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Recording Zoom Meeting: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q1F4-u5Yrp0 

 
 

RACIAL EQUITY AND JUSTICE TASK FORCE 
 

SPECIAL MEETING 
Thursday, January 28th, 2021,  

6:00 pm Eastern Time (US and Canada) 
Fairfield, CT  

via zoom 
 

Minutes 
 

Members Present: Co-Chairs Nancy Lefkowitz and Gina Ludlow; Doug Bunnell, Inni Dhingra, 

Karen Lynch, Jason Sherrod, Alexandra Ocampo, Sonja Narcisse, Steve Bogan, Sandra Tallman, Tameisha 

Powell-Dunmore. First Selectwoman, Brenda Kupchick.   

Others Present: Task Force Ad Hoc Volunteers: Ryan Odinak, Kathy Wiant, Jamie Forbes  

Members of the Public: Approximately 38 community members attended the meeting 

 

I. Call to Order 

Ms. Lefkowitz, Co-chair called the meeting to order at 6:02pm 

II. Pledge of Allegiance 

Ms. Lefkowitz led the pledge  

III. To hear and accept formal resignation of Sonja Narcisse 

Ms. Narcisse made a statement and notified the Task Force of her wish to resign.  

(See meeting recording for statement. Posted on Town REJTF webpage.) 

IV. To hear and consider debrief /post-mortem of January 21st regular meeting 

Ms. Ludlow invited members of the Task Force to share their thoughts about the recent meeting and the 

events of the past two weeks related to clarification of REJTF role. She introduced Ms. Lynch to facilitate 

the discussion. Ms. Lynch shared a report compiled after the January 21st meeting to access Task Force 

perceptions on how to move forward and lessons learned.  (Discussion was halted to mid-presentation to 

allow the First Selectwoman to speak.)  

(See attachment of the deck summarizing the responses. Posted in documents on Town REJTF webpage.)  

 

V. Statement by First Selectwoman, Brenda Kupchick  

 

The First Selectwoman apologized if some REJTF members thought that she established the Task Force as 

window dressing. She emphasized that she wants the work to be done and made herself available to anyone 

who needs her support. She sees this Task Force operating as others do, noting that all must follow set 

processes and that there are rules that we all need to abide by. The First Selectman stated that she is not 

saying that the REJTF cannot interview and ask questions of the Police Commission, but rather that they 

cannot interfere in the hiring process. She stated that she wants the REJTF to be successful, but they must 

operate within their mission statement and the guidelines set by the Town. She stated that her door is always 

open and that she will always listen. 

(See meeting recording for full statement. Posted on Town REJTF webpage.) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q1F4-u5Yrp0
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Discussion:  
Members of the Task Force 

 

Ms. Narcisse commented that she agreed that the First Selectman had shown support for the work in the 

beginning, but now she sees a disconnect when the Town Attorney is brought in to represent the First 

Selectman.  

 

First Selectman Kupchick responded that the conflict could have been avoided if the Co-Chairs had 

reached out to her first to see if it was appropriate to ask the question of the Police Commission.   

 

Ms. Ludlow stated that historically, in these spaces, where issues of racial justice and equity are being 

addressed, difficult questions can make people feel uncomfortable and defensive. The REJTF question was 

not a demand. REJTF wanted to ask in a respectful way. She stated that this is an old story and that this 

works makes people feel as if they have to protect themselves, so they respond in a way that they might not 

intend. What we heard from Jim Baldwin, is that a lot of the request was disregarded because of the feelings 

the request inspired. She stated that moving forward it is going to be important that context is remembered.  

She stressed that going forward when questions are asked, we remember we have the same goals, to move 

Fairfield forward.  

 

First Selectman Kupchick restated her position as above and that it was a big deal to ask the Police 

Commission to be part of a personnel issue, without going through the proper channels.  

 

Ms. Tallman stated that it was a chain of command thing, like asking your boss’ boss something.  

 

First Selectman Kupchick stated she is not the boss of REJTF and restated her position as above.  

