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City Council Work Session  
February 24, 2025 

 

The City Council of the City of Elizabeth City met in work session on Monday, February 
24, 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 
    Councilman Johnson Biggs 
     Councilman Joseph Peel   
    Councilman Javis Gibbs 
    Mayor Pro Tem Kem Spence (Arrived at 5:34 p.m.) 
         Councilwoman Katherine Felton 
    Councilman Ronnie Morris 
    Councilman Johnnie Walton     

MEMBERS ABSENT: Councilwoman Rose Whitehurst 
          

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

Mayor Rivers called the Work Session to order at 5:05 p.m. Councilman Gibbs provided 
the invocation, after which Councilman Peel led the Pledge of Allegiance. 

     1.  Agenda Adjustments and Approval: 

Mayor Rivers directed the Council’s attention to the prepared agenda. He asked that the 
Presentation on Municipal Bonds be made the first order of business since Mr. Mize was 
attending in person. He also asked that Update - Customer Service Call Volume Report 
be added under the Finance Committee. He noted that if they had time, they would 
discuss the Council’s existing Goals and Objectives. 

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

    2. Committee Reports / Updates: 

a. Finance Committee – (All) 

i. Presentation / Discussion – Municipal Bonds (Presented by Bond 

Attorney Jon Mize); 

Attorney Mize explained that when we talk about issuing debt, there are three primary 
ways to go about doing it. First are General Obligation Bonds, which are secured by the 
taxing power of the city. These carry the highest form of security because if we do not 
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make the payments, then taxes must be raised to pay them. A special set of rules goes 
along with GO bonds. Next are installment financings, which work like mortgages. If you 
are building something, you agree you will put a security interest on that property. Instead 
of pledging the taxing power of the city, you are pledging the asset that is being financed. 
They don’t have quite the same credit quality as a GO bond, but they are another tool. 
Third are revenue bonds, which are for pledging the net revenues of that particular 
enterprise. They also don’t have the same quality of credit as a GO bond, but they are 
sometimes used. In NC, we really only see revenue bonds used for water, sewer, 
electricity and natural gas although that’s not the only way you can finance those 
improvements. Very rarely, we use special obligation bonds, which involve special 
revenue streams that we don’t control, such as sales tax. 

General Obligation Bonds are secured by the taxing power of the governmental unit. If 
you want to pledge your taxing power, it requires a vote of the people to do it. For the 
City’s purposes, he suggested the planning on the voter referendum. There is a long 
statutory process with many steps required to put the bonds to the people for a vote. 
These bonds are considered the highest and best form of security because they have the 
best recourse. The statute requires that the purposes for GO bonds be broken into 
buckets, often called “log rolling” and put on the ballot. From there, the purposes have to 
be voted upon separately. You can combine things in certain circumstances if they are 
related, but the general rule is they must be equal and apart. Bonds can be issued for big 
capital costs or instances where things need to be built. The ballot question would state 
the different purposes and include the maximum principal amount of the bonds for each 
individual purpose. Recently, the General Assembly enacted new requirements where 
you have to state the tax impact that the referendum will have. 

The referendum process has changed in the past 10 years; in NC, it can only be held on 
certain dates. You used to be free to call a referendum whenever you wanted to, but that 
is no longer the case. You can do it in an odd numbered election year. You can do it 
connection with a general election or a primary election. All precincts in a municipality 
must be opened for it. There is a long gap between times for when and where you can 
hold a referendum.  

His organization recommends taking the first legally required action in mid-May. There is 
a little “give” in the calendar, but not much. He urged the Council to know the purposes 
and dollar amounts before going forward, and have a consensus of what they are going 
to do. There should not be a lot of negotiating at that point. The purposes, prices, and 
how much you can afford should be determined during the months of March and April. 

