
Then, the Sheriff’s Office 
sent in Sgt. Baris Demirci and 
his K9, Titan, a black German 
shepherd whose zeal for po-
lice work lives up to his name. 
Titan started barking at a wall 
and police realized the sus-
pect was behind the plaster. 
Somehow he’d fallen through 
a floor and ended up next to 
the sump pump.

“If it wasn’t for Titan, they 
would never have found the 
guy,” said Deputy Bo Trus-
low, also a K9 officer. “The 
guy was breathing through 
a tube to the outside, hiding 
behind a wall. What human 
would have found him there?”

Demirci admits the case 
was one of the finer moments 

for the 4-year-old Titan.
“You’re like a proud dad 

when you see him perform,” 
said Demirci, a patrol deputy 
who also directs the county’s 
K9 teams and is the president 
of the Virginia Police Canine 
Association. “We put a lot of 
work into these dogs, when 
they finally get to do it and do 
it well, it’s exciting.”

And that’s about as close 
to gushing as Demirci gets. 
An Army soldier for five 
years and policeman for 12, 
the 6-foot 4-inch officer is as 
solid as a wall a suspect might 
hide behind—and about as 
chatty as one. Teammates 
sarcastically describe him as 
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By CATHY DYSON
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

After a man tried to abduct a Stafford County child earlier this year, nearly every  
law enforcement officer in the county got involved, including a police dog that’s gotten  

considerable attention in his 2½ years with the Stafford Sheriff’s Office.
Investigators tracked the suspect to his Embrey Mill home, called in a SWAT team, sent in a drone, 

used crisis negotiators and deployed chemicals, but got no response from the inside.

Stafford police release 
the Titan on local crime

photos by TRISTAN LOREI / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Deputy Dominic Ferrell grimaces as Titan, handled by Sgt. Baris Demirci, digs his teeth into the bite suit in training.

Titan sprints toward a squad car that contains a ‘suspect’ 
during a training exercise in Stafford on Sept. 27.

K9 IS AREA’S TOP DOG FOR NABBING SUSPECTS

SEE TITAN, A16

By DAVE RESS
Richmond Times–Dispatch

Virginians with disabilities are 
struggling to afford care at home 
or in an assisted living facil-
ity because state financial assis-
tance doesn’t offer enough help 
with current costs, according to 
the Commonwealth Council on 
Aging, a state government advi-
sory board.

The council is asking the 
General Assembly to pitch in to 
increase these allowances.

It is also asking the legislature 
to consider additional protec-
tions for adults who are under 
guardianships or conservator-
ships, such as requiring periodic 
court hearings to review these 
cases, a recommendation of the 

Council for 
elderly calls 
for more 
funds, help

By REBECCA SANTANA  
and MEG KINNARD
Associated Press

FORT MYER S, Fla .—With a 
death toll nearing three dozen, 
rescuers searched on Saturday 
for survivors among the Florida 
homes ruined by Hurricane Ian, 
while authorities and stunned 
residents in South Carolina be-
gan surveying their losses and 
assessing the damage from the 
powerful storm’s strike there.

Ian, one of the strongest hur-
ricanes ever to hit the U.S., ter-
rorized millions for most of the 
week, battering western Cuba 
before raking across Florida from 
the Gulf of Mexico to the Atlan-
tic Ocean, and then mustering 
a final assault on the Caroli-
nas. The storm then weakened 
Saturday rolling into the mid-
Atlantic.

At least 35 people were con-

SEE AGING, A16

After Ian, 
focus 
turns to 
recovery
hurricane Death toll 
rises as Rescuers continue 
to search for survivors

SEE Storm, A6



A16 FREDERICKSBURG, VA. THE FREE LANCE–STARSunday, October 2, 2022FROM THE FRONT PAGE

a ray of sunshine—they add a 
certain F-word to the descrip-
tion—and Demirci would be the 
first to admit that he and Titan 
share a personality trait.

“He doesn’t really like being 
around people,” he said about 
Titan. “He’s like his owner.”

Demirci was reluctant to 
single out Titan from the rest of 
the team because he didn’t want 
a story to become “the Titan 
show.” He sought to demon-
strate that “my men work very 
hard to give the pubic the best 
performing dogs that we can.”

That was obvious last week, 
when the teams spent every day 
working toward their annual 
certification. Sometimes, the 
officers put on puffy bite suits 
and hid in the woods, waiting 
for patrol dogs like Titan, Rip or 
Mija to find them. Other times, 
they hid an item in a bookshelf 
or behind a cabinet for detection 
by Maui, a drug-sniffing dog.

Or, they operated a drone 
overhead while the depart-
ment’s two hounds—Jynx and 
Ruby—tracked traces of human 
odor through the woods and 
across ravines while the wind 
gusted.

A seventh K9, a patrol dog, 
is in training and will join the 
Stafford force in December.

As the handlers described 
what they do, they emphasized 
that it’s all fun to the dogs. The 
canines want to find “the toy, 
whether that’s a person or gun 
or bombs. They’re just like kids 
playing a game,” Demirci said.

“See the tail is wagging,” said 
Truslow, pointing to Titan but 
he could have been describing 
any dog apprehending a suspect. 
“They don’t even know they’re 
working.”

If that’s the case, then Titan 
loves to play—and he’s serious 
about it.

‘HE’S PHENOMENAL’
Titan has apprehended seven 

or eight suspects since he joined 
the department in February 
2020, Demirci said. Up to that 
point, the Sheriff’s Office was 
averaging maybe one K9 appre-
hension a year, although it went 
five years without any, he said.

Titan’s blown those aver-
ages out of the water. A report 
from the Sheriff’s Office in late 
January described a case involv-
ing stolen cars. Two suspects 
fled into the woods of a South 
Stafford neighborhood and 
“Demirci and his faithful K9 Ti-
tan immediately began a track,” 
according to the department’s 
news release.

It continued: “Sgt. Demirci 
made an announcement to sur-
render or the K9 would be re-
leased. The suspect incorrectly 
judged his ability to outrun 
Titan and instead of giving up, 
turned and fled up the hill.”

The suspect was quickly ap-
prehended by the dog, treated 
for his bites and charged with 
several counts of possession of 
stolen property and obstruction 

of justice.
Titan had the same results 

after a police chase in Febru-
ary and a botched robbery in 
August, both this year. Nine 
months after he joined the de-
partment, Titan apprehended a 
man after a series of incidents 
which included the man siccing 
his own dogs on officers.

The pit bulls retreated after 
being confronted by the police, 
including Demirci, who had re-
leased the Titan. 

“Dogs are like people, they’re 
all unique, but Titan, he’s phe-
nomenal,” said Deputy Frank 
O’Neill. “I think he’s proved 
that. He’s awesome. A lot of that 
is the dog but a lot of it can be 
contributed to the handler.”

AN ANCHOR WITH TEETH
O’Neill wants to be a K9 han-

dler and volunteered last week 
to be the decoy, the toy, the guy 
in the bite suit—whatever you 
want to call it—because that’s 
how K9 officers get their start. 
They see what it feels like on the 
receiving end and get a feel for 
how the human-and-dog teams 
fine tune their tactics.

O’Neill had hidden in the 
woods and been found by the 
dogs—and at one point, was 
on the ground while Titan 
clung to his arm like an anchor 
with teeth. When Demirci 
approached, Titan started to 
whine even as he tightened his 
grip.

“He’s saying, Dad I want to 
keep playing,” Truslow said.

