
June 13, 2023 Council Meeting 
A meeting of the Council of the City of Martinsville, Virginia was held on June 13, 2023 in 

Council Chambers, Municipal Building, at 7:00 PM with Mayor LC Jones presiding. Other 

Council Members present included Kathy Lawson, Aaron Rawls, Lawrence Mitchell and Tammy 

Pearson.  Staff present included City Manager Leon Towarnicki, Clerk of Council Karen Roberts, 

City Attorney representative Steven Durbin, Finance Director Mandy McGhee, Assistant Finance 

Director Crystal Ferguson, Public Information Officer Kendall Davis, Fire Chief Dan Howell, and 

Deputy Police Chief Chad Rhoads.  

Pledge to the flag and invocation were led by Council Member Lawson. Mayor Jones 

welcomed everyone to the meeting an advised that agendas could be found in the back of the 

room and on the City website.  

Approve minutes from the April 11, 2023 Council Meeting, April 24, 2023 Neighborhood 

Meeting, April 25, 2023 Council Meeting, May 6, 2023 Council Retreat, and the May 9, 2023 

Council Meeting – Council Member Lawson made a motion to approve the minutes as presented. 

Council Member Pearson seconded the motion with all Council Members voting in favor.  

Hear an overview of the June 12 Druid Hills/Uptown neighborhood tour and meeting – City 

Manager Towarnicki summarized the neighborhood tour, the route they took and detailed some 

of the properties and concerns discussed. Towarnicki summarized the neighborhood meeting 

where approximately 15 residents attended and shared some of those resident concerns and 

how those would be addressed.  

 

Conduct a public hearing for the purpose of receiving names of citizens interested in 

appointments for two 3-year terms ending June 30, 2026, and one unexpired 3-year term ending 

on June 30, 2024 on the Martinsville City School Board – Mayor Jones opened the public 

hearing. Leroy Hairston, Jr. spoke for Tony Jones who would like to be reconsidered for the 
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school board. Stephanie Morris-Mills of 802 A Street Martinsville would like to be considered. 

Nekia Blackwell of 317 Forest Street put her name in for a school board vacancy. Emily Parker 

of 1225 Mulberry Road requested to be considered. Vice Mayor Rawls said that Cody Williams, 

1223 Lanier Road would like to be considered while Council Member Pearson mentioned Heather 

Blankenbaker of 908 Hazelwood Lane who was also interested.  Mayor Jones closed the public 

hearing.  City Manager Towarnicki explained interviews should be handled prior to the June 27 

closed session meeting.  Council Member Lawson recommended interviews on Monday June 26 

beginning at 5:30pm, allotting 30 minutes for each interview.  

 

Hear a presentation from Site Collaborative regarding Martinsville’s Public Parks 

Improvements Plan – City Manager Towarnicki summarized the improvements plan that began 

using ARPA funds. He noted a RFP was issued, conducted interviews and selected Site 

Collaborative who has done a lot of work towards park improvements. Graham Smith, President 

of Site Collaborative presented a PowerPoint explaining the organization, their history with 

previous projects, and their plan for the City parks along with the projected progress outlines 

for each task. Site Collaborative would be engaged with Council regularly through the planning 

process and would like assigned liaisons and advocates within the city.  
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Consider approval of a resolution supporting an Industrial Revitalization Fund application 

to Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development for the development project at 

One Ellsworth – City Manager Towarnicki said the City was made aware of an opportunity and 

once they received the criteria, one project stood out to be eligible which is the BB&T project. 

Towarnicki summarized the application and potential funds available for the One Ellsworth 

project. The application is due prior to the second Council meeting this month and a resolution 

is required to move forward with the application. If the award is made, a performance agreement 

will be implemented and brought back to Council for review and approval. Staff recommends 

Council approve the resolution so the application can move forward.  Vice Mayor Rawls made a 

motion to approve the resolution.  Council Member Lawson seconded the motion with all Council 

Members voting in favor.  
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Consider approval of amended Budget Ordinance 2023-U-1 on second reading – City 

Manager Towarnicki presented a PowerPoint, summarizing the budget process along with key 

points, staff recommendations and action recommended for tonight’s meeting. Vice Mayor Rawls 

asked Towarnicki to elaborate on the need for a proposed water/sewer increase. Staff requests 

that Council (1) approve the amended budget ordinance then (2) adopt the budget ordinance. 

Rawls said he would like to see the budget process started in January going forward. Towarnicki 

explained that staff begins the budget process with the city audit, usually in December and City 

staff is included around January and taken to Council around April.  
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Council Member Lawson made a motion to amend Ordinance 2023-U-1 to conform to the 

changes noted.  Vice Mayor Rawls seconded the motion with all Council Members voting in favor.  