 

Mr. Bogan reiterated the REJTF desire to observe the hiring process.   

 

First Selectman Kupchick understood why REJTF would want to be involved in a police issue and restated 

her position as stated above.  

 

Ms. Ludlowe restated what the REJTF process had been in writing the letter.  

 

First Selectman Kupchick stated that she didn’t mean it to sound like REJTF has to run everything by the 

First Selectman. Just call if you have questions about process. She envisioned the Task Force as a safe place 

to have a dialogue on racial bias.  

 

Ms. Campo thanked the First Selectman. She stated that she was disappointed that the First Selectman had  

stated in the press that REJTF had “tainted” the hiring process.  

 

 First Selectman Kupchick responded, explaining that when approached by the press with a statement 

where a Task Force member criticized her, after not having called her first to talk, she went on the defensive. 

It felt like the REJTF was blowing it up in the press rather than coming and talking and that taking this 

approach can give a bad impression of Fairfield and the hiring process, as if there is something wrong with 

the process.  

 

Ms. Tallman stated that she felt like the REJTF had perpetuated a misleading narrative in the press.  

 

Mr. Bunnell stated that his concern was that the administration’s immediate interpretation of REJTF sending 

the letter was that REJTF was being “sneaky” was personally offensive to him. This is a systemic issue, 



 3 

where the message is that these issues should be marginalized and REJTF should follow the rules and stay in 

your lane which is another way of saying, stay in your place. He stated that this lights-up concerns people 

have about the REJTF not being given substantial commitment from the Town.   

 

First Selectman Kupchick stated she didn’t want the REJTF to stay in their lane, although she noted that 

she has to stay in her lane all the time. She thought that the letter was doing more than asking a question 

although there was “no harm, no foul.” The town attorney should have been consulted. REJTF should be 

examining process. Going to the press before calling her was not helpful.  

 

Mr. Bogan restated that the process was from a 1930 Charter and this is problematic in itself.  

 

First Selectman Kupchick restated that this information was played out in the press. She does not want to 

have an adversarial relationship with REJTF. She invited the Task Force to use her or the town attorney as a 

resource.  

 

Ms. Dhingra thanked the First Selectman and the town attorney for joining the meetings.  

 

VI. To hear and consider debrief /post-mortem of January 21st regular meeting  

Ms. Lynch resumed the presentation. (See attachment of the deck summarizing the responses. 

Posted in documents on Town REJTF webpage.)  

Discussion: Task Force Members:  

 

Ms. Powell-Dunmore personally offered an apology to the Town of Fairfield for not respecting the Task 

Force process and made further statements. She stated that she was not 100% comfortable with the letter.  

She listed the steps in the process for developing the REJTF letter as she understood them. She stated that the 

REJTF has gotten off course and that the process has burnt bridges but hopes that REJTF can make amends.  

She does not agree with making any kind of trouble. 

 

Mr. Bogan offered thanks to co-chairs for getting the discussion back on track.  

 

Ms. Tallman restated her concerns that REJTF had mislead the press in the narrative. She stated that REJTF 

asked to interview the candidates, which she had said she thought was overstepping, but then said later that 

they just wanted to observe the process. She stated her concerns that this false narrative was not set-straight.  

Ms. Tallman stated that she felt Ms. Lefkowitz knew REJTF were overstepping and used REJTF as a pawn 

to push forward something more than the REJTF was actually tasked to do.  She stated that REJTF has yet to 

uncover systematic racism in Fairfield. She acknowledged that there are racial incidents in town but stated 

that it doesn’t make the Town systemically racist. Ms. Tallman stated fears that REJTF is trying to bring the 

national racial narrative to Fairfield. She acknowledged that not being a person of color she doesn’t see these 

incidents, and if we want others like her to listen, yelling and calling names is not the way to make that 

happen. She stated that if we are going to changes people’s hearts we need to be patient and understanding 

and educate.  

