Agreement for Grounds 
Maintenance Equipment; Consideration – Call for a Public Hearing – South Park Complex 
Tournament Fees; Consideration / Discussion – Engage Rate Study and Call for a Public 
Hearing on Developer Lot Fee Revisions; Presentation – HR Update and Co-Responder 
Position; and Consideration / Discussion – Elizabeth City Police Department Recruitment and 
Retention. He asked that item A on the Consent Agenda – Consideration – Authorize Facility 
Use Agreement for Holmes Field with MACU for 2024-2025 and 2025-2026 College Seasons 
be removed and placed on the Regular Agenda for additional discussion. He would also like 
the Electric Department to provide an update on how our electric grid faired during the recent 
cold weather. Closed Session as Allowed by NCGS 143-318.11(a)(3) for Consultation with City 
Attorney and NCGS 143-318.11(a)(5) for Contract Negotiation was added to the end of the 
agenda. 

Motion was made by Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence, seconded by 
Councilwoman Katherine Felton to approve the agenda as amended. Those 
voting in favor of the motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, Felton, 
Morris and Walton. Against: None. Motion carried.   

   2.  Comments from the Public: 



 

 

Mayor Rivers asked the Clerk if there were persons present who wished to speak before the 
Council. Upon the Clerk’s reply that there was one, Mayor Rivers requested that they be called 
forward to offer their comments. 

Jeff Terry – 1105 Riverside Avenue, Elizabeth City, NC – Mr. Terry thanked the Council for 
their recent approval of the City’s portion of funding for the River City Rowing Club. He stated 
that he believed pay increases for police officers were extremely important. He believed we 
should also consider incentives to keep officers with Elizabeth City whenever possible. He 
encountered an officer just today helping deal with an individual who had been aggressive to 
the rowing team at Coast Guard Park. The City’s officers are integral in preventing incidents 
like this one and many others.  

    3. Public Hearings: 

a. Hold a Public Hearing – Amendment to the Elizabeth City Code of 
Ordinances for Fire Prevention and the Usage of Combustible Materials in 
Landscaping Coverage; 

Mayor Rivers declared the hearing open and inquired of the Clerk if there were any speakers. 
Upon the Clerk’s reply that there were not, Mayor Rivers declared the hearing closed. 

Motion was made by Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence, seconded by 
Councilman Joseph Peel to adopt Ordinance #2025-02-01 amending 
Chapter 96 of the Elizabeth City Code of Ordinances and restricting the use 
of combustible materials for landscaping where they may create fire 
hazards for new construction. Those voting in favor of the motion were: 
Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, Felton, Morris and Walton. Against: None. 
Motion carried. 

 
ORDINANCE #2025-02-01 

AMENDING CHAPTER 96 – FIRE PREVENTION AND PROTECTION 
IN THE ELIZABETH CITY CODE OF ORDINANCES 

 
 
 WHEREAS, a goal of the Elizabeth City Fire Department is to prevent fires and 
circumvent hazardous situations before they occur; and 
 
 WHEREAS, the increase of combustible materials used for cover in flower beds, 
particularly at the entrances of buildings has led to an increase in fires, some of which have 
entered the facilities in question before being alleviated; and 
 
 WHEREAS, the ECFD requested the City Council consider an amendment to the 
Elizabeth City Code of Ordinances prohibiting the use of combustible materials be utilized for 
landscape cover for any new construction within 16 inches of the building; and 
 
 WHEREAS, the City Council first discussed the matter during their January 27, 2025 
Work Session, whereupon it was forwarded to the February 10, 2025 Regular Session to Call 
for a Public Hearing, which was subsequently held during the February 24, 2025 Regular 
Session at a time when a quorum of the Council was present. 
 
NOW THEREFORE BE IT ORDAINED BY THE CITY COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF 
ELIZABETH CITY THAT: 
 
SECTION I: 
 
Section 96 of the Elizabeth City Code of Ordinances – Fire Prevention and Protection shall 
hereby be amended to include the following text: 
 

 Combustible Landscaping Material Prohibited. 
  

 No pine straw, mulch or similar landscape cover material shall be placed, within 16 
inches of new construction or buildings with combustible exterior construction including, 
but not limited to, vinyl, aluminum, masonite, or wood siding. 

    



 

 

 Exception: Detached residential structures not utilized as an "R-4 Home Daycare" or "R-
4 Residential Care Home" as defined in the North Carolina Building Code. 

 
SECTION II.  EFFECTIVE DATE:  This Ordinance shall take effect immediately upon 
adoption.    
 
SECTION III.  SEVERABILITY CLAUSE:  If any section, or part of provision of this 
Ordinance is declared unconstitutional or invalid by a court of competent jurisdiction, then it is 
expressly provided and it is the intention of the City Council of the City of Elizabeth City in 
passing this Ordinance that its parts shall be severable and all other parts of this Ordinance 
shall not be affected thereby and they shall remain in full force and effect. 
  
READ, CONSIDERED, AND ADOPTED at a regular meeting of the City Council of the City 
of Elizabeth City, North Carolina, during which a quorum was present, held on the 24th day of 
February 2025. 
 
 
 
       ___________________________ 
       E. Kirk Rivers  
       Mayor 
__________________________ 
April Onley, NCCMC  
City Clerk 
 
 
    4. Approval of Minutes:  
 

a. Consideration – Approve February 10, 2025 Special Work Session Minutes; 
 

Motion was made by Councilman Joseph Peel, seconded by Councilman 
Johnson Biggs to approve the minutes with any necessary corrections. 
Those voting in favor of the motions were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, 
Felton, Morris and Walton. Against: None. Motion carried. 
 

b. Consideration – Approve February 10, 2025 Regular Session Minutes; 
 

Motion was made by Councilman Joseph Peel, seconded by Councilwoman 
Katherine Felton to approve the minutes with any necessary corrections. 
Those voting in favor of the motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, 
Felton, Morris and Walton. Against: None. Motion carried. 