“He’s just like a big ol’ baby,” 
Demirci added.

But that baby had to be pulled 
off O’Neill and that was no easy 
task. Demirci grabbed the dog’s 
choke collar and kept applying 
pressure until Titan, still whin-
ing, let go. The handlers have 
verbal commands to make the 
dogs release, but also use the 
manual method.

Demirci said they don’t want 
a suspect to hear the release 
command and take the chance 
to hurt the dog. Or, the suspect 
may grab his injury and the dog 
might interpret that as aggres-
sion and bite a second time, 
Truslow said.

For another scenario—a rou-
tine traffic stop—O’Neill got 
the easy part. He was the driver 
and he came out with his hands 
up when Demirci shouted that 
he was part of the Stafford K9 
team, that if the suspect didn’t 
announce himself, he would re-
lease the dog.

“He’ll find you and he’ll bite 
you,” Demirci said with a hefty 
dose of intimidation.

Fellow K9 handler, Deputy 
Dominic Feller, was the decoy 
and he sat in the passenger seat, 
refusing to come out. He was 
wearing a new bite suit, a $1,500 
item that provided a layer of 
padding inside looked more like 
street clothes than some of the 
puffier versions of old.

He and fellow officers showed 
no mercy as they teased Fer-
rell about the rust-colored suit, 
saying it matched his eyes and 

looked good on him. “He’s got 
his skinny jeans on,” Demirci 
said.

It was no laughing matter 
when Ferrell ran from the car 
and Titan was released. He 
grabbed the 300-pound officer 
by the left arm and brought him 
to the ground. Other officers 
yelled, “What a catch,” as Titan 
latched on and Ferrell grimaced.

While the suit protected him 
from punctures, it didn’t elimi-
nate the pressure and Ferrell 
said it felt like his skin was roll-
ing. He’s not prone to bruising, 
but said he knew he’d be black 
and blue later.

‘BITING BIGFOOT’
Police dogs are trained to bite 

major muscle groups only—
arms and legs—not the face, 
neck, back or groin where they 
would do more damage. The 
goal is to apprehend, and in most 
cases, suspects are left with four 
bite marks, Demirci said.

“If they’re not compliant, it 
can get a lot worse,” he said.

The way Rip likes to shake his 
head when he’s biting or Titan 
gives an extra yank, the same 

way a cat lets go of a bird so it can 
swat it again, the dogs clearly 
could pull an arm out of socket 
or dislocate a shoulder if the 
person fights them.

Ferrell’s fellow officers de-
cided it would be good for him 
to do just that and to let Titan 
break in the new suit. Between 
bites, Demirci pulled Titan off, 
using the choke collar again, and 
Ferrell got repositioned as if he 
were going to block the dog with 
another extremity.

If Titan had been wearing a 
bit, he would have been champ-
ing at it. As Demirci held him 
back, slightly off the ground 
in the split seconds between 
moves, Titan’s paws clawed 
the air, revving up for release. 
Sometimes, they touched the 
ground and stirred up dust in his 
eagerness to go.

Bringing down Ferrell was 
like “biting Bigfoot,” Demirci 
said, and demonstrated how 
an 85-pound dog can take out a 
dangerous threat two or three 
times his body weight.

“That makes our lives easier 
and safer,” the K9 officer said, 
“and mitigates the risk to peo-
ple.”

‘LIKE A WOLF’
Several dogs in the unit have 

never apprehended a suspect, 
even though they’ve been called 
to the scene repeatedly. Titan 
doesn’t get deployed any more 
often, it’s just been the luck of 
the draw in terms of the calls 
he’s gotten, Demirci said.

Lots of times, suspects will 
surrender as soon as the officer 
announces that K9s are present. 
If that doesn’t do it, their bark-
ing usually will, Truslow said.

Demirci wants the police dogs 
to command respect, not abject 
fear.

“We don’t want people to 
think we’re out here destroy-
ing lives,” he said. “No one likes 
hurting other people by siccing 
a dog after them, but the only 
stuff that gets any attention is 
the people getting bit.”

But once more, it’s clear from 
the other officers than Titan 
is a force to be reckoned with. 
During one exercise that in-
cluded a Sheriff’s Office drone 
overhead—so the dogs could 
get used to the noise it makes 
and not be distracted—O’Neill 
again put on the bite suit and hid 
in tall grass.

Rip, with his black muzzle, 
reddish body and legs like a 
deer, took the scenic route get-
ting to the suspect, relishing the 
chance to run in wide circles and 
feel the breeze through his ears.

Titan later ran, not as fast as 
Rip, but took a more direct route 
to the hiding suspect.

“Isn’t he pretty?” Demirci 
said, watching Titan from atop a 
hill. “He’s prancing around like 
a gazelle.”

Ferrell, who’d felt Titan’s bite 
two days earlier, described him 
another way.

“He’s like a wolf in his natural 
habitat,” he said.
Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425
cdyson@freelancestar.com

TITAN
► FROM A1

photos by TRISTAN LOREI / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Sgt. Baris Dimirci restrains and yells instructions to his dog, Titan, after pulling him off the 
‘suspect’ during a training exercise. Titan has developed a reputation for finding suspects.

Deputy Franco Martinez holds back Mija, his K9, as he lets  
her out of the squad car for a training exercise in Stafford.

Joint Legislative Audit and 
Review Commission last 
year.

And it suggests giv-
ing courts more scope to 
review state agency deci-
sions denying such ben-
efits as Medicaid coverage, 
food stamps and the grants 
that help people pay for 
assisted living facilities. 
Now, courts are limited 
to asking if an agency had 
evidence before it when 
making a decision, but 
not whether the decision 
addressed an individual’s 
actual needs.

“Urgent action is needed 
to promote realistic op-
tions for Virginians who 
need assisted living care,” 
the council said. “Many 
older people with disabili-
ties are not able to cover 
their housing and other 
living expenses with that 
amount, and thus could 
not use the waiver” that 
allows the use of Medicaid 
funds for non-medical at-
home support services.

The council also asked 
the General Assembly to 
expand a tax credit meant 
to help older or disabled 

Virginians buy or modify 
housing. The credit is now 
capped at $5,000 or 50% of 
the cost of modifications.

“An estimated 1 in 10 
Virginians have a dis-
ability. More than 25% of 
Virginians will be over the 
age of 60 by the year 2025. 
For these individuals, ac-
cessible housing is a high 
priority,” the council said.

Elderly Virginians’ ac-
cess to help when they 
need it “is a must, now and 
in the future,” said state 
Sen. Monty Mason, D–
Williamsburg, who repre-
sents an area that has be-
come a mecca for retirees.

He said many elderly 
and disabled individuals 
struggle to find places in 
assisted living facilities, 
because the state’s “auxil-
iary grant” program that’s 
intended to help cover the 
bill, falls far short of the 
real cost.

The grant was increased 
last  year  to $1 ,609 a 
month, but that’s a frac-
tion of what assisted living 
facilities pay to provide a 
place to live, meals, medi-
cation management and 
help with a range of the 
day to day things everyone 
needs to do.

As a result, the number 

of assisted living facility 
operators who accept indi-
viduals with the grants has 
declined over the years, 
the council said.

“I visited one just the 
other day where it cost 
$4,800 a month, $7,800 
for memory care … what 
business ... is going to ac-
cept payment that’s one-
third the cost of doing 
business?” Mason said.

“If we could get it a little 
closer to the cost, maybe 
we can start saying ‘if you 
want a license, you need to 
take one or two auxiliary 
grant recipients,’ ” he said.