 

Ms. Ludlowe acknowledged that Ms. Tallsman and Ms. Powell Dunmore’s statements had given the Task 

Force a lot to unpack.  

 

Ms. Lefkowitz wanted to make sure she was heard on the record stating that this is a safe space to have this 

necessary conversation. She clarified that in saying that she wanted to “make good trouble,” she was 

referencing John Lewis in tribute to this work. She clarified that a special meeting was called to develop the 

letter.  Ms. Lefkowitz stated she does not feel wrong in pushing back against the response by the First 

Selectwoman and town attorney, as she believes the problem was that they stated that REJTF had interfered 

in a hiring process, when the Task Force was merely asking questions. She clarified that REJTF did ask to be 
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in the room and ask questions. Her concern is that asking to participate was so triggering and caused other 

parts of the request to be ignored, which have still not been answered by the Police Commission.  

Ms. Lefkowitz stated that she felt it is similar to “victim blaming” although acknowledged that this might not 

be the right word and that we are getting distracted by process.  

 

Ms. Powell-Dunmore again stated that the process and chain of command was disregarded. 

 

Ms. Lynch stated that everything has been said and REJTF needs to move on. She noted that the letter 

REJTF sent had been edited to make it clearly a request. She believed that the whole Task Force was aligned 

and that the group put all opinions into focus. She stated that some of the reaction is an example of white 

fragility in action. She stated that until all departments and commissions look at their practices with a lens of 

racial equity, we will not have achieved it; they have to want REJTF’s advice. The white people in the 

conversation have to be willing to be uncomfortable because the black people in the conversation can’t say 

that “this really hasn’t affected me” and that white people need to be a little less fragile for them.  

 

Ms. Dhingra stated that this has been an important lesson and thanked Ms. Lynch for her work. She asked 

the group where they can go from here encouraged them to do the work as discussed. She reminded all that 

what a person of color thinks is “normal” is not seen the same as what a Caucasian person sees as “normal” 

and that there is no way change can happen overnight. Change in process is one thing, but changing hearts 

and minds is another. She appealed to the Task Force to move forward as there is a lot of work to be done.  

 

Mr. Bunnell stated the fact that the REJTF request provoking such a strong response is telling of how 

difficult this work is going to be. If it had been a request from another committee, he does not believe it 

would have created such a firestorm. He stated that as a white man, his inclination is to say let’s be patient, 

follow rules and stay in our lane, but acknowledges this is a privilege. He thinks we need to make some 

“good trouble” and thinks we need to move on to the work.  

  

Mr. Bogan offered some humor by noting that he went to high school with Chief Liddy.  

 

Ms. Tallmam stated her perspective again and said REJTF needed to work towards being asked to come to 

the table and to work on how we communicate so that it will be received.  She acknowledged coming into the 

committee thinking that we don’t have racial inequity in town—stating, why would I think otherwise?  As a 

white woman, I don’t experience it. I experience sexism and feel that so I can understand it. She stated if we 

are going to change hearts and minds, we have to communicate so that it is heard.  

 

Ms. Ludlow pointed out that working from a position to make others feel comfortable is harmful to her. It 

says that her experiences and those of her family are not as important as not upsetting people. She stated that 

we need to look at what and why things upset people. She stated that the way the request was received is a 

“playbook” for the way things are often received from racial equity groups. She encouraged all who don’t 

experience racial equities to listen to the people who have. She stressed that we have to ask to be heard. She 

agrees that yelling at people doesn’t work. She stated that now REJTF has spent weeks talking about the 

process, and still doesn’t have transparency in the police chief hiring, which is a distraction.  

 

Ms. Tallman replied that she understands and appreciates the statement from Ms. Ludlow.  

 

Ms. Lefkowitz called for response from the public.  

 

Public comment:  

 

Ryan Odinak commented that the events of the past week could have been avoided if the response from the 

Town had been more thoughtful and supportive of the work of the REJTF and taken the lens of all in our 
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community.  