Ultimately, the City is the issuer of the bonds. His firm or a firm like his will serve as bond 
counsel. As bond counsel, they will help with the referendum calendar and guide us 
through what we can and cannot do. They work closely with the County Board of Elections 
to get this on the ballot. They will also work with the LGC. A financial advisor is also 
important for entities that have not issued debts or are thinking about modeling debt. 
There is another side of the LGC that deals with debt. He told the Council that if they were 
serious about moving forward, they should talk with the LGC. The first thing they will ask 
is if you have bond counsel and a financial advisor. The LGC has to approve every single 
General Obligation Bond. They have the power to say yes or no. The sooner you have 
them involved, the better it will be.  

Attorney Mize explained the sample referendum calendar: Everything in the calendar is 
required by statute. There are three separate action items required from the Council, 
including a public hearing. The first one is preliminary findings, which kicks the process 
off. Based on the sample calendar, that would happen on May 12th. In June, the Council 
would settle on the bond orders for different purposes. They would vote on it on the first 
reading and call for a public hearing. During the third meeting, they would hold the public 
hearing, with the referendum being held in November. They will come back to the Council 
after that to declare the result, so there are actually four items appearing in front of the 
board.  

Councilman Walton asked if Attorney Mize thought the change in governmental structure 
would affect any of this. Attorney Mize agreed that it is a hot topic right now. One of the 
key benefits that cities and counties have is they can issue tax-exempt bonds. One of the 
matters being considered by the current administration is eliminating tax-exempt status 
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for all sorts of things, from hospitals to universities. He wished he could say he was not 
worried about anything like that happening, but he is. The City could still issue bonds, but 
the rates would be different. He noted that he was not a financial advisor, but he felt that 
a financial advisor would tell them if they wanted to borrow on a tax-exempt rate, you 
know it’s here right now but you don’t know if it will be later so you might want to act while 
you can. 

Councilman Biggs asked if a revenue bond had to go to the ballot box. Attorney Mize 
replied that it did not. The only bonds that have to go to a vote are GO bonds. Revenue 
bonds have to go to the LGC and they will ask many of the same questions. The trigger 
for debt being voted on is pledging your taxing power. Revenue bonds do not require 
voter approval or a public hearing. Councilman Biggs asked the biggest reason to do GO 
bonds over revenue bonds. Attorney Mize replied that it was the interest rate. Councilman 
Biggs inquired if it was significant. Attorney Mize said it could be. You cannot do some 
things as revenue bonds. You can break your Capital Improvement Plan apart and do 
some as revenue bonds and some as GO bonds.  

Councilman Walton asked what some of the red flags were that might cause the LGC not 
to approve the bond. Attorney Mize explained that they would want to see that everything 
on the audit side caught up. It is viewed as a positive thing for NC issuers. Other states 
do not have an LGC. They look at your financial practices, your audit, how much debt 
you’re taking on, and if you have the internal infrastructure to handle it. It is their statutory 
mission to do that. In terms of red flags, the biggest is getting off the UAL and getting the 
audits in on time.  

Councilman Walton asked if other states handled the process differently. Attorney Mize 
stated that during the Depression, NC was in terrible shape, bad enough that the LGC 
was put in place. Very few states have anything to supervise their debt issuance like that. 

ii. Presentation – Capital Improvement Plan – 1st Draft; 

Manager Goodson provided the overall project totals for each respective department and 

the grand total for all departments together.  Total: $130,320,000. There are many needs, 

some of which should have been made 20 or 25 years ago. Unfortunately, things are 

much more expensive now. We are going to attack this one bite at a time. We talked 

about stretching this to a 10-year plan and we may need to do that/  

Councilman Biggs asked if by “10 years” Manager Goodson meant he would forecast the 

repairs the City would need 10 years out instead of five. Manager Goodson confirmed 

that was correct. He noted that was probably the only way we will be able to pay for this. 

$130 million is a lot of money. 

Councilman Gibbs felt they would have to determine the biggest priorities right now. 

Going from five years to 10 feels like we might be kicking things down the road even 

more, but if it does stretch beyond and we bite off a little at a time we really will have to 

pinpoint and justify one need over the other. There is Halstead with all the growth and the 

Fire Department’s limitations, so we know we are past due out there. We just have to take 

a hard look at what is #1.  