 
  5. Consent Agenda:  
 
Mayor Rivers read the Consent Agenda item into the record, as follows: 
 

a. Consideration – Authorize Facility Use Agreement for Holmes Field with 
MACU for 2024-2025 and 2025-2026 College Seasons (Moved to the Regular 
Agenda During Agenda Adjustments); 

 
b. Consideration –  Authorize ECFD’s Application to FEMA for Various Grants 

as Available; 
 

c. Consideration – Award Construction Contract for Grace Drive Pump Station 
Project; 

 
Mayor Rivers requested the Council’s pleasure on the Consent Agenda. 
 

Motion was made by Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence, seconded by 
Councilwoman Katherine Felton to approve the Consent Agenda. Those 
voting in favor of the motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, Felton, 
Morris and Walton. Against: None. Motion carried.  

 



 

 
 

6. Regular Agenda: 
 

a. Consideration – Authorize Facility Use Agreement for Holmes Field with 
MACU for 2024-2025 and 2025-2026 College Seasons (Moved from Consent 
Agenda to Regular Agenda During Agenda Adjustments); 

 
Mayor Rivers explained that he had requested this item be moved from the Consent Agenda 

over to the Regular Agenda because he believed we should be good neighbors and not charge 

a fee if possible. He asked if MACU charged us to use their facility for the inauguration. Mayor 

Pro Tem Spence replied that they did not. Mayor Rivers noted that MACU brought a significant 

amount of money into the area and we should help them by allowing them to use our fields. If 

they need special accommodations, such as painting mascots on the field or something that 

goes beyond common courtesy that would be something else. We could have the agreement 

come back every year for consideration. 

Councilman Biggs asked what our costs are associated with hosting them on this field. Interim 

Director Williams explained that there is a personnel cost for field maintenance and upkeep. 

Councilman Biggs asked if there was an electric cost as well. Interim Director Williams 

confirmed that there was. In the past, they paid $75 per game day. We do not charge for 

practices. 

Councilman Biggs thought he remembered having this discussion the last time this came up. 

He did not know if the City could continue to afford to give things away. Nothing is free because 

we are absorbing the costs. He did not mind giving it to them at our cost. The citizens have to 

pay to rent it. It is not as if it is free to have this field. It is not a blank field with no staff, no 

required maintenance and no lighting. We have something on the agenda in one area to try to 

generate more revenue, but then we come behind and cut other revenue out. 

Mayor Rivers said he was just pointing out that they did not ask us to pay to use their building 

for the inauguration. This is only 10 games. If we were trying to bring a pro basketball team, 

what would that be? Maybe their academic program can grant a scholarship if they save this 

money. This is a field we have sitting there. Whether they play or not, we still have to cut the 

field. Who manages the scoreboard? Park Supervisor Nate Simpson replied that they use our 

scoreboard. He added that South Park was the result of a PARTF grant and if someone from 

the board were to come down, we might have an issue if they discovered we were giving 

something away, especially not to children. Holmes Field takes a few hours to mow, and then 

you have to paint and line the field. It takes a pallet of turf to lay out, and once you factor in the 

lighting, you are looking at $300 just to make the field playable. 

Councilman Biggs said he did not want to be the villain and he understood the grass would 

grow regardless, but the team did pay for some things in the previous agreement. 

Mayor Rivers reiterated that it just felt unfair that they did not charge us and now we are 

charging them. Councilman Biggs opined that they were not comparing the same things. We 

are talking about one night. We have a responsibility to the taxpayers of this city and the county 

as well, because they cover 55% of the operational costs. What is a round number for 10 

games? Mr. Simpson suggested $3,000. Interim Director Williams shared that there will be 

another proposed lease coming forward with South Park and ECSU in the near future and 

whatever is done with the lease tonight may set the precedence.  

Mayor Rivers felt that was a good idea. He would like to see all of the colleges and universities 

using our fields. There is no reason we should have these excellent facilities if people are not 

going to use them. We want to invest in our people. When we look at ECSU, MACU, ECPPS, 

NEAAAT, it all says “Elizabeth City”. We are only known because of some of these places. 

When they bring these people in, they may realize they like this city. I understand it’s not a lot 

of money, but it is part of being a good neighbor. The in-kind that we give to ECSU and MACU 

and COA, you cannot put a price tag on the number of students that eat at our downtown 

restaurants. When you put $75 on it, the school has to put it on their athletic fees. 

Mayor Pro Tem Spence said he loved helping and doing things for people. However, we charge 

the Skippers $200 per game. MACU has 20 home games on the schedule this year and it costs 

us over $300 per game just to prepare the field. We do not charge for practices. We are already 



 

 
 

going down to $75. At the end of the day, the money we’re spending to run the lights, buy the 

materials, it is not our money. This is the taxpayers’ money. We cannot give away everything. 

I think $75 is fair compared to $200. We are still eating a good portion of it. We are still paying 

$300 a game just for materials. I think asking for $75 is fair. 

Councilman Walton asked what the concern was. Have we already talked to them? 

Interim Director Williams stated that this document is the same lease agreement; it was just 

not signed before they came into this year.  

Councilman Walton asked if asking them to pay would have a big effect on their budget. If it 

does, I would say we don’t charge, but if doesn’t, I would say we do. Now the Mayor and 

Councilman Biggs have to decide who is going to win the debate. 

Mayor Pro Tem Spence said he understood they didn’t charge us to use their building for the 

inauguration. Councilman Peel noted that we meet that by not charging them for any of their 

practices. Interim Director Williams added that they practice nearly every day and sometimes 

twice daily. 