Mason said he was in-
trigued by the council’s 
mention that some states, 
unlike Virginia, allow 
their Medicaid programs 
to pay for assisted living 
facility care. He said that 
might be another approach 
to boost access for those 
who need it.

For aging and disabled 
Virginians who want to 
stay at home but need help 
to do so, Virginia Medic-
aid’s monthly “home- and 
community-based sup-
ports allowance, capped 
at $2,288.75, or 165% of 
Social Security’s Supple-
mental Security Income, 
also falls short of what 

such help actually costs, 
the council said.

It suggests raising the 
cap to 200% of SSI, a move 
that state Sen. Barba-
ra Favola, D–Arlington 
proposed last year, but 
that did make into the 
state budget. Her pro-
posal would have added 
$4.3 million to the state’s 
share of the $19.8 billion 
Medicaid budget for this 
year, while drawing $4.4 
million of federal money to 
the joint state and federal 
health insurance program 
for the elderly, disabled 
and impoverished.

The council also wants 
the legislature to set mini-
mum staffing levels for 
nursing homes, something 
the General Assembly has 
declined to do for roughly 
two decades.

Virginia is one of 16 
states that do not set staff-
ing minimums. A 2021 
study by the General As-
sembly’s Joint Commis-
sion on Health Care found 
that one-fifth of Virginia’s 
nursing homes are not 
meeting federal Centers 
for Medicare and Medic-
aid Services expectations 
for total direct care hours 
per resident, the council 
noted.

AGING
► FROM A1

By The Associated Press

WARSAW, Poland—A new 
regulation that came into 
force in Poland Saturday 
requiring pregnancy in-
formation to be uploaded 
to the national digital 
system has raised con-
cerns among women’s 
organizations that it could 
be another means for the 
conservative government 
to control women’s lives.

Women’s groups sug-
gest the Health Ministry 
regulation would enable 
authorities to monitor 
pregnancies as another 
means of control in the 
country with a very strict 
anti-abortion law.

The ministry had de-
nied this, saying the regu-
lation stems from Euro-
pean Union directives and 
will help doctors treat pa-
tients by providing them 
with vital information 
quickly.

“In today’s Poland ev-
ery change relating to 
reproduction, and espe-
cially when it calls for 

collecting of sensitive 
personal information, is 
met with suspicion of bad 
intentions,” says Krysty-
na Kacpura, head of the 
FEDERA, Foundation for 
Women and Family Plan-
ning.

FEDERA has called on 
women to remain calm 
but stay vigilant about the 
regulation that’s popularly 
referred to as “pregnancy 
register.”

Under Poland’s right-
wing government, abor-
tion is allowed in only if 
the pregnancy threatens 
the woman’s health or re-
sults from crime like rape 
or incest. Women are not 
penalized for abortions, 
only those performing or 
assisting in them.

A provision allowing 
abortion of fetuses with 
genetic defects was pro-
nounced unconstitutional 
by a top court, the Consti-
tutional Tribunal, whose 
rulings often fall in line 
with the ruling party’s 
views.

Poland adds pregnancy 
to patients’ medical data



“I didn’t know how to deal 
with it, I didn’t know how to 
ask for help,” he said. “I tried 
to bury it, I tried to ignore it, 
I tried to do everything to act 
like I didn’t have a problem.”

When the now 37-year-
old started taking more pain 
medicine than doctors pre-
scribed, along with alcohol 
and, later, whatever street 
drugs he could get his hands 
on, things got even worse.

“That just fueled an addic-
tion that got way out of hand 
and I couldn’t quit, with my 
best attempts,” Rein said. “I 
didn’t understand the power 
of addiction.”

The arresting officer, who 
charged him with two counts 
of possession of heroin and 

fentanyl, knew that those who 
served in the military some-
times have trouble readjust-
ing to life outside a war zone. 
The officer recommended 
that Rein, who goes by Rick, 
seek help through the Rap-
pahannock Regional Veterans 
Treatment Docket, an inten-
sive program for former ser-
vice members in legal trouble.

Rein did just that and grad-
uated from the 18-month 
program on Thursday. The 
Spotsylvania County Cir-
cuit Court was filled with 
people who applauded his 
efforts, including eight other 
veterans in various phases 
of the program, former ser-
vicemembers who volunteer 
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As an Army Ranger injured three different times in Iraq—from gunfire,  
an explosive device and even a grenade blast to the face—Richard Rein tried to cope  

with memories from battle and the loss of his buddies.
But nothing would make the nightmares go away. He felt guilty for surviving  

and remorse for things he’d done, even though his actions on the Iraqi battlefield  
earned him three Purple Hearts as well as a Bronze Star with a combat “V” for valor.

‘A level of bravery that 
most people can’t face’

PHOTOS BY TRISTAN LOREI / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Allen Roach (left) hugs Rick Rein after Rein’s graduation from the Rappahannock Regional Veterans Treatment Docket 
in Spotsylvania. Roach and Rein met through similar treatment programs at the court and are co-workers at Tree Times.

Virginia Attorney General Jason Miyares, the guest 
speaker for the graduation, honors Rein and others.

VETERAN COURT GRADUATE BEATS THE ODDS

SEE VETERANS, A16

By ZEKE MILLER and JOSH BOAK
Associated Press

WASHINGTON—President Joe 
Biden tested positive for CO-
VID-19 again Saturday, slightly 
more than three days after he 
was cleared to exit coronavirus 
isolation, the White House said, 
in a rare case of “rebound” fol-
lowing treatment with an anti-
viral drug.

White House physician Dr. 
Kevin O’Connor said in a letter 
that Biden “has experienced no 
reemergence of symptoms, and 
continues to feel quite well.” 
O’Connor said “there is no rea-
son to reinitiate treatment at this 
time.”

In accordance with Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention 
guidelines, Biden will reenter 
isolation for at least five days. He 
will isolate at the White House 
until he tests negative. The 
agency says most rebound cases 
remain mild and that severe dis-
ease during that period has not 
been reported.

Just as when Biden first test-
ed positive, the White House 
sought to show he was still 
working. The president sent out 
a picture of himself masked and 
tieless on Twitter, which showed 
him signing a declaration that 
added individual assistance for 
flood survivors in Kentucky.

The president followed up by 
tweeting out a 12-second video 
of him on a White House balcony 
with his dog, Commander.

“I’m feeling fine, everything is 
good,” said Biden, a pair of avia-
tor sunglasses in his hand. “But 
Commander and I got a little 
work to do.”

The president also took time 
on Saturday to have a FaceTime 
conversation with people camp-
ing outside the U.S. Capitol who 
are seeking health benefits for 
military veterans exposed to 
toxic substances from burn pits 
during their service, according to 
White House chief of staff Ron 
Klain. A bill to provide expanded 
benefits failed to clear the Senate 
on Wednesday. Veterans Affairs 
Secretary Denis McDonough 
brought the group pizza and the 
phone connection to talk with 
the president.

“Feel better,” a member of the 
group told Biden in a video of 
the call posted to Twitter. Later, 
in a tweet, the president said he 

Biden’s 
COVID is 
back; he’s 
isolating
PRESIDENT TESTS POSITIVE 
FOR VIRUS IN ‘REBOUND’ 
INFECTION, DOCTOR SAYS 

SEE BIDEN, A16

By DYLAN LOVAN  
and BRUCE SCHREINER
Associated Press

P R E S TO N B U RG , Ky.—
Some residents of Ap-
pa lach ia  retu rned to 
flood-ravaged homes and 
communities on Saturday 

to shovel mud and debris 
and to salvage what they 
could, while Kentucky’s 
governor said search and 
rescue operations were 
ongoing in the region 
swamped by torrential 
rains days earlier that led 
to deadly flash flooding.