Lawson made a motion to adopt Ordinance 2023-U-1 as amended on second reading. Rawls 

seconded the motion.  Lawson said the budget is necessary, she knew it would be a painful 

budget year and she thanked Council and staff for working through the details. Towarnicki 

thanked the department heads and the ladies in the Finance Department for their work.  The 
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ordinance was adopted on second reading with the following roll call vote:  Council Member 

Pearson, aye; Council Member Mitchell, aye; Mayor Jones, aye; Council Member Lawson, aye; 

and Vice Mayor Rawls; aye. 

 

Business from the Floor – James Coleman, Martinsville resident said it’s nice to be at a 

meeting where no one is mad at him about zoning issues.  He represents a firm over 100 years 

old where the money first started in tobacco, then farming. Coleman provided history on Lanier 

Farms, the Druid Hills development, the Rives Brown family involvement in that and how Rives 

Brown, Jr. gifted a foot of land to Julian Hurst, Developer.  Coleman has been around 55 years 

and has worked with almost every City Manager. Coleman said he can’t give Leon a foot of 

Martinsville, but he can tell him how much he appreciates all that City Manager Towarnicki has 

done over the years and no one has been as strong, effective and as low-key of a leader as 

Towarnicki has.  When Towarnicki retires, the amount of knowledge and the wealth of 

information goes out the door with him.  Coleman gifted Towarnicki with a 150-year old yard-

stick.  

Dru Rothrock, 604 Mulberry Road has been a Martinsville resident for 70 years. He did not 

realize that reversion was a topic as far back as 1950 when the first committee was formed.  In 

1981 the Martinsville-Henry County Merger Study Committee was created and from 2002 to 

2004 the Martinsville-Henry County Sub-Committee of Joint School Boards was formed. City 

Council reversion studies began in 2012 to 2013 and were done again in 2018 to 2019. Both 

times, consultants were hired who all concurred that city expenses would increase more than 
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city revenue, resulting in the pursuit of savings by cutting services or consolidating services 

with the County.  On December 10, 2019 Council voted for reversion to eliminate the financial 

stress on the City with the plan to eliminate double constitutional offices and combine schools 

with the County.  The community would have the opportunity to provide children the best 

education but Council Members Pearson, Rawls and Jones and the Commissioner of Revenue 

Ruth Easley campaigned firmly against reversion.  None of the anti-reversion men or women 

cited specifically why or how those previous studies were wrong. On January 9, 2023 Council 

voted to cancel reversion and end years of reversion efforts. There is a huge disconnect between 

what Rawls, Pearson, Jones and Easley said compared to the budget that has been approved.  

Average real estate taxes will go up about 25%. Electricity rates will go up 8% in July and again 

in January 2024. Lodging rate will increase from 2% to 7%. City employee raises will be 5% 

instead of 7%. In his opinion, these council members who cancelled reversion did a real 

disservice to the community by voting to kill reversion without citing the specific reasons why 

their financial forecast for the future differ from the City and County studies for the past 70 

years.  Now the city is facing a budget crisis which is exactly what the consultants had predicted 

for years. The citizens of Martinsville can look forward to higher taxes or cuts in services for 

years to come.  

Ural Harris, 217 Stuart Street questioned some of the statements from the previous Council 

meeting, specifically that the 2006 tax increase was the largest in city history.  The current tax 

rate is higher than the state plus the increase in cigarette and lodging tax would be the biggest 

increase in history for the City.  Harris questioned the reimbursement on the number of school 

aged children who attend Martinsville schools and how Council can say it will cost more money 

this coming year.  

Leroy Hairston, Jr of 109 Terry Street says he leaves here tonight with mixed emotions after 

observing Council’s actions.  Everything is going up in price, he is saddened how citizens are 

being treated and the city is not progressing because of so much evil in their heads.  Citizens 

and Council Members need to work together or they’ll fall like fools.  

Mike Sanguedolce of 708 Starling Avenue provided a brief summary of the Transportation 

Safety Committee and updates on what they are working on. There has been talk about 

Cleveland Avenue and Brown Street and they plan to talk to the residents regarding possibly 

changing the flow of traffic and using an empty lot as a pickup location for the school. 

Unfortunately, there is no funding in the school budget for paving this next year. The Committee 

has had bushes trimmed and signs installed and are making progress throughout the City. The 

intersection at Starling Avenue and Church Street was discussed and the bushes are still 

obstructing the view of traffic when turning.  

Jennifer Bowles, 1670 Roundabout Road shared details about a downed tree on her road 

that is causing a traffic hazard. Bowles also expressed her concern about being removed from 

the West Piedmont Planning District Board of Commissioners illegally and without cause. 
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Bowles read an email that was sent to Council Members, the City Manager and the Director of 

the West Piedmont Planning District on May 25, 2023 that stated “Honorable Mayor Jones 

and members of Council: Your attempted removal of me from the West Piedmont Planning 

District Commission board is illegal. The bylaws of the WPPDC state that members may be 

removed “for cause” by City Council as the appointing body. Vice Mayor Rawls’ motion on April 

11 gave no reason whatsoever for my removal — which was therefore clearly without cause. 