 
Motion was made by Councilman Joseph Peel, seconded by Mayor Pro Tem 
Spence to approve the Facility Use Agreement with MACU for Holmes Field. 
Those voting in favor of the motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, 
Felton, Morris and Walton. Against: None. Motion carried. 

 
 
Before moving to the next item, Mayor Rivers asked the Electric Superintendent to come 

forward and provide a report on how our system held up during the recent extreme cold 

weather. Superintendent White advised the Council that the electric system faired pretty well. 

We experienced a few heavy loads, but we were not overloaded. Load Management reported 

that when the generators were running on Friday morning in 18-degree temperatures, both 

circuits were about 2 degrees away from failing in the substation at Perkins. If that had 

happened, our citizens would have lost power. We did manage to hold on, but if it had been 

any colder, we would have been in trouble. Certain stations are just not in good shape. The 

infrastructure is having some trouble. Luckily, we did not have any power outages or brown 

outs. 

Mayor Rivers thanked the Electric Department for keeping us going. He received reports that 

many other municipalities were losing power and we are not used to these extreme 

temperatures. Last year, the Council voted to award upgrades for switches and there are some 

breakers in the coming year’s budget. For us not to lose power, it meant that our crews did 

something right. 

 
b. Consideration – Award of Construction Bid and Additional Engineering 

Services for the Water Street Transformation Project; 
 
 

Motion was made by Councilwoman Katherine Felton, seconded by 

Councilman Johnson Biggs to award the Water Street Transformation 

Project to AR Chesson in a base contract $916,040; award a construction-

phase engineering agreement to Kimley-Horn in a base contract amount of 

$135,385; authorize total project costs of $1,211,000; and approve and 

authorize any and all necessary signatures. Those voting in favor of the 

motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, Felton, Morris and Walton. 

Against: None. Motion carried. 

 
c. Consideration – Call for a Public Hearing – Walker Landing (McGuire 

Woods); 
 

Motion was made by Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence, seconded by 
Councilwoman Katherine Felton to call for a Public Hearing on Monday, 



 

 
 

March 10, 2025 at the 7:00 p.m. Regular Session on proposed multi-family 
housing revenue bonds financing for Walker Landing Apartments. Those 
voting in favor of the motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, Felton, 
Morris and Walton. Against: None. Motion carried. 
 

d. Consideration / Discussion – Decision on 5-Year Lease Agreement for 
Grounds Maintenance Equipment (As Added During Agenda Adjustments); 

 
Councilman Gibbs reminded the Council that they left off in Work Session trying to get a 

consensus for the manager so he would have to go in blind when he talked to the LGC. I think 

he needs to know how Council feels about the lease. We also want to keep a good rapport with 

the vendor. Pending any kind of delay, this $500,000 could be $650,000 next time with the way 

things are going up. This Council inherited many problems and this is a similar situation. It may 

be inherited, but it’s up to us to do something about it. The grounds equipment is outdated and 

broken and we are spending so much money trying to keep it going. If we do this, all the 

maintenance and upkeep will be on the vendor and not us.  

Councilman Peel pointed out that Mr. Simpson shared that the interest on all this is 2%, and 

that is a great deal. I think it would be good for the manager to call the County before he calls 

the LGC. It would be good to know if they are on board. That would go a long way. The way 

this was done was not right, but it is something that needs to be done. 

Councilman Walton noted that the County is in this with us for heavy equipment for Newland 

Park. I was under the impression they would pay for all the big equipment if we leave it on the 

premises. Mr. Simpson explained that is the case only if we leave the equipment there and 

have somewhere to store it. We have to build a building and have staff there. Director Williams 

reiterated that the equipment would not be able to leave Newland Park. This memo does not 

include any equipment for Newland Park. Councilman Walton opined that was why 

relationships are so important. This is something that we could solve by talking with the County 

and then we could get the specific dollar amounts. We think we have to pay all of it but we 

don’t. It is hard for me to make a decision before the two managers talk. It is all about managing 

it right so it doesn’t cost as much.  

Mayor Pro Tem Spence asked if they were asking for a consensus on moving forward with 

what is included now. Councilman Gibbs replied that was correct. We need to give the manager 

directive to get the County on board since it’s a joint venture and then give him the authority to 

contact the LGC to make sure we can enter into this agreement. We don’t want him going into 

the conversation blind. He has to talk to the County and the LGC. The question is going to 

come about whether we want to approve and move forward so we need to answer that for him. 

Even when it goes to the County, we need to have an answer. We need to give him the tools 

and resources he needs. 

Councilman Walton asked how much would the facility cost to house the equipment at Newland 

Park. Mr. Simpson relayed that it would depend on what you wanted, but it would cost at least 

$30,000 for a simple slab and cover. Interim Director Williams reminded the Council that the 

storage facility would not help with any of this because Newland Park was not included here. 

Councilman Gibbs concurred. Newland is separate. All the equipment they said they would buy 

would have to stay at Newland. This equipment listed here is for everywhere else. This would 

service the entire city and other county parks.  

Councilman Biggs asked if there was any specific equipment being purchased solely for 

Newland. Interim Director Williams said there was not; everything is city and countywide. 

Councilman Biggs pointed out that one other thing the LGC may ask is where we are going to 

come up with the money. I am in favor of this lease because we’re wasting who knows how 

much in maintenance costs, but where is it going to come from?  

Councilman Gibbs stated that they at least knew it would not happen until the next budget. 

Being that we know this now, we know we’ll have to have it for the next year. It won’t come 

until August. We have time and can find it. 

Councilman Biggs urged staff to have a strong indication of where the money will be able to 

come from when the manager calls the LGC. I think he should have a rough answer when he 



 

 
 

makes that call. Interim Director Williams suggested that the Maintenance and Repair line items 

savings would get you halfway there.  