Manager Goodson agreed that they knew they had to put the infrastructure in at Halstead. 

As we do that, we have to support it with a new fire station, and we know that’s pricey. 

We can work with the Council to put the right priorities on these projects.  

Councilman Walton said he wanted the mission on a day-to-day basis. What are we going 

to complete next month, not five years from now. I want something concrete at the Boys 

and Girls club and the Armory. I want to know what we’ll do by this time frame. A long-

range plan doesn’t have to happen. If we see a short-range plan not working, we can 

change it. If we give you to 2029, I don’t know where we’ll all be by then, but I know where 

we’ll be next month so we need to know what we will be working on next month. Manager 

Goodson stated that staff identified their top priorities for each year, and they would be 

bringing that information back.  

Councilman Morris asked if Water, Sewer and Electric upgrades were included in the first 

year. If we end up relying on the County for water, we need to cut that as short as possible. 
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Manager Goodson said he knew that Electric was included in the first year. We have to 

get that moving out there. We have someone bringing a hotel on one side out there. To 

reap the benefits of the developments, we have to put the infrastructure in.  

Councilman Biggs stated that he was not discounting $100,000 items, but when we’re 

talking about small things like sidearm mowers and pieces of equipment, can we talk 

about funding it through the annual operating budget or group it into financing packages? 

Either term or installment. I think that would be good to see.  

Councilman Peel opined that it appeared as if one of the jobs the Council had right now 

was to move ahead with a financial advisor because it’s obvious from the numbers we’re 

going to need bonds. There is no other way to do this. We can do GO bonds and have 

the vote when the Council is re-elected or else we would have to wait another year. If we 

had to wait that long, we would have a moratorium on building by then. We need to go 

right now and get a financial advisor and start planning that this next November we’ll have 

a bond referendum. I don’t know what kind or how much it will be, but we’ll run out of time 

otherwise. 

Councilman Biggs pointed out that was why he was asking about the revenue bonds not 

having to go on the ballot. Our enterprise needs are huge and they would qualify. If we’re 

starting the process in May, I don’t know if we are ready to sell something this huge to a 

taxpayer.  

Councilman Peel noted that we know we need $10 million for Electric and a fire station 

we will have to build and remodel. We could start there. Those big pieces are where you 

start with the bond. You are exactly right. We can approve some things in the regular 

budget cycle, but not others. We can also try to get as much grant money and good 

wishes from the State as possible. We need to build good relationships with our state 

folks.  

Mayor Rivers stated the good thing about the draft was that when they get into budget 

they could decide to fund things or kick them down the road. We can decide how to pay 

for it, how long we are going to pay for it and all of that. Right now, the first step is for the 

staff to present what they believe the needs are. Ultimately, it comes to the Council to 

decide if we are paying for it. When we get to a final draft with the budget, we can see 

where we are. We will get a plan if we want a bond to move on or pay for it ourselves. 

The CIP is to let us know what our big money items are. If we had a crystal ball that told 

us this is what we need, it would be right here. In a perfect world, if we had $130 million 

we could fulfill all of these identified needs.  

Councilman Walton said that’s why he always said it’s so important to have the early part 

of a budget session. We should have had a retreat so we could iron out things. We have 

been here for an hour and I haven’t heard anything but words and a vision for 2029. If we 

had a retreat, we would know what to do right now. We just want to kick things down the 

road. We kick it two weeks, then two more weeks, and two more and go nowhere. Get 

your retreat and get your priorities for three months from now. I can’t see anything in 2029.  

Councilman Biggs asked Manager Goodson what the next step was for the CIP. Manager 

Goodson noted that right now, the document sat at more than 139 pages and would be 

well over 300 when it was done. This is just a basic introduction to show the Council what 

we are facing. Now you have the number in your head, you know what it would take to do 

it all. This will be tracked with the annual budget. 