Rescue crews were con-
tinuing the struggle to get 
into hard-hit areas, some 

of them among the poorest 
places in America. Dozens 
of deaths have been con-
firmed and the number is 
expected to grow.

In the tiny community 
of Wayland, Kentucky, 
Phillip Michael Caudill 
was working Saturday to 
clean up debris and recov-
er what he could from the 
home he shares with his 

wife and three children. 
The waters had receded 
from the house but left a 
mess behind along with 
questions about what he 
and his family will do 
next.

“We’re just hoping we 
can get some help,” said 
Caudill, who is staying 
with his family at Jenny 

Cleanup begins after Appalachian floods
AS SEARCH EFFORTS 
CONTINUE, SOME 
RETURN TO HOMES

Timothy D. Easley / Associated Press

Volunteers help clear mud and debris on a flood-
damaged property in Hindman, Ky., on Saturday. SEE Appalachia, A6
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as mentors to the partici-
pants and even Virginia 
Attorney General Jason 
Miyares, who was guest 
speaker at the event.

“Going through this 
program shows a level of 
bravery that most people 
sometimes can’t face,” 
Miyares said as he stood 
in the courtroom and ad-
dressed his remarks to 
Rein. “Sometimes we’re 
not wired to admit that 
we need help, we’re not 
wired to say that we could 
get through only with the 
help of others (who are) in 
that foxhole figuratively 
with us.”

Rein certainly acknowl-
edged those who gave him 
the “direction and ac-
countability” he needed—
the treatment specialists, 
probation officers, coun-
selors and his own mentor, 
Daniel Cortez, whom Rein 
said was available when-
ever he needed help, day or 
night. However, Rein had 
to toe the line and get him-
self to mandatory screen-
ings and sessions—which 
took place almost daily in 
the first year—or he would 
face sanctions or even 
possible dismissal.

“It felt so good being 
back with military core 
values,” Rein said. “You 
guys have truly saved my 
life.”

Rein served with the 
75th Ranger Regiment, 
a Fort Benning, Georgia, 
unit that describes itself as 
a “lethal, agile and flexible 
force, capable of conduct-
ing many complex, joint 
special operations mis-
sions.”

Judge Ricardo Rigual, 
who helped create the 
treatment program for 
veterans with Spotsylva-
nia County deputy public 
defender Wendy Har-
ris and state Sen. Bryce 
Reeves, reminded Rein 
that he’d undertaken a 
different kind of mission 
when he signed onto the 
veterans docket.

Rigual recalled what he 
told Rein the first day he 
saw him—that the pro-
gram was designed to help 
him get back to the man he 
was and that those around 
him would provide guid-
ance and coaching.

“But I want you to real-
ize when you leave here 
that you’re the one who did 
this,” the judge said. “This 
wasn’t a gift bestowed 
upon you. You made the 
choice to help yourself and 
here you stand, the man 
you were before, the man 

you are today, the man 
you’ve always been.”

Rein fulfilled his obli-
gations with such deter-
mination that “he should 
be the national poster 
veteran for our program,” 
Cortez said. He mentioned 
Rein’s work at the Oxford 
House in Fredericksburg, 
where he has led veterans 
and other residents trying 
to end their addiction to 
drugs and alcohol.

Ann Baker, probation 
program manager with 
Rappahannock Regional 
Jail, said Rein was the 
first one to go through the 
program without a single 
sanction.

“That is a really big 
deal,” she said. “He wasn’t 
even five minutes late to 
any of his meetings.”

Rein is the eighth gradu-
ate of the program that 
started in 2018, specifi-
cally for Spotsylvania 

County residents. It has 
expanded to serve veter-
ans throughout the region 

and has worked with for-
mer service members from 
every locality in the region 

except Caroline County, 
Harris said.

Rein thanked his em-
ployer, Billy Kelley, also a 
veteran, for giving him a 
job and the time off that 
he needed to meet all the 
program obligations.

“The guy has really ex-
celled,” said Kelley, who 
runs Tree Times in Staf-
ford County. “It’s amazing 
what he’s done for himself 
in the short time we’ve 
been working together. 
His leadership skills are 
phenomenal and his work 
ethic’s great. Being prior 
military myself, I know 
what Rick is capable of and 
his go-getter skills.”

One of Rein’s three 
combat injuries involved 
being shot several times 
in the ankle and once in 
the upper right thigh, but 
that hasn’t kept him from 
physical labor. He’s a tree 
climber in Kelley’s com-

pany.
“It hurts some days, 

but I still get up,” Rein 
said, adding he’s not about 
to squander the second 
chance he’s been given. 
Plus, being high off the 
ground “cures that adren-
alin rush that I like to 
feed.”

Rein also suffered seri-
ous injuries when a blast 
from a rocket-propelled 
grenade went across his 
face on Jan. 4, 2005. That 
was his third injury and 
the one that took him out 
of service. He’d resisted 
leaving after the first two 
times he was hurt because 
he wanted to stay with his 
unit.

The former R a nger 
didn’t go into a lot of de-
tails about the night of 
the grenade attack except 
to say it claimed the lives 
of his two best friends. 
He suffered trauma to 
the front of his brain and 
needed massive dental 
work to his jaw and nine 
plastic surgeries at Wal-
ter Reed Army Medical 
Center.

At Thursday’s court ap-
pearance, his face showed 
a few small scars but not 
the damage one might ex-
pect. Rein said skin grafts, 
and a goatee, helped cover 
the worst of it.

A more noticeable fea-
ture was a Viking braid 
that ran down the back 
of his head. His fiancée, 
Victoria Ratliff, braided 
his blondish hair for him 
that day. While Rein said 
he was “super nervous” 
standing in front of the 
court and special guests, 
one of the few times a 
smile replaced his jitters 
was when Cortez talked 
about the couple.

“It moves me every time 
I see them together be-
cause all I see is true love,” 
Cortez said.

Rein and Ratliff plan 
to wed in October and 
Cortez, a marriage com-
missioner, will perform 
the ceremony. The couple 
plans to live in a house 
they just bought in Staf-
ford and to unite their 
families. Both have chil-
dren from previous rela-
tionships.