Mayor Rivers asked if we could wait until we have an audit in the portal. Councilman Biggs 

stated the vendor needs an answer by May. This phone call has to happen tomorrow to get on 

the LGC’s April meeting.  

Mayor Rivers was concerned that the issue was the audit. Councilman Biggs still felt they 

should have the conversation now. Mayor Rivers reiterated that without the audit, it’s something 

to think about. Councilman Gibbs said he would think the way we’ve tracked and come up with 

our past audits, they could see we are on the right path. Even though we are in a process right 

now, they do have something positive to go by. Councilman Biggs did not think it would hurt to 

have the conversation and say, “I know we don’t have all the answers yet, but when do we 

have to submit for staff review?” They’re going to probably want it three weeks in advance. We 

have to get it on their agenda. We can ask them to help coach us around what we need and 

they’ll understand our situation.  

Councilman Morris asked if this list include any of our specialty mowers. Mr. Simpson confirmed 

that it did. Councilman Morris noted that those are extremely costly. Mr. Simpson said he had 

three mowers and it cost roughly $1,000 a year to send them to Richmond for repairs. 

Councilman Morris agreed that going into a lease agreement would be the best for the City. 

Some of what we do requires these specialty mowers and there’s no other way around those 

prices.  

Councilman Gibbs felt there was a general consensus to move forward. Mayor Rivers 

suggested they go ahead and have a full motion since the item was on the Regular Agenda. 

Motion was made by Councilman Javis Gibbs, seconded by Mayor Pro Tem 

Kem Spence to authorize the City Manager to have a conversation with the 

County Manager and the LGC to authorize the equipment lease with Smith 

Turf. Those voting in favor of the motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, 

Felton, Morris and Walton. Against: None. Motion carried. 

 
e. Consideration – Call for a Public Hearing – South Park Complex 

Tournament Fees (As Added During Agenda Adjustments); 
 
Interim Director Williams reported that when the complex originally opened, the fees were 

assessed per field, per day, which are higher than what is being proposed today. We have lost 

four tournaments recently. There was a lot of confusion about the way we were doing 

tournaments, which is where this revision is coming from. This would put us in line with other 

tournament complexes in the area. 

Motion was made by Councilman Javis Gibbs, seconded by Councilman 

Johnson Biggs to call for a Public Hearing on March 10, 2025 during the 

7:00 p.m. Regular Session to consider the proposed modifications to the 

South Park Complex rental fees. Those voting in favor of the motion were: 

Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, Felton, Morris and Walton. Against: None. 

Motion carried. 

 
f. Consideration / Discussion – Engage Rate Study and Call for a Public 

Hearing on Developer Lot Fee Revisions (As Added During Agenda 
Adjustments); 

 

Director Bell reminded the Council that ElectriCities had encouraged a rate study, which was 
part of this presentation. 

Superintendent White said he investigated other cities that charged developer fees, and many 
of them did not charge upfront. His research on Tooley’s Harbor would have them at $400,000 
in City funding with only $110,000 being paid up front. Many cities are not trying to make money 
off developers, just use these fees to offset some of the costs.  



 

 
 

Mayor Rivers asked what we did for the transformer upgrade. Superintendent White Donnell 
advised that was specifically for commercial developments. Mayor Rivers asked if they are 
essentially paying for the equipment but not the labor. Superintendent White said that was 
correct. Mayor Rivers asked on a subdivision if we still incurred the lot fees but made them pay 
for the equipment, is that hard to access? Superintendent White replied that it would be 
because you have to divide it up by the development. It is better doing it by the lot and charging 
it to the developer. You can make it back in the first few months in the Powell Bill. 

Mayor Pro Tem Spence admitted that some of this felt like foreign language to him. (To 
Superintendent White) This is your profession. Where do you feel comfortable with the fees 
and a place where the City is taking a hit but not being knocked down? In your professional 
opinion, where do we need to be? Superintendent White felt that $3,000 per lot would be a big 
help for us with developers. 

Councilman Biggs pointed out that they talk about a rate study he did not want everyone to 
freak out and think he was talking about getting ready to raise rates. Rural Water was very 
instrumental in helping us understand some things. Would the one you are talking about explain 
that, the day-in, day out costs so we know that when someone hits that switch and the meter 
starts turning what we have to provide and provide fairly? When we have commercial growth, 
I don’t know that it’s fair to finance it on the backs of the people who have been here forever. I 
think we’re missing revenue or something. I think we need to have someone come in and 
rebalance the equation. Does the base rate for electric cover the operational cost or not? This 
is way “up here” and we need to look at where these loop holes are for everyone. 

Councilman Peel asked if Superintendent White was asking to increase the developer fees and 
conduct a rate study. Superintendent White replied that he was. The cost of the rate study is 
almost $40,000  

Councilman Gibbs noted that it had been said a few times that we may not understand the 
words they’re using, but we’re not in the business of losing money and that’s where we are 
now. It’s not about making money. That is not what this increase is. We just need to soften the 
blow to the City. We can take a hit, but we can’t keep being knocked down. We don’t understand 
electrical jargon, but we understand that we’re losing money. We need to do something about 
that. 

Councilman Peel asked if the $40,000 for the rate study had been identified. Director Bell 
mentioned during last year’s budget discussions, it seemed like the Council approved it but it 
did not make the budget. If the Council is okay with it, we can make it part of our budget request.  

Councilman Biggs added that we are quickly approaching the end of the fiscal year and should 
know if we have some money left over. I don’t like waiting until July to have to do a cost of 
service study because the longer you wait the more money you might be leaving on the table. 
The pace that we’re seeing new growth and demand come to the city, we don’t know where 
we might leave that money on the table. There are more than the just the taxpayers of Elizabeth 
City that are involved in this. It took a while to get the water study back. If other people are 
doing this during the budget season, it might open up during July and get overloaded and we 
get pushed back. I would be concerned about upping the lot fee and then possibly having to 
go back down. 