Attorney Mize pointed out that financial advisor firms also help with the CIP process and 

planning. Councilman Peel asked if Attorney Mize thought it would possible to do a GO 

bond and revenue if we could afford it. Attorney Mize felt that it would and people do that 

all the time. People model their debt and go from there. You can mix and match and a 

financial advisor would help with that and let you know what would cost what. 

Councilman Biggs noted that we have a significant backlog of things we have to tackle. 

We’re not issuing a bond for one specific big project. We have a big net of things we need 

to go after. I know we can split the bonds up, but do you ever see it in situations as we’re 
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in now where you issue a bond and you take it in significant chunks along the way? So 

you do one set and so on. Even if we issued one for a quarter of this, we don’t have the 

staff to do these projects. Attorney Mize assured the Council that he had rarely ever seen 

anyone do everything all at once. There are phased-out projects, which makes it easier 

to manage the tax rate and everything.  

Councilman Biggs asked if once we had a blanket approval for $50 million in bonds was 

there a window of time to issue the bond and then it’s just between you and the financing 

agency on the repayment. Attorney Mize replied that the LGC really wants to see level 

principle over 20 years. That’s kind of their rule of thumb. Councilman Biggs inquired if 

you issued the debt in Year 7, would you have 20 years at that point. Attorney Mize 

explained that you don’t start paying that debt until you issue it. You can stagger it out, 

maybe issue $10 million in the first year and $10 million four years later or whatever. If 

you work with a financial advisor, they will help with all that. For GO bonds, the LGC 

approves on the referendum, but they want to see what your plan is. For revenue bonds, 

they approve when you issue it. They want to see more on the front-end with those. 

Councilman Biggs opined that it sounded like we were in need a financial advisor.  

Councilwoman Felton told Manager Goodson she felt did he an excellent job on the first 

draft and it told them what they needed to know.  

Mayor Rivers asked if they could direct the manager to start looking at two or three 

financial advisors so we have some quotes and some potential presentations. The bond 

attorney helped me out greatly this evening. When you mentioned we need the financial 

advisor, I think we should give some consensus on having him go forward if the Council 

is okay with that. 

Councilman Biggs asked if there was consensus on exploring the next steps in this 

process. Councilman Peel thought it would be wise to let Manager Goodson go out and 

get a few quotes. Councilman Walton asked when the new finance director would start. 

Manager Goodson replied that he would begin tomorrow, and he would be part of this. 

Councilman Biggs told Manager Goodson he’d done an excellent job with reaching out to 

the League. They have all the history in the world with working with these people. He did 

not hear anyone opposed to moving forward with this plan, so they would have the 

manager seek quotes for a financial advisor.  

iii. Presentation / Discussion – Rent Fun Kayak Rentals; 

Not present. 

 

iv. Update – Customer Service Call Volume Report (Added During 

Agenda Adjustments); 

Customer Service Manager Fecia McKenna advised that the Customer Service Division 

is responsible for performing the daily deposit, counting and reconciling all cash, credit 

and check payments for the City. They go to the post office daily, distribute to each 

department and process any payments that have come in via mail. They also stamp mail 

for each department. They set up all accounts for new service as well as create accounts 

for new developments. They perform debt setoff and bankruptcy functions, process 

returned checks, balance the kiosk machine, and pull and reconcile reports from the 

online machines. They coordinate with local agencies such as the Salvation Army, 

Catholic Charities, and Social Services.  

Our utility office allows customers five extensions per year, plus one special extension, 

which is significantly more than surrounding utility agencies. In January, there were 

66,122 calls that came into Customer Service and 62,425 were successful. Some days 

are much higher for call volume than others are. For example, from being closed due to 

snow, we had extremely high call volume with people wanting extensions on their 

accounts and so on.  The staff does do all they can to operate the phones, but there are 

simply more calls than people. 
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Councilwoman Felton felt that everyone was aware that the Division had to do other things 
than just answer the phone, but the problem at hand has been an ongoing one. I don’t 
know if we need to train an intern to answer the calls or what the correct answer is. I know 
that our citizens get extremely upset and we get many calls about the phones not being 
answered. Even if we have to pay an intern or someone to answer the phones, then that’s 
what we have to do. We looked at the phone system, but if no one can answer, then that 
doesn’t help the problem.  