“This program helped 
me believe I was a per-
son worth saving and 
that’s the biggest lesson 
I learned,” Rein said. “To 
the others in this program, 
the only advice I can give 
you is to pour every ounce 
of strength and energy you 
have into this program and 
your recovery. Your future 
deserves it.”
Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425
cdyson@freelancestar.com

VETERANS
► FROM A1

PARTICIPANTS NEED HELP GETTING THERE

Getting participants in the Rap-
pahannock Regional Veterans 
Treatment Docket to mandatory 
counseling, treatment sessions, 
support meetings and court appear-
ances can be trying due to transpor-
tation problems, said Wendy Harris, 
deputy public defender in Spotsyl-
vania County.
She and Judge Ricardo Rigual 
helped start the program in 2018 
along with support from the Com-
monwealth’s Attorney, Sheriff’s 

Office and Rappahannock Regional 
Jail. It’s modeled after drug-court 
programs and offers veterans the 
chance to have charges dismissed 
if they complete the intensive 
18-month program. Only nonviolent 
offenders are eligible.
At Thursday’s regular session, Rigual 
checked in with eight veterans going 
through the five program phases 
and asked if each had any problems. 
One woman said she’d been late to 
a mandatory meeting because of 

transportation issues. Rigual con-
gratulated her for also mentioning 
solutions she’d considered, to keep 
from being late again, but said he 
still had to impose a sanction against 
her. He added another half hour 
to her community service require-
ments.
Many veterans have lost driver’s li-
censes after being charged with driv-
ing under the influence, Harris said. 
Rigual has drafted legislation, asking 
Virginia to not impose that restric-

tion on veterans going through this 
type of treatment program. In the 
first year alone, they’re required to 
attend sessions almost every day, 
Harris said.
One graduate told the court that he’d 
paid Uber drivers more than $800 
per month to get him to sessions.
Each veteran has a mentor assigned 
and all are former service members 
who volunteer their time just like 
all the court, police and jail officials 

involved with the program. Men-
tors try to drive veterans to as many 
appointments as they can but some 
have limited availability because of 
full-time jobs, Harris said.
She said the program is always is 
need of donations of gift cards for 
Uber and Lyft rides, as well as more 
volunteer mentors. Anyone inter-
ested can contact her at wbharris@
vadefenders.org.
—Cathy Dyson
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Daniel Cortez, chairman of the National Vet Court 
Alliance and Rein’s mentor, introduces Rein in court.

A $20,000 DONATION

The National Vet Court 
Alliance, a Stafford County-
based group focused on 
increasing the number of 
veterans dockets nation-
wide and decreasing the 
prevalence of suicide among 
former service members, 
donated $20,000 last 
week to the Rappahannock 
Regional Veterans Treat-
ment Docket.
The money came from a 
partnership between the 
alliance and lead sponsor 
GOYA foods, said Daniel 
Cortez, group chairman. He 
and Bob Unanue, CEO of 
GOYA, previously served 
together on a national com-
mission.
Cortez said the partnership 

will work to raise $1 million 
as seed money for construc-
tion of a local complex to 
serve veterans throughout 
the Fredericksburg region. 
The effort is needed, Cortez 
said, to combat national sta-
tistics cited on the alliance’s 
website, which states an av-
erage of 20 to 22 veterans 
die by suicide every day and 
more than 500,000 face 
legal problems.
“Our veterans are the back-
bone of our nation,” Unanue 
said. “GOYA is proud to 
stand with the National 
Vet Court Alliance and the 
compassionate actions of 
Virginia’s Veteran Treatment 
Courts and Dockets.”
—Cathy Dyson

TRISTAN LOREI / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Victoria Ratliff, Rick Rein’s fiancée, smiles at Rein 
after his graduation ceremony in Spotsylvania.

file / Peter Cihelka / The Free Lance–Star

Rick Rein of Tree Times assesses the broken limbs of a pin oak along Colonial Street in Fredericksburg.

had planned to meet with 
families at the Capitol but 
that his positive test “got 
in the way.”

Word of Biden’s positive 
test came—he had been 
negative Friday morning—
just two hours after the 
White House announced a 
presidential visit to Michi-
gan this coming Tuesday 
to highlight the passage of 
a bill to promote domestic 
high-tech manufacturing. 
Biden had also been sched-
uled to visit his home in 
Wilmington, Delaware, on 
Sunday morning, where 
first lady Jill Biden has 
been staying while the 
president was positive. 
Both trips have been can-
celed as Biden has returned 
to isolation.

Biden, 79, was treated 
with the anti-viral drug 
Paxlovid after he first 
tested positive on July 21. 
He tested negative for the 
virus on this past Tuesday 
and Wednesday. He was 
then cleared to leave isola-
tion while wearing a mask 
indoors. His positive tests 
puts him among the mi-
nority of those prescribed 
the drug to experience a 
rebound case of the virus.

White House COVID-19 
coordinator Dr. Ashish Jha 
told reporters on Monday 
that data “suggests that 
between 5 and 8 percent of 
people have rebound” after 
Paxlovid treatment.

“Acknowledging the 
potential for so-called 
‘rebound’ COVID positiv-
ity observed in a small 
percentage of patients 
treated with Paxlovid, the 

President increased his 
tested cadence, to protect 
people around him and to 
assure early detection of 
any return of viral replica-
tion,” O’Connor wrote in 
his letter.

O’Connor cited negative 

tests for Biden from Tues-
day evening, Wednesday 
morning, Thursday morn-
ing and Friday morning, 
before Saturday morning’s 
positive result by antigen 
testing. “This in fact rep-
resents ‘rebound’ positiv-

ity,” he wrote.
According to the CDC, 

those with rebound CO-
VID should isolate for at 
least five days, ending 
that if a fever has resolved 
itself for 24 hours without 
medication and symptoms 
have improved. The pa-
tient “should wear a mask 
for a total of 10 days after 
rebound symptoms start-
ed. Some people continue 
to test positive after day 10 
but are considerably less 
likely to shed infectious 
virus.”

Both the Food and Drug 
Administration and Pfizer 
point out that 1% to 2% 
of people in Pfizer’s origi-
nal study on Paxlovid 
saw their virus levels re-
bound after 10 days. The 
rate was about the same 
among people taking the 
drug or dummy pills, “so 

it is unclear at this point 
that this is related to drug 
treatment,” according to 
the FDA.

While Biden was testing 
negative, he returned to 
holding in-person indoor 
events and meetings with 
staff at the White House 
and was wearing a mask, 
in accordance with CDC 
guidelines. But the presi-
dent removed his mask 
indoors when delivering 
remarks on Thursday and 
during a meeting with 
CEOs on the White House 
complex.

Asked why Biden ap-
peared to be breaching 
CDC protocols, press sec-
retary Karine Jean-Pierre 
said, “They were socially 
distanced. They were far 
enough apart. So we made 
it safe for them to be to-
gether, to be on that stage.”

BIDEN
► FROM A1

Susan Walsh / Associated Press

President Joe Biden tested positive for COVID-19 
on Saturday in what’s described as a ‘rebound’ case.
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By CATHY DYSON
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

As the parents of Madelyn Ann Hoad 
welcomed their baby home—after she 
spent her first six weeks in the NICU—
they came to realize a lot of people played 
a part in her safe arrival.

Jessica Witter and Tyler Hoad got 
help from first responders, friends and 
strangers they encountered as they made 
a perilous journey from King George 
County to Mary Washington Hospital 
during the early January blizzard.

A fire department brush truck with a 
snow plow attached literally paved the 
way for the ambulance carrying Wit-
ter, whose life was in jeopardy, along 
with that of her unborn baby. Once she 
arrived at the hospital, the pregnant 
woman said she felt like she was in a 
medical TV drama as emergency work-
ers enveloped her—and then little Mad-
die, who was born more than 2 months 
early—with care and concern.

“I just wanted to thank everybody 
because I am so grateful for being alive 
and for our baby being alive,” the mom 
said. “It was honestly the most terrify-
ing thing I’ve ever experienced, I was 
bleeding to death. Everybody did every-
thing they could to get us to the hospital 
safely.”

Witter said “it’s taken a while to kind 
of get back to normal” and to resume a 
new routine as little Maddie has taken 
her place in the family. Witter has four 

older children and Hoad, one.
Their story illustrates the way a com-

munity came together to help a woman 
whose already high-risk pregnancy de-
veloped an even more dangerous compli-
cation at the worst possible time.