Mayor Rivers suggested they break the request into two different motions. The first one will be 
the call for the public hearing on lot fee revisions for developers. What is the pleasure of the 
Council? 

Motion was made by Councilman Joseph Peel, seconded by Councilwoman 
Katherine Felton to call for a Public Hearing on March 10, 2025 during the 
7:00 Regular Session to consider revisions to the Developer Lot Fee 
Schedule. Those voting in favor of the motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, 
Spence, Felton, Morris and Walton. Against: None. Motion carried. 

Mayor Rivers said the second piece would be to engage the rate study. If we pass it, we also 
need to do a budget amendment 

Motion was made by Councilman Joseph Peel to approve a rate study to 
begin as soon as the funding was identified in the budget. The motion was 
seconded by Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence. Those voting in favor of the 



 

 
 

motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, Felton, Morris and Walton. 
Against: None. Motion carried.  

Mayor Rivers requested that the budget amendment be brought to the next Council meeting if 
possible. 

 
g. Presentation – HR Update and Co-Responder Position (As Added During 

Agenda Adjustments); 
 
Director Johnson reported that the HR Committee recently had a very productive meeting, a 

large part of which focused around a mental health co-responder position. As a result, she 

looked into positions provided by Integrated Family Services. Office space would be provided 

in the Police Department and they could work in tandem to assist when calls were received 

that someone was having a mental health crisis. If someone needed transport to the hospital, 

they would go with them there and transition them to the charge nurse, and provide follow up. 

They could work with people on a variety of issues. Integrated Family Services does have 

funding from the State so there would be no immediate cost to the City. Mr. Keith Hamm came 

to the HR Committee meeting via Zoom and shared this information. 

Mayor Rivers felt this would be a great benefit to the City. Wherever we need to find these 

responders space or an office, let’s make it happen. 

Councilwoman Felton said something else she found very exciting about the program is that 

they offer 24-hour service. It is not just 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.  

Councilman Morris thanked Director Johnson for jumping on that so quickly. He mentioned the 

homeless individual who stayed over by Wendy’s, Jeffrey, who everyone spoke with and would 

not go to a hotel because he believed they would take his money. Instances like those are why 

we need a mental health coordinator. 

Councilman Walton asked if anyone had checked about using the Hugh Cale building for the 

Warming Center instead of the Senior Center. Manager Goodson explained that Hugh Cale is 

no longer a City facility, so we cannot use it for that purpose. Councilman Walton felt that Hugh 

Cale was a center spot that people may go to. If you go to the Senior Center, it feels too high 

end. It’s also by the water, so it’s colder.  

Manager Goodson noted that the Council adopted a policy and we must abide by that policy. 

If the Council wanted to use Hugh Cale, there would have to be some sort of amendment and 

agreement put in place because it is not a City building. 

Councilman Walton recalled that the City said there had to be certain programs in Hugh Cale. 

Are there any programs? Manager Goodson said he was uncertain of their programming. 

Councilman Peel agreed that the building was not ours, so we have no say in it anyway. Mayor 

Pro Tem Spence concurred that the Warming Policy specifies the building must be City-owned 

and Hugh Cale is no longer ours. Their insurance and our insurance will not cover us putting 

people in their building. 

Councilman Walton opined that we do what we want to do. If we follow the charter, we can 

change anything. We change everything. If we want to we can, but we don’t want to. 

 
h. Consideration / Discussion – Elizabeth City Police Department Recruitment 

and Retention (As Added During Agenda Adjustments); 
 
Interim Chief Avens advised the Council that the matter at hand was very touchy. On the table 

was a request to approve a mid-year salary increase for the Police Department. We are in 

District 1 and competing with seven other counties. Officers are retiring, moving for higher pay 

and benefits or just quitting the profession altogether. The ECPD has fallen behind over the 

years as far as salaries. We are ranked last compared with all surrounding areas. Chowan and 

Edenton both recently moved salaries for their officers up. Two months later, Edenton moved 

salary for BLET cadets to $53,000. If you already have certifications, it’s $55,000. Southern 

Shores starts at $55,000 and offers incentives that can bring them to as much as $63,000.  



 

 
 

Traditionally, recruiting and retention were addressed separately, but they are not separate 

issues for law enforcement. Low retention increases agency recruitment needs. We hired 27 

cadets and lost 16 to surrounding agencies. Four of those decided this was not the profession 

for them. Between January 2022 and February 2025, we lost nine to ECSU, eight to Currituck, 

and six to Pasquotank,  

We have seven cadets in our current Academy and they are being heavily recruited by 

surrounding counties. We hired five last time, ended with two, and one left for Currituck. The 

ECPD is allotted 66 positions. In January 2023, eight positions were frozen to allow a $6,500 

pay raise across the board, which was helpful, but it still kept us in a place where we could not 

really compete. We have 35 sworn officers with three on leave. We have several out with the 

flu and COVID leaving us with four and five on shift.  

On September 5, 2024, the Sheriff’s Office advised that we would have to pay anytime we need 

assistance. For a 12-hour shift, it will cost us $550.  

Councilman Peel felt that needed to be on the joint meeting agenda. 

Councilman Biggs apologized for stopping Interim Chief Avens, but the statement threw him 

for a loop. Are we relying on them more given our current staffing levels? Interim Chief Avens 

replied that we were. He said he met with his captain today and asked for an operational plan 

for several upcoming festivals. We probably only have 16 officers and may need 15 more. We 

have asked City staff to help cover intersections because we cannot afford to pay the Sheriff’s 

Office to do it. Councilman Biggs clarified that in the past we were asking for five people and 

now we’re asking for 15. Our needs have substantially increased.  