Mrs. McKenna reported that they did discuss having a mini-call center where they would 
have someone part-time to answer the phones and that would be their entire job.  

Councilwoman Felton noted that our webpage is full of people being upset that they’ve 
called and no one has answered.  

Mrs. McKenna said they have tried to maneuver it the best they can; however, sometimes 
they end up with someone on the phone and they’ll hold you up for 20 or 30 minutes or 
just keep calling back because they aren’t satisfied with the answer that they were given. 

Councilwoman Felton recalled that there used to be a policy manual in Customer Service 
that every person received when starting services with the City. It broke down all the major 
questions that a person would have to see someone about. If people had that book, it 
would cut down on many of the questions they might be calling about. 

Mayor Pro Tem Spence stated that he got calls every day, all day. On the other side, he 
was not aware of all the things that had been dumped on the department. He was 
confused why they would have to sort mail for everyone in the city. Just because 
something has always been that way doesn’t mean it’s okay. I wrote down call center 
because I do think we should have someone answering phones who has access to the 
system and can answer questions. We need to put someone in place to answer basic 
questions and that’s all they do all day. That would eliminate many of these problems. I 
think the mail thing is crazy. Most businesses have a mailroom or mail staff. How do you 
put Customer Service sorting mail? I think that’s unreal. We need to look at that. Some of 
the things you do, each department could do themselves. Especially with the light bills 
the way they are right now, I almost called myself about it. We can’t afford to kick this 
down the road. These people call the councilors all the time. We’ve even called and can’t 
get through, so we need to deal with this. 

Councilman Gibbs noted that there’s been a lot of conversation since he’d been on the 
Council about Customer Service in general and the reality is that a lot of it had been 
negative but this shed a whole different light on the job they’re doing. I did not have the 
knowledge or the understanding of all the things they do. I’ve heard, “They need to do 
something beyond answer the phone.” No, they don’t. They have 66,000 phone calls 
coming in. People aren’t aware of that. I commend the staff for dealing with that. I couldn’t 
work customer service, so I tip my hat to staff. It’s a special person to work customer 
service. I don’t know how the turnover is down there. Keep your head up and do what you 
can. It’s our job as the City Council to get you the help you need because if we’re all 
getting phone calls, we need to come together and do something. We have to look at it 
ourselves. We have to give you the tools you need to adequately do your jobs and not fail 
the Customer Service department or the citizens. I’ll be one of the first to say I commend 
what you are doing. Unfortunately, you’ll have some people on the other end of the line 
who are going to act rudely, so keep your head up. 

Councilman Walton was in agreement with what was being said. It had been a problem 
over the years. We had a third party working as an answering service years ago. You are 
doing a lot down there. You’ve been helping with the audit and everything too.  

Mrs. McKenna said they were still doing some residuals for the audit as well. 

Councilman Walton commended the staff for being able to do all that and keep up with 
day-to-day operations. We could get a call center task force or something to let the 
citizens be able to reach someone. There’s someone who could do it. Public Works isn’t 
working when it’s snowing, so they could answer.  

Mrs. McKenna noted that the calls they cannot get to are rolled over to Public Works and 
they forward them to us. 
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Councilman Peel said he felt they were now asking the manager to come back to the 
Council with a plan.  

Manager Goodson stated that we are in budget talks and this is one of the topics we’ve 
discussed. We have tossed around the topic of a call center and that’s something we’re 
considering. We’ll put our heads together to come up with some more options. 