“I can’t overstate how the whole team 
came together to help,” said Chief David 
Moody with King George’s Department 
of Fire, Rescue and Emergency Services.

King George had triple the number of 
normal calls on that snowy day, Moody 
said, citing countless county workers 
and residents who stepped in to help.

‘HIGH RISK, TIMES THREE’
Witter woke up on Jan. 3 to a raging 

snowstorm—and heavy bleeding. She 
wasn’t due for another nine or 10 weeks 
and her labor hadn’t started, but a seri-
ous complication was at work.

A few years earlier, Witter had an ab-
lation, a procedure in which the uterus 
lining was removed to reduce men-
strual bleeding. As she understood it, 
she couldn’t get pregnant afterward, so 
when she and Hoad found out otherwise, 
“that was a super surprise,” she said.

But it also made her prone to miscar-
riage or problems with the pregnancy. 
Also, she would be age 35 by the time she 

Dangerous birth during 
blizzard ends with joy

TRISTAN LOREI / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Jessica Witter smiles and looks at Tyler Hoad as she holds their daughter, Madelyn, in their home in King George 
County on Tuesday. Madelyn’s birth is a story that would have ended in tragedy were it not for a team of helpers.

KING GEORGE FIRE AND RESCUE

The dash camera of King George’s 
brush truck shows the blizzard-like 
conditions in the region on Jan. 3.

‘I AM SO GRATEFUL FOR BEING ALIVE AND FOR OUR BABY’

SEE BABY, A5

By JIM HEINTZ, YURAS KARMANAU, 
VLADIMIR ISACHENKOV 
and DASHA LITVINOVA
Associated Press

KYIV, Ukraine—Russian forces 
laid siege to two strategic Ukrai-
nian seaports Wednesday and 
pressed their 
b o m b a r d -
ment of the 
country’s sec-
ond-biggest 
city, while the 
huge armored 
c o l u m n 
threatening 
Kyiv appeared stalled outside 
the capital.

Moscow’s isolation deepened, 
meanwhile, when most of the 
world lined up against it at the 
United Nations to demand it 
withdraw from Ukraine. And the 
prosecutor for the International 
Criminal Court opened an inves-
tigation into possible war crimes.

A second round of talks aimed 
at ending the fighting was 
expected Thursday, but there 
appeared to be little common 
ground between the two sides.

Russia reported its military 
casualties for the first time 
since the invasion began last 

Support 
for Russia 
wanes as 
war rages

Francisco Seco / Associated Press

Pro-Ukrainian protesters 
hold up placards and wave 
Ukrainian flags in Istanbul.

By ADELE UPHAUS–CONNER
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

The Spotsylvania School 
Board agreed Tuesday to hire a 
consulting firm to conduct the 
search for a new superintendent, 
but accomplished little else dur-
ing another disorderly meeting.

The board had to call a 5-min-
ute recess midway through the 
meeting after a chaotic 15 min-
utes during which Battlefield 
District representative Nicole 
Cole asked other members to 
stop talking while she had the 
floor, Chair Kirk Twigg called 
for votes on a motion while 
other members wanted to con-
tinue discussion, Chancellor 

Spotsy to 
ask for help 
finding new 
school chief

SEE Schools, A5

AT RISK >> 
Disabled  
refugees most 
vulnerable in 
exodus from 
Ukraine. B4

MOSCOW, UKRAINE TALKS 
EXPECTED, BUT END OF 
FIGHTING SEEMS UNLIKELY

By James Scott Baron
The Free Lance–Star

Stafford County supervisors 
voted 4–3 Tuesday to hold an 
April 5 public hearing on the 
county’s proposed new tax rates 
which take effect July 1.

Supervisors voted to set the 
advertised real estate tax rate for 
fiscal year 2023 at .885 cents per 
$100 of assessed value, down 
from the existing rate of 97 
cents, to help fuel the county’s 
proposed $700 million operat-
ing budget.

But even at that advertised 
rate, which supervisors cannot 
exceed when they take their fi-
nal vote in April, it will still cost 
the average Stafford homeowner 
more than it did last year.

“So at the [.885] percent tax 
rate, the average real estate bill 
would be about $3,416, or about 
$249 more per year than last 
year for that average home-
owner,” County Administrator 
Fred Presley told supervisors 
two weeks ago.

The latest county real es-
tate assessment revealed a 24 

percent increase in residential 
property values and an 11 per-
cent rise in commercial prop-
erty values since the last assess-
ment two years ago.

Commissioner of the Rev-
enue Scott Mayausky said when 
property values increase as they 
did with this latest reassess-
ment, the county can calculate 
an “effective tax rate,” to bring 
in approximately the same 
amount of revenue. In this case, 
the effective rate is 78 cents, 
but Presley warned supervisors 
that dropping the tax rate to the 

effective rate would take many 
projects planned in the next fis-
cal year completely off the table.

“So at 78 cents, if you were to 
go to the effective rate, which 
would result in approximately 
a $9.75 million decrease in this 
year’s budget,” Presley said. 
“It would also result in about a 
$23.2 million decrease in every-
thing I just presented to you.”

Although Supervisors Meg 
Bohmke, Darrell English and 
Crystal Vanuch did not pub-
licly announce which rate they 

Stafford supervisors advertise tax rates, discuss redistricting

SEE Stafford, A5

SEE UKRAINE, A6
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delivered, which put her 
at higher risk. Her doctor 
also diagnosed a condition 
in which the placenta was 
too low in the cervix.

“That made me high 
risk, times three,” she 
said, noting she’d seen a 
specialist who feared an-
other problem—that the 
placenta would grow into 
the uterus. “Pretty much, 
the scare was if I started 
bleeding, I would have 
uncontrollable bleeding 
and bleed out. I had a lot of 
stuff against me.”

W hen the bleed i ng 
started, Hoad called 911 
and learned the ambulance 
might not be able to get to 
their home in the Comorn 
area of King George. As 
much as 2 inches of snow 
was falling each hour and 
pine trees were snapping 
like twigs and covering 
roadways.

Hoad said he’d try to get 
Witter to a nearby road to 
meet the ambulance, but 
couldn’t get his car out of 
the driveway.

“I was just chucking 
towels at her, trying to 
stop the bleeding,” the 
father said. “I’ve never 
seen that amount of blood 
before.”

‘WORST-CASE SCENARIO’
As Witter started walk-

ing from the driveway, 
King George Sheriff’s 
Deputy James Simmons 
pulled up in his Ford Ex-
plorer. His wife, Shawn, is 
the administrative health 
and safety chief with the 
county’s fire and res-
cue department, and she 
knew Witter was facing “a 
worst-case scenario.”

She asked her husband if 
he could get to Witter. He 
loaded the couple into his 
Explorer and was trying to 
take them to meet the am-
bulance, but some areas 
looked like “a bomb went 
off,” Witter said.

P e o p l e  w e r e  c u t-
ting down trees to clear 
roads—and Hoad and 
Simmons joined in sev-
eral times, trying to get 
the pregnant passenger 
through the snow. But 
when they reached one 
area where a massive tree 
was down, the deputy had 
to stop.

He saw a Jeep on the 
other side of the tree and 
asked the driver if he’d 
take the emergency pa-

tient to meet the ambu-
lance. Witter has no idea 
who the person was—and 
she’d sure like to thank 
him. He lifted her into the 
Jeep, and off she and Hoad 
went. They waited at the 
top of a hill for the ambu-
lance.