Interim Chief Avens explained that to put on something like the Christmas Parade, it takes 30 

officers. At these costs, if we were to pay one deputy for one year, it would be $101,000 to 

cover our needs. 

Councilwoman Felton asked if the ones who come and leave, did they sign a contract? Do they 

have to pay the City back? Interim Chief Avens confirmed that they did. He worked closely with 

HR and we garnish their checks, but we cannot take all of it. We’re going to ask to go with debt 

services now. We were not collecting before. Now if you leave within the first year, the payback 

is $4,500. He noted that he had worked on that with Attorney Leidy. 

Interim Chief Avens continued that ECPD’s current shift strength is a minimum of five. It would 

cost us $1 million each year to pay a full shift of deputies to help us out. For the Coast Guard 

Marathon, the Potato Festival and July 4th, we spent $43,000 in overtime just for the ECPD. If 

we had to pay a surrounding agency to help, it is going to be worse. If we continue to lose 

officers, we will have increases in crime and fewer crimes resolved. We will have officers with 

poor decision-making skills, fatigued and stressed officers, sick officers, untrained officers and 

unskilled officers. We are getting a younger department and I projected five years ago that we 

would get to this point if we did not raise our salaries. If we increase our salaries, we can be 

competitive, recruit and maybe bring some officers back. 

As of December 30th, we had enough funding between lapsed salaries and freezing seven 

positions in the upcoming fiscal year to retain what we have and bring in a few more. He would 

like to forgo the $3,000 sign-on bonus and the $1,000 incentive. 

Councilman Biggs was in favor of giving Interim Chief Avens the tools he needed to be 

successful. He went through it but he wanted to hear it from him tonight. Before I am prepared 

to vote on something this big, I would like some more time to go through the numbers and look 

at every scenario here. We have Police Officer I at $55,000 and that is only meeting Edenton’s 

pay. Our calls for service are much heavier than Edenton’s. I don’t want to raise it just enough 

to meet someone and then have to turn around and do it again in six months. At some point, 

we have to give you the resources to go out there and fully compete, not just match. If someone 

is somewhere else and you can match their salary but make them work twice as hard, they’re 

not coming. I want to spend some time going through this. There are a lot of different pay 

grades in here. We have nothing budgeted for the Deputy Chief because that’s empty, but it 

will be filled at some point. Unless you’re telling me we’re about to have a walk out, I would like 

time to digest it and make sure we’re giving you what you need to sustain you for 12 months 

at least. 



 

 
 

Interim Chief Avens said he lost two officers last week and had the potential to lose two or three 

more.  

Councilman Peel said he had given this a lot of thought, and he believed it was one of the most 

critical issues we are facing as a City. I have some of the same trepidation as Councilman 

Biggs. I think if we only raise salaries to meet other places, we’ll be back here in six months. 

Being an old superintendent, I spent a lot of time looking at salaries and how to retain people. 

What I would be willing to do tonight is give you half of what you’re asking for and have you 

come back with a plan on how you’ll recruit officers, not just cadets. I don’t want just a 

possibility, I want to know if they still live here, what it would take to get them back. I would get 

Dr. Johnson and the manager involved. Do a climate survey in the Police Department and ask 

what we can do to keep each one of them here. You mentioned one time about a lounge, about 

a gym. Once you get them here you have to keep them, and workplace environment is a critical 

part of retention. What can we do to hold onto them? Do you need more detectives? They are 

not coming out of BLET. How are we going to go after these people, get them back? We may 

have to pay them to come back. I don’t know what that’s going to look like, but I need that 

before I can give you all this money. I wouldn’t be opposed to spending more money, but this 

is a critical issue and we need a comprehensive plan that addresses the needs. We only have 

part of one right now. 

Councilwoman Felton agreed regarding rewarding and retention. Money alone is not enough 

and us having to repeat that again and again shows that it takes a lot more than that. HR might 

need to do some exit interviews on these people leaving. They might feel more comfortable 

confiding in HR than someone in the Police Department. 

Councilman Walton (To Interim Chief Avens) They’re trying to get you to do the magical. 

They’re trying to get you to do something you can’t do. This is all about raises and I don’t care 

who you talk to in Edenton. How can you lose people to ECSU, to the Sheriff’s Department? 

You pay them more money. They’re trying to deflate our services. We’re not paying them any 

kind of money. You pay two bills, that $33,000 is gone. I’ve seen this game played on other 

people, what they’re trying to do to Chief Avens now. When we were out there with Andrew 

Brown, did the County pay us? When you’re not valuable, you’re nothing and this board here 

would go right along with them. The objective is other things going on. People need to be paid 

if you want to keep them. You came up with a plan. I might not agree with all the numbers, but 

I don’t need you to be creative. Pay the people. Some of us act as if we’re working for the 

County. They’re trying to act like we’re nothing and they don’t need the City Council anymore. 

They don’t think we’re necessary anymore. I’m glad you brought it up here tonight. You might 

be able to juggle some of the numbers but you have to pay people if you want to keep them. 

Councilman Gibbs said that the cost of everything is going up. There’s no way to address this 

another way. It takes money to do things. I don’t feel we can put a price on what it’s costing, 

you can’t put a number on that. What I do know is that I don’t want to be a concerned citizen 

calling for service and we don’t have the officers. It’s going to take money. There’s no other 

way to put it. It’s not like we don’t have the money. For everything we’ve discussed tonight, the 

money is already there on this one. If you take care of your people, they will take care of you. 