 

Kathy Wiant has observed that in the meetings that some members of the Task Force may not have done all 

they could to assure the full Task Force is coming from the same place. She encouraged all to do some 

personal homework to educate themselves on issues of racial equity.   

 

Patrick O’Brian Sevilla made the point that there is not a national narrative separate from what is 

happening in Fairfield and that racism exists in Fairfield. He stated that this incident makes us aware of how 

much work needs to go into this process and the blueprint for the Town.  

 

 

VII. Discussion of McKinley Racism & Community Response to negative graffiti 

 

Molly McHuge, teacher at Fairfield Woods Middle and member of the Fairfield Education Association Anti-

Racism Committee reported that this committee decided to take an action to support McKinley after hate 

graffiti was posted at their school by doing a positive act. The committee wanted to put positive messaging 

where there was negative. There was a large response, and 100 people came out on MLK Day to chalk 

positive messages and show support.  

 

VIII. To hear, consider and act on next steps of the Deep Listening Project and the REJTF  

 

Discussion: Task Force members 

 

Ms. Ludlow invited the Task Force to think about the direction that REJTF needs to take and stated that 

REJTF needs to come from a place of unity as all have a voice.  

 

Ms. Lefkowitz added the question of whether REJTF could go forward from here. She acknowledged that 

her point of view is that Fairfield has systemic racism and believes that the community will want to see the 

data. She needs to know that a majority can go forward.     

 

Ms. Ludlow stated that she believes that there is systemic racism in Fairfield and there is evidence to back 

that. She doesn’t feel like this is up for debate.  

 

Ms. Lefkowitz added that we can’t be neutral on this and that she does not believe neutrality is required in 

this role.  

 

Ms. Lynch stated that in the mission the First Selectman had said she was developing an advisory task force 

not just do research. She questioned whether she could remain part of the Task Force wait a year, without 

making recommendations and then have a seat at the table. She questions whether the charge is wrong and if 

so should REJTF work to change it or does the Task Force deliver the blueprint early, or option three, would 

be to stick with the process as is.  

 

Ms. Lefkowitz stated that she feels that REJTF was moving along in a positive direction at the Jan. 5th 

meeting. She asked if we could go back to that place and move forward. She added that REJTF has been 

invited to present to the board of selectmen. She also noted that we might want to have someone present to 

help with process and Roberts Rules and to consider doing Anti-racism training.  

 

Mr. Sherrod stated that he is encouraged and wants to move forward. He noted that the First Selectman had 

had some good things to say. He suggested that doing a town meeting might be another positive step and that 

there is more work to be done towards the blueprint.  He stressed that it is important to engage the 

community.  
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Ms. Ocampo stated that she is taking all of this as a positive and that it has allowed her to see the various 

points of view.  She thinks REJTF should get quantitate and qualitative data as well as listening to the 

community. She would work on the survey and listening to focus groups. She added, if work is done early, 

great.  

 

Ms. Ludlow thanked the Task Force for their passion. She expressed concerns that REJTF now has to ask 

first when interacting.  

 

Ms. Dhingra stated that REJTF must move forward. She suggested that the blueprint be so clear that the 

recommendations cannot be ignored and will eventually be added even if it takes several years. REJTF has 

an amazing opportunity to leave something that will guide change. She agrees that getting the public 

involved will be most helpful. She pleaded with the co-chairs to lead and to all move ahead.  

 

Ms. Lefkowitz reminded the Task Force that there is discussion of a charter review coming up and that 

REJTF might want to engage in that process. She also noted that DPW has been in a policy and procedures 

review, this may be an opportunity to look at their policy and procedures.  

 

Public Comment:  

 

Molly McHuge stated that Ms. Lefkowitz is the right person to be leading this as this is not an issue we can 

say there are two sides to. She questioned why some on the Task Force don’t seem to be on the same page 

when it comes to racial equity and wondered how REJTF can move forward when members seem to be 

pushing against each other.  