One rescue squad had 
been dispatched from 
Fa i r v i e w  B e a c h  b u t 
couldn’t get to the couple, 
and a second from compa-
ny headquarters on State 
Route 3 was on another 
call. Shawn Simmons and 
Christina Degruy, who’s 
pregnant with her third 
child, were able to take 
another ambulance and 
reach Witter.

Shawn Simmons also 
asked if the department’s 
brush truck, with the plow 
in front, could come with 
the squad.

“That real ly proved 
to be extremely vital,” 
said Chief David Moody. 
“That’s probably the only 
time in history that we’ve 
actually had to plow from 
King George County all 
the way to Mary Washing-
ton Hospital. It went the 
entire distance.”

Even in Fredericksburg, 
roads were closed with 
jackknifed trucks and 
abandoned vehicles, and 
the squad had to detour 
through neighborhoods. 
Once Witter was dropped 
off at the hospital, the 
brush truck with the 
plow—initially manned 
by Rodney Ash and Kevin 
Cook—probably worked 
straight for the next 72 
hours, assisting with calls, 
Moody said.

‘IN THE NICK OF TIME’
Meanwhile, in the am-

bulance, Simmons and 
Degruy tried to keep the 
patient calm. Witter’s a 
dental assistant who regu-
larly takes her patients’ 
blood pressure, so every 
time the machine checked 
her vitals, Witter got more 
and more anxious about 
her dropping pressure.

It took about 2 hours and 
15 minutes for the entou-
rage to reach the hospital.

“They got me there and 
rushed me back to some 
room,” she said. “I felt like 
I was in a ‘Grey’s Anato-
my’ episode. There were 
like 10 to 15 people, all in 
masks and scrubs, ask-
ing questions and taking 
blood.”

Hoad hadn’t been able 
to ride with Witter in the 
ambulance, so the dep-

uty took him to a nearby 
Sheetz where he put out 
his own call for help. A 
Facebook friend drove him 
to the hospital.

He got to her room “in 
the nick of time,” Witter 
said, right before she was 
taken into emergency sur-
gery. The two were able to 
say goodbye, just in case, 
and she told him to tell all 
the kids she loved them. 
He later joked that it was 
part of her “I’m-gonna-
die” speech, but neither 
was laughing at that mo-
ment.

Surgeons delivered the 
baby through C-section 
and performed a hysterec-
tomy to stop the mother’s 
bleeding. She got two 
units of blood to make up 
for what she’d lost.

Meanwhile, little Mad-
die was evaluated in the 
neonatal intensive care 
unit. She weighed 3½ 
pounds. While her level 
of prematurity was one 
problem, an even bigger 
issue “really was the cir-
cumstances of her birth,” 
said Dr. Joshua Attridge, 
the neonatologist on duty. 
That kind of blood loss can 
be critical for both mother 
and baby, and Madelyn 
needed help breathing as 
well as a blood transfu-
sion.

Newborns are tested 
after birth and given an 
Apgar score based on their 
heart rate, reflexes, mus-
cle tone and breathing. 
Doctors like for babies to 
score between 6 and 8, At-
tridge said.

Madelyn’s score was 
2. “She really wasn’t do-
ing much on her own, not 
responding in the way we 
would have liked her to,” 
he said.

The NICU put in place 
its “golden hour process” 
with a team that included 
a doctor, nurses and respi-
ratory therapist along with 
the resuscitation equip-
ment needed to help the 
baby breathe, said Nancy 
Young, the NICU’s nurse 
manager. With the treat-
ments, and over the course 
of several weeks, Mad-
elyn eventually was able 
to breathe on her own. She 
also needed special IVs for 
feeding because she was 
unable to suck.

Most premature babies 
are able to leave the NICU 
when they reach what 
would have been their 
36th to 38th week of gesta-
tion.

“She was right at that 

point,” Attridge said. “De-
spite her rough start, she 
went home at 37 weeks, 
which was pretty impres-
sive.”

‘DESTINED FOR 
SOMETHING’

Young spent at least 15 
minutes every day with 
the parents when they vis-
ited Madelyn and she nev-
er heard the story about 
their perilous journey 
to the hospital until the 
day before the baby went 
home.

“This mom and dad 
were so dedicated and de-
voted to being present and 
doing all the right things 
for Madelyn,” Young said, 
adding how surprised she 
was when she heard about 
the trauma.

But now that little Mad-
die’s safe at home, Witter 
and Hoad have had time 
to reflect on what a tale 
they’ll have to tell when 
she’s older. Even with all 
that took place, Witter 
believes everything hap-
pened for a reason.

If it hadn’t been snow-
i n g ,  h e r  b o y f r i e n d 
wouldn’t have been at 
home and she would have 
faced the  emergency 
alone. She’s grateful the 
older children, who range 
in age from 4 to 11, were 
with other parents. It was 
traumatizing enough for 
her, she can’t imagine how 
it would be for a child to 
see all that blood.

Witter and Hoad won-
der what life has in store 
for little Maddie, given 
all she had to go through 
to get here. They laughed 
about comments the NICU 
nurses posted on Face-
book, including one from 
Nurse Stephanie Crabil in 
which she described the 
baby’s “mean mugs” and 
the way she cuts her eyes. 
Fellow nurse Jessica Lee 
said Madelyn has the best 
expressions and her fam-
ily will “always know what 
she’s thinking. No hiding 
that.”

Witter bel ieves her 
daughter’s “little attitude” 
illustrates her journey, so 
far.

“She had to make her 
début into this world ex-
traordinary. She’s just de-
fied all odds,” the mother 
said, looking at her little 
one. “You’re destined for 
something, baby girl, I just 
don’t know what it is.”
Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425 
cdyson@freelancestar.com
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The NICU nursing team at Mary Washington 
Hospital poses with little Madelyn and gift baskets.
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Madelyn Hoad is held by her mother, Jessica Witter. 
The baby is doing well after being born prematurely.
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representative Dawn Shel-
ley attempted to put for-
ward a substitute motion 
and School Board Clerk 
Dennis Martin tried to 
provide guidance on pro-
cedural rules.

Tuesday’s special meet-
ing was the first time the 
School Board discussed 
the process of replacing 
Scott Baker, who was fired 
without cause by a 4–3 
vote in January.

According to Virginia 
Code, school boards must 
appoint a superintendent 
within 180 days of a va-
cancy occurring. If a va-
cancy has not been filled 
within 120 days, the board 
must submit a report to the 
Department of Education 
“demonstrating its timely 
efforts to make an appoint-
ment” and may request up 

to an additional 180 days.
Shelley first requested 

Twigg call a special meet-
ing to discuss the process of 
replacing Baker on Jan. 30.

The board did not pub-
licly discuss the superin-
tendent search until the 
Feb. 14 regular meeting, 
when Monday’s special 
meeting was scheduled.

At the special meeting, 
board members argued for 
two hours over whether 
a motion stating that the 
board will hire an out-
side firm should include a 
specification that the firm 
be hired through a request 
for proposal process.

Lee Hill District repre-
sentative Lisa Phelps made 
the original motion stat-
ing that the board would 
hire an outside firm.

Shelley, Cole and Salem 
District representative 
Lorita Daniels requested 
that Phelps amend her mo-

tion to state that an RFP 
process would be followed.

“No guarantee of an RFP 
is concerning,” Shelley 
said. “I feel there will be a 
lack of transparency.”

Cole said that the formal 
RFP process will ensure 
there is agreed-upon cri-
teria that a firm will have 
to follow as it conducts the 
search.