Councilman Walton hit the nail on the head, “If I can get paid more to do less, I’ll do it.” Having 

to find money is one thing, but we don’t have to find it to do this. In an ideal world, you’re 

freezing seven positions. We’re running short year after year. We haven’t had the department 

fully staffed in a long time. I agree because if you have a dam, it has a leak, and you don’t plug 

it, it’s just going to get worse. You have to pay people regardless. If it’s not salary, you’re paying 

someone because we’re short. If I was being adequately compensated, that feels different. I’m 

only one person but I’m in agreement with approving this request because we need help. We 

have to stop the bleeding. That’s the first thing we can do. I agree that we can have Dr. Johnson 

do exit interviews. We know we’re not competitive salary-wise and we can do something about 

that. If something else comes up, we can talk about that. We just know in black and white we’re 

last in all seven counties. 

Councilman Biggs said they’d looked at numbers and the comparison, so for the sake of 

stopping the bleeding, what do you need? Interim Chief Avens replied he primarily needed 

patrol officers and investigators. Councilman Biggs asked if they could do the pay raise up to 

the sergeant level. If I’m reading the chart correctly, a lower ranking officer would be outranked 



 

 
 

by the proposed. That would give you time to come up with a recruiting plan and everything 

else. You cannot recruit from somewhere else if you are matching their salary. If we’re talking 

about giving more money, we have a retention and recruiting problem. If you went to another 

agency and you are coming in $10,000 less, that’s a recruiting and retention problem. 

Interim Chief Avens stated that he’d looked at this and he’d lost sleep over it. He knew the 

challenges with bringing it to the board. If he wanted to recruit Johnson Biggs to the ECPD and 

pay him $10,000 more, what does that say to the officer who has been here through the civil 

unrest and toughed it out?  

Councilman Biggs agreed with Interim Chief Avens, but said he was trying to give him more 

tools for the long-term. If we raise it at the sergeant level and below tonight it would stop your 

bleeding immediately where you need it the most? If you’re recruiting young people into your 

department pay is something, but I also think you need to recruit seasoned individuals. If you 

end up having a wave of retirements and have nothing but probationary officers or PO Is, we’re 

in trouble. I want a plan to give you more money to recruit seasoned officers so you can build 

a diverse department when it comes to officers and experience. When we talk about officers 

going to Edenton, they’re giving them a patrol car. They are paying them to drive back and 

forth.  

Interim Chief Avens said if the Council would allow him to move forward with sergeants and 

below, he could go out and try to find some seasoned officers. He did believe the City would 

be losing all of the experienced officers in the next two to five years, including himself. It is so 

critical and I worry we will have a young officer go out and do something to cost us a civil suit. 

Mayor Rivers inquired that if they were going to give a raise, why would they only raise it to an 

equal $55,000. Let’s do PO I at $58,000 and PO II at $62,000. If we are going to do it, we need 

to be first class because it’s all going to come back. Every year we raise these salaries and at 

the end of the year, we are back here saying the same thing. Edenton, Perquimans, 

Pasquotank, they all do it. Let’s go ahead and be the highest paid. We have enough recruits 

and probationary if I am reading it right. We have seven in school and eight on probation. If 

those seven want to go, then let them go. We need to be the highest paying if we want to do it 

so we can start retaining and have officers stay with us and retire with us like department heads. 

If we’re going to do it, let’s do it. The message tomorrow needs to be that City of Elizabeth City 

is behind its officers. Why would we just match $55,000? If we want the best, put up the best 

salary. Go $58,000 and go to $62,000. At least next year if it comes back, we know we set the 

bar. Do you want to do it or decline? If you want to do it tonight, put the numbers out the right 

way. We need PO Is and PO IIs and PO IIIs. Don’t raise the pay for the ones in school. If 

they’ve signed, they’re getting their check. We can recruit from other municipalities if we raise 

it up. Set the bar high. Make the ones who left us wish they stayed. If we’re going to make them 

come back home, pay them like you want them back. 

Mayor Pro Tem Spence said he’d let everyone speak but he did want to offer his comments. 

He was a public safety man through and through. Nobody is jumping out of planes or running 

through the bushes to be a police officer. They have negative publicity. To be an officer, you 

have to be halfway crazy. We have to pay these people. We need to raise it over what they are 

asking. We have 23 vacancies. Two were just shot and killed in a traffic stop. Nobody wants to 

be an officer right now. We will not know why they’re leaving until we do exit interviews. If you 

raise that money enough, I bet the two leaving will rescind. We have been around this dais 

twice at least with everyone speaking. Interim Chief Avens is not asking anything for crazy from 

us. He has identified how to do it. He has the salary savings. The money is there. We need the 

officers. It’s not like we don’t need them. You have to pay them. In my opinion, we’re going 

around about this too many times. 

Councilman Biggs agreed with Mayor Rivers. If you’re matching someone else’s salary, it 

doesn’t give Interim Chief Avens the tools he needs. Does the number here include people you 

have employed now or all positions? Interim Chief Avens replied that it was everyone employed 

now. We may be equal at the recruiting piece and maybe PO I, but we may surpass the other 

surrounding agencies. Councilman Biggs asked if he was certain he could operate with the 

addition seven frozen positions. Interim Chief Avens confirmed that he could. The plan he put 

together was based on the officers he had tonight, but if a miracle happened tomorrow, he was 



 

 
 

confident they could still fund all 51 positions. We are projected to have a little over $900,000 

in lapsed salaries by the end of the year. Councilman Biggs asked for cost of the new pay plan 

at 51 officers. Interim Chief Avens felt it might be hard to say because it would depend on what 

levels we were bringing in. Chief Cole added that she could help figure it out.  

Councilman Biggs agreed that more than $55,000 was needed for PO I but he was not 

comfortable with committing until knowing the real cost because this is the gift that gives every 

year. This will not go away. I guarantee whatever we raise, we will be back here. Interim Chief 

Avens shared that it takes a lot to recruit. It takes a lot of time and effort as far as the background 

checks, the psychological analysis, and polygraph tests. We have to do all of that even on 

someone who is already certified. Across the State, the issue of agencies stealing from other 

agencies is frowned upon. If I am not able to pay them while they’re in school, it’s disheartening 

when they put in their two weeks’ notice the week of graduation. 