Councilman Biggs suggested the manager reach out to ElectriCities to gauge what peer 
utilities were doing. I would imagine you’d want to hear from other places operating 
electric, water and sewer. If we’re closed and you’re worried about being disconnected, 
we may want to look at where some of these calls roll or if we have a recording that says 
we’re not doing any disconnections or something. When someone is in panic mode and 
they can’t talk to someone it makes it worse. There may be some best practices as well 
that we can get ahead of some of the panic. 

 
b. Community Development Committee (Whitehurst, Felton, Walton) 

 

c. Public Safety Committee (Spence, Peel, Felton) 

i. Consideration / Discussion – Elizabeth City Police Department 

Recruitment and Retention; 

This item was moved to the Regular Session for discussion. 

 d. Parks and Recreation Committee (Gibbs, Morris, Whitehurst) 

i. Consideration / Discussion – Decision on 5-Year Lease 

Agreement for Grounds Maintenance Equipment; 

Interim Parks and Recreation Director Stacy Williams reported that the equipment 

replacement schedules have fallen by the wayside and a good portion of the grounds 

maintenance equipment is irreparable or at the end of its useful life.  

When she became interim director, she discovered some emails and a proposal to enter 
into a five-year lease, which was signed on July 2024. In her research, she realized that 
no one on the Council or the Finance Department was aware of the contract, which is 
why it’s appearing this evening. The equipment is scheduled to be delivered on August 
1st of this year. Emails from the vendor and the original emails are attached to the memo. 
The vendor is asking for a resolution by May 1st. Staff does recommend that the City enter 
into the lease because it would catch us up with some much-needed equipment, but we 
do understand this is a big financial impact. She advised that Nate Simpson, Park 
Supervisor was also present if there were specific questions. 

Councilman Peel said his understanding was that due to the City being on LGC’s list, we 
could not enter into certain contracts without their approval. I don’t know if we can legally 
approve this since we’re still on the list. 

Councilman Biggs noted that just because you’re on the list doesn’t mean they won’t 
approve things. When you’re on the list, it’s going to lock down what you’re able to do 
without their approval. We could have most likely gone out and gotten this without their 
approval if we hadn’t been on the watch list. The problem is if the vendor needs an answer 
by May 1st and the LGC only meets once a month. You have to get on their agenda and 
do a bunch of stuff. Unfortunately, we’re obligating ourselves in future budgets since it 
doesn’t come until August. 

Councilman Peel said it seemed to him that the manager needed to call LGC and have 
some conversation. We need to make them aware of what’s going on and ask for some 
direction. If we can’t do it, we can talk about it all night and it won’t go anywhere.  

Councilman Gibbs pointed out that even to that, we need to have a consensus about if 
we are doing it or not. The caveat in it is we’re time constricted, but we do need the stuff. 
If we’re directing the manager to make the call, it needs to be clear that we’re in 
agreement to move forward. They may ask if there has been a vote or a consensus and 
he will need to relay it to them. It has been a “kick the can” thing and we need equipment.  
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Councilwoman Felton asked since this was done prior, shouldn’t the Council have known 
about that? That in itself could have been handled then. Councilman Peel explained that 
the person who signed this did not have the authority to do so without Council approval. 

Councilman Biggs said he had briefly brought up leasing equipment during budget 
negotiations last year. Sometimes when you lease equipment they do all the 
maintenance, so I’m a fan of leasing in theory because I think you’ll come out better in 
the long run. Smith Turf is a great company to work with on equipment like this. One of 
the questions was this lease was executed and we didn’t budget for it because we didn’t 
know. We have to find this money for the next five years on top of the additional expense 
of adding the operational costs of Newland Park. I know we need it but before I can say 
that I’m okay with it, I need to know where the money is coming from to pay for it. Our 
share is 45%. That is almost half a cent on the tax roll that we have to come up with. We 
need to talk to the County and make sure they’re okay with it too. We have a lot more 
things to figure out. 

 

Mayor Rivers said he would be moving the remainder of the conversation to the Regular 
Session and allowing everyone a 15-minute break. 

 

3. Adjournment: 
 
There being no further business to be discussed, Mayor Rivers adjourned the meeting at 
6:44 p.m.  

       __________________________ 

       E. Kirk Rivers 
       Mayor     

 __________________________ 
April D. Onley 
City Clerk, NCCMC 