“This is a serious matter 
and we need to make sure 
we have enough informed 
information and informed 
options that we can actually 
compare, off of an agree-
ment between us on the 
different criteria,” she said.

Phelps said her motion 
did not exclude the pos-
sibility of an RFP process.

She also said she is “not 
on board with RFP right 
now” because it is “a long 
process that will take our 
admin staff away from 
their jobs.”

Shelley then proposed 
a substitute motion that 
specified the board would 
follow the RFP process.

Vice Chair April Gil-
lespie proposed a second 
substitute motion stating 
only that the board will 
hire an outside firm and 
directing the school divi-
sion’s procurement officer 
to report back by Friday on 
how the selection of a firm 
should happen.

That motion passed 
4–3, with Shelley, Cole 
and Daniels dissenting, 
and reiterating that they 
wanted the RFP process to 
be part of the motion.

Phelps and Gillespie 
came to Tuesday’s meet-
ing with a proposal from 
GR Recruiting, a firm that, 
according to its website, 
specializes in “recruiting 
and supporting educa-
tional leaders.”

Fairfax County Public 

Schools is using GR Re-
cruiting to conduct a su-
perintendent search, and 
board members suggested 
the possibility of Spotsyl-
vania jumping on the exist-
ing contract with Fairfax.

Phelps said she received 
the proposal from GR 
Recruiting on Monday 
afternoon. She and Gil-
lespie said they have been 
conducting research on 
the superintendent search 
process.

Shelley said she ap-
preciated their effort, but 
raised another concern.

“This is supposed to be 
a board process,” Shel-
ley said, “not two people 
starting to do some re-
search on their own with-
out discussion.”

Gillespie said obtain-
ing the proposal from GR 
Recruiting was “not done 
with malintent” and that 
having the proposal does 

not mean the board is 
choosing the firm.

“We’re just trying to do 
our due diligence,” she said. 
“We figured everyone was 
doing their own research.”

According to the section 
of Virginia Code known 
as the Public Procure-
ment Act, “all procure-
ment procedures [must] 
be conducted in a fair and 
impartial manner with 
avoidance of any impro-
priety or appearance of 
impropriety, that all quali-
fied vendors have access to 
public business and that 
no offeror be arbitrarily or 
capriciously excluded.”

It was not clear Wednes-
day morning how the 
board plans to discuss the 
information it receives 
from the school division’s 
procurement officer.
Adele Uphaus–Conner:  
540/735-1973 
auphaus@freelancestar.com 
@flsadele
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preferred to set as the ad-
vertised rate, each voted 
against the .885 cent rate. 
Supervisor Tinesha Allen 
was one of the four super-
visors who supported Pre-
sley’s recommendation.

“I believe that’s the part 
we should start at and then 
go from there to figure out 
if we need to make any ad-
justments or we adopt it at 
.885, Allen said. “But to go 
anything lower than what 
he’s asking in my opinion 
is a dereliction of duty.”

Supervisor Pam Yeung 
also supported the ad-
vertised tax rates to help 
fully fund Stafford’s public 
schools.

“We have a unique op-
portunity right now to 
support schools, to gain a 
competitive advantage on 
salary,” Yeung said. “This 
would help correct a long 
list of vacancies and match 
what we did for [public 
safety] two years ago.”

The new county budget 
is 8.5 percent higher than 
last year’s, and includes in-
creases of about $9 million 
for public safety, $8.4 mil-
lion for education and $4.9 
million for transportation 
projects. General govern-
ment and public safety em-
ployees are also expected 
to receive salary increases, 
starting at 2 percent.

In addition to the tax 
rates, other items covered 
during the April 5 hearing 
will include the county’s 
10-year capital improve-
ment plan and ordinances 
to increase the county’s 
meals tax, transient oc-
cupancy tax and a 2.5 per-
cent increase in water and 
sewer user fees. Supervi-
sors are also considering 
itemizing the 6.6 cent fire 
and rescue services tax 
that’s already included in 
the .885 proposed rate.

Andrea Light, the coun-
ty’s budget director, said 
doing so would help show 
taxpayers “where some 
of those [tax] funds go to 
support fire and rescue.”

Redistricting hearing 
set for March 15

Su p e r v i s o rs  vote d 
unanimousl Tuesday to 
hold a March 15 public 
hearing to consider adopt-
ing new election districts 
and precinct boundaries.

The process of redis-
tricting occurs every 10 
years following the cen-
sus. Last fall, the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau released their 
2020 data that showed 
the region had grown 15.5 
percent over the last 10 
years. The biggest gain 
locally was in Stafford, 
where the population grew 
by 21.7 percent, rising from 
128,961 residents in 2010 
to 156,927 in 2020.

Under the proposed 
new redistricting map, the 
number of voters balances 
out to roughly 16,400 
in each of the county’s 
seven districts. As they 
are drawn, the Falmouth 
District has 18,490 voters, 

the most in the county, 
while Griffis–Widewater 
has the least at 15,267.

Supervisor Tom Coen, 
who chaired the county’s 
redistricting committee, 
said all supervisors have 
been deeply involved in 
the redistricting process 
since the beginning of the 
new year and said one of 
the biggest features of the 
proposed new map they 
ultimately chose puts all 
Aquia Harbour residents 
in the Aquia District.

“Right now, one sec-
tion of Aquia Harbor is in 
the [Griffis]–Widewater 
District,” Coen said. “The 
big change is to move all 
of that into the Aquia Dis-
trict and then take roughly 
the same number of vot-
ers from Aquia and put it 
into [Griffis]–Widewater 
District.”

The redistricting pro-
posal extends the southern 
boundary of Griffis–Wide-
water to the intersection 
of Garrisonville Road and 
Richmond Highway. The 
Aquia Harbour subdivision 
would fall under the Aquia 
District along the boundar-
ies of new House District 23 
that will include all of Staf-
ford County north of Aquia 
Creek after the 2023 elec-
tions. The Falmouth Dis-
trict would extend north to 
create a new boundary with 
Aquia at the intersection of 
Hospital Center Boulevard 
and Old Potomac Church 
Road. The Celebrate Vir-
ginia subdivision and areas 
south and east of Green-
bank Road would form the 
new western boundary of 
the George Washington 
District, while areas north 
of Poplar Road and south of 
Aquia Creek would move 
to the Rock Hill District. 
The Garrisonville District 
would retain its existing 
boundaries, while a small 
number of voters from Ma-
rine Corps Base Quantico 
will fall under the Griffis–
Widewater boundaries.

Under the new map, 
11 new polling places are 
proposed to accommodate 
new voters, including sites 
at the Richland Baptist 
Church and Colonial Forge 
High School in Hartwood, 
Mount Ararat Baptist 
Church in Rock Hill, Aquia 
Episcopal Church, Kate 
Waller Barrett Elemen-
tary and Shirley C. Heim 
Middle schools in Griffis–
Widewater, the Aquia 
Harbour Country Club 
and Stafford Elementary 
School in Aquia, the Row-
ser Building in Falmouth, 
the Gari Melchers com-
plex in George Washing-
ton and H.H. Poole Middle 
School in Garrisonville.

Two public information 
meetings are scheduled 
before the March 15 public 
hearing. The events take 
place March 8 at 6:30 p.m. 
at the county’s govern-
ment center and March 10 
at 6:30 p.m. at the Central 
Rappahannock Regional 
Library’s Howell branch at 
806 Lyons Blvd.
James Scott Baron:  
540/374-5438 
jbaron@freelancestar.com
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