Councilman Biggs said one of his biggest fears was having a department full of people who 

have no experience. We don’t always have the opportunity to grow our own. I respect 

everything your department does, but I know you are a much better officer with 20-some years 

of experience than you would have been with three years of experience. Whether agencies 

stealing from agencies is frowned upon or not, it did not stop them from doing from it.  

Councilman Peel asked if the $6,500 increase however long ago brought us equal. Interim 

Chief Avens said it did not. Councilman Peel explained that what he was proposing when he 

started this conversation earlier was trying to give you the ability to think about your department 

beyond just a salary raise. You mentioned all the people here during Andrew Brown. Maybe 

they need a bonus in addition to a salary raise. They’re not leaving because no one’s calling 

them on the phone. We don’t have a plan to do that. We have to go aggressively after them. 

We need a plan. We need to know how people are feeling about the climate of working here. 

Do we need a coffee pot? It could be that simple. Salary gets you in the door, but it doesn’t 

keep you. If all we do is raise salaries, we will be back here in 12 to 18 months because these 

other places have more money than we do. You have to have a plan in place to recruit people 

aggressively, all up and down the line. If we don’t get a plan in place, we’re not going to be 

where we want to be in a year. 

Councilman Gibbs pointed out that this proposal was based getting this done without having 

any real budgetary impact. We’ve also talked about chopping increases above the sergeant 

level. That goes back to what Councilman Biggs said. If that’s where your experience is, that’s 

a slap in the face. At some point in time, any kind of person who is a good leader will fill in. 

Even Interim Chief, there are plenty of times he could have sent an officer but he came instead. 

With a citizen, it speaks volumes when the police chief shows up instead of just a regular officer. 

I’m in favor of increasing everyone and going above these numbers. We go here or better. I 

am in favor of this request. If we need to find additional money, that is another conversation, 

but if we have it, I’m in favor. 

Councilman Walton felt it was difficult to give them more than what Interim Chief Avens is 

asking for. We are in a financial downfall from what I’m being told. Chief Avens brought us back 

a plan. We can’t outspend Currituck. We can’t outspend ECSU. We haven’t had a meeting with 

the County since 2022. If we met with them and told them we were getting ready to give a raise 

to our people, we could see what their thoughts were. If we outspend them, it looks like a wage 

war. Then all the other services they do that we do become a war too. The water agreement? 

We lose. They’ll be trying to be slicker than we are. There are so many slick people around this 

board. I won’t agree with more than the department head asked for. You went from not wanting 

to give them anything to wanting to give them more. That’s a two-track mind because it’s not 

evenly yoked any kind of way. Chief Avens presented a plan and it works. If we employee the 

people, it won’t be considered lapsed salaries anymore. If we can’t keep the citizens safe, all 

the other stuff doesn’t matter. If you’re trying to absorb all this stuff, you should go see the 

mental health person when we get them in place. 

Councilman Morris stated that he was with Councilman Peel on this as far as a plan. When 

he’s talking about a plan, he means he doesn’t want to bottleneck the salaries of recruits and 

sergeants. The plan simply lays out what you want and who gets the money. The plan needs 

to say who gets what and where the money is going. We had to do that with Public Works. The 



 

 
 

plan was move everyone to $15 and it bottlenecked. You had supervisors who had worked 

there for 20 years making $16 and new hires making $15. It’s irritating when the money is there 

and the plan is not. 

Councilwoman Felton explained that she was not against giving more money. She would stand 

on record to say everyone is just as important as everyone else is. A few years ago, it was 

discussed with the same department about how many officers are actually needed. Is it still 

66? I am in favor of increasing pay, but with a plan and that plan needs to include recruitment 

and retention. If the money is in the budget, we don’t want to be back here again. If you’re 

going to go and the money is there, do it. If you’re going to lead, be a leader.  

Mayor Pro Tem Spence asked Interim Chief Avens if the numbers he’d provided offered some 

cushion. Interim Chief Avens confirmed that they did.  

 
Motion was made by Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence to proceed with the salary 
increase for the ECPD, in addition to having Interim Chief Avens coordinate 
with HR on a strategic hiring plan and incentives to recruit and retain. The 
motion was seconded by Councilman Johnnie Walton. 
 

Mayor Rivers asked Mayor Pro Tem Spence if his motion was the salary increase as presented 
or the suggested elevated levels. Mayor Pro Tem Spence replied that he was recommending 
the amounts provided in Interim Chief Avens’ write-up. 
 

Those voting in favor of the motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, 
Felton, Morris and Walton. Against: None. Motion carried. 

 
 
       7. Closed Session – As Allowed by NCGS 143-318.11(a)(3) for Consultation with City 
Attorney and NCGS 143-318.11(a)(5) for Contract Negotiation (As Added During Agenda 
Adjustments); 
 

Motion was made by Councilman Johnson Biggs at 9:13 p.m. to enter 
Closed Session as allowed by NCGS 143-318.11(a)(3) for Consultation with 
City Attorney and NCGS 143-318.11(a)(5) for Contract Negotiation. The 
motion was seconded by Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence. Those voting in 
favor of the motion were: Biggs, Peel, Gibbs, Spence, Felton, Morris and 
Walton. Against: None. Motion carried. 

 
Mayor Rivers announced there would be a brief recess in order to clear Chambers. 
 

********** 
 
The Council returned to open session at 9:56 p.m. 
 

 
  8. Adjournment: 
 

Having no further business to be discussed, Mayor Rivers adjourned the meeting at 9:57 p.m. 
 
 

 
             

       _______________________________ 
       E. Kirk Rivers 
       Mayor 

_____________________________ 
April Onley, NCCMC 
City Clerk
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