 

Linda Mc Donald stated that this task force is very much needed. She shared a personal perspective having 

been harassed about relationships with people of color and having a BLM sign in my yard. She stressed that, 

of course, we have these attitudes our town. She suggested that the Task Force should be bigger and offer 

support in every corner of town and that things have to change in Fairfield. She said that she believes it can 

be changed, but it is going to be an uphill battle.  

 

Dan Iacovella suggested that perhaps the residents can take on the role of speaking out to say this is what we 

want so the REJTF and continue with their work. He offered to organize a de facto advocacy group for the 

REJTF. She stated that REJTF has excellent leadership in Ms. Ludlow and Ms. Lefkowitz and acknowledged 

that they get attacked and criticized and need to be supported. He recommended that REJTF members may 

want to get to know each other in order to build better relationships outside the Task Force.   

 

Michele McCabe stated that she is grateful that the Task Force has volunteered their time for this important 

committee and that we do need REJTF. She is glad that the Task Force gives the public the opportunity to 

join them on the journey. She stated that she is not happy with the position that the Task Force seems to be in 

to prove that there is systemic racism. She stated that we, as a community, need to be willing to realize that it 

is a fact—bias exist. Her hope is that the Task Force may be able to help with some form of reconciliation by 

hearing people and helping develop anti-racism policy.  

 

Ms. Lefkowitz stated that REJTF is clear about the mission and task force selection to make sure that there 

is representation, and this is not about politics. She stated that, rather it is about getting at the root of racial 

inequity in Fairfield. This is not about anything other than the work. She stated that she wishes to be an ally 

and to personally, actively be an anti-racist which means telling the truth. She emphasized that it is not about 

forwarding a political agenda.   

 

Ms. Ludlow shared that her first response, to being asked to be part of the Task Force was to decline because 

she is not interested in the political, but she was won over. She stated that she is not interested in the politics 

of it. She stated that her experience as a person of color puts her at a different place than others. We stated 
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that she accepts that we are all at different places in the journey. She stated that she doesn’t doubt the 

commitment of the people on the Task Force and all that have come to the meetings.  

 

Ms. Lefkowitz stated that intention matters. She tries to make sure all points of view are heard.  

 

Ms. Ludlow and Ms. Lynch noted some resources that might be added to the website.  

 

Ms. Lefkowitz noted that some commissions have a paid recorder and that might be something to ask for.  

 

Motion: Nancy moved to table the vote for next steps until next meeting on Feb. 4th  

Steve seconded.  Motion Passed.  

 

Public Comment:  

 

John Whaley reminded the Task Force that is important to get on the same page when it comes to language 

and social justice education. He encouraged the REJTF to do the homework to read and educate themselves 

as systemic racism is not a belief, it is a fact. I suggested coming up with the group’s definitions so everyone 

is on the same page and using the same language.   

 

Ms. Ludlow stated there is an opening on the Task Force and asks that people contact her.  

 

Ms. Lynch made some reminders about things that the website that needs to be addressed such as links to 

meeting and changes to the Task Force list and contact info.   

 

Ms. Lefkowitz noted that the website, definitions and resources will be discussed at the next meeting.  

and that REJTF should also discuss hiring a recording secretary.  

 

Ms. Ludlow reminded all to read the info material from the National League of Cities.  

 

Mr. Bogan suggested that we have them come and speak to the Task Force.  

 

Ms. Lynch noted that next steps have been merged and step one has been completed. This should be noted in 

the next discussion about next steps.   

 

Ms. Lefkowitz asked for last comments and expressed a hope that the next few weeks will be productive as 

REJTF moves forward.  

 

IX. Adjourn  

Ms. Ludlow made a motion to adjourn the meeting.   

Mr. Bunnell seconded. Motion passed.  

Meeting adjourned: 8:41pm 

 

NOTE: All supporting documents are posted on the Town website/ REJTF webpage.  

 

Respectfully submitted by,  

Nancy Lefkowitz, Co-Chair 

 

Recorded by: Ryan Odinak 

                      Volunteer/Ad Hoc Committee of REJTF 
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