The requirement for removal with cause qualifies and limits Council’s authority to remove its 

appointees, and makes that authority subject to Code of Virginia section 24.2–234, requiring 

Council to petition the circuit court for removal. Valid reasons for removal are set out in Code 

of Virginia section 24.2–233 and include such things as conviction of a crime, inability to 

serve, or neglect of duty. These allegations have to be proven in court. Simply passing a 

motion to remove someone is not in that list. Neither is personal dislike or political 

disagreement. While I respect the Council's ability to appoint and remove public officials, that 

power is not unlimited. If you wish to remove me from the WPPDC, please do so for a valid and 

provable reason, and do so in compliance with Virginia law. Until and unless you are able to 

comply with the law, I will continue to attend and participate in the WPPDC meetings as a 

duly appointed member representing Martinsville.” Bowles continued, stating that Vice Mayor 

Rawls’ motion on April 11 to remove her from the board was without cause. Bowles stated that 

she will continue to attend and participate in the meetings as a dully appointed member.  

Bowles is not sure why she was removed and replaced when there were well over 30 vacancies 

on various boards for Joe Martin to serve on. Bowles said she has served on this board 

previously for 6 years as a Council Member.  Vice Mayor Rawls stated that he wants someone 

to serve who is experienced and qualified, which he feels that Bowles is not. Bowles and Rawls 

debated the topic and Bowles requested a written response to her questions.  

Mayor Jones asked Deputy Police Chif Chad Rhoads about the dog barking ordinance. 

Rhoads explained the ordinance and action that can be taken.  

Comments by City Council – Council Member Mitchell had the opportunity to attend the 

Martinsville High School graduation, stating that it was moving to see the parents and families 

celebrating the students and thanked the City school system.  Council Member Pearson thanked 

those residents who expressed interest in serving on the school board. It was nice to see a good 

crowd at the Druid Hills neighborhood meeting; Council appreciates hearing resident voices. In 

regards to the budget, she would like to start that process earlier with more hands on by Council 

Members. Council Member Lawson asked City Manager Towarnicki if they can get statistics on 

Cleveland Avenue traffic and car riders in the evening that is causing the congestion.  Lawson 

shared that the School board owns a lot between the gym and Truist Bank and the opportunity 

to make that lot usable for pickup/parking/overflow. Lawson reminded citizens that Wednesday 

is Flag Day and that there will be a Juneteenth celebration on Saturday at Baldwin Park hosted 

by FAHI. The Mustangs played a fabulous game last night and will play again this Friday. 
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Lawson thanked everyone for the diligent work that went into the budget. Vice Mayor Rawls 

shared that there will be a Flag Day ceremony at the City Municipal Building at 1:00pm. He is 

thankful for the amount of interest for the school board. Rawls will be a guest tomorrow on the 

Charles Roark show so he can talk about reversion and why Council made the decision to cancel 

that and invited residents to call in with questions. Rawls asked for confirmation that reversion 

would not be worth it if schools did not consolidate, Towarnicki and Lawson said it was not. 

Rawls said he has not seen any figures to support reversion. Mayor Jones thanked residents 

and especially all that put in for school board and he thanked those who shared views on 

reversion. When Jones decided to run for council, he knew it would be an uphill battle.  Jones 

said higher taxes are something that must be done for a brighter future for Martinsville. Rules 

are changed behind closed doors. Jones encouraged residents to keep coming forward with 

suggestions.  

Comments by City Manager – City Manager Towarnicki said the city has already looked at 

the vacant avenue on Cleveland Avenue but the middle school is using that space to store 

materials for roof repairs; they are looking to do something with that lot once the repairs are 

complete. There are a lot of projects going on and that’s incredible for a small community, 

starting with the remodeling of the Henry Hotel and Chief Tassel project, the battery storage 

project, the solar project, the Aaron Mills project, the BB&T building, and the Armory. He has 

received three very good proposals for the Armory property that will be brought to Council in 

the near future along with even more projects and the proposed park upgrades. He hopes 

residents and Council Members realize the amount of work that goes into getting these projects 

started.  

Kendall Davis, Public Information Officer spoke briefly about the Grand Slam Fest on 

Monday June 19 at Hooker Field beginning at 4:30pm and invited Martinsville and Henry 

County citizens for foosball, inflatables, cornhole, and entertainment by Pirates of the Piedmont.  

There will be door prizes and the opportunity to meet City employees and then stay for the game. 

City employees get in free for the game.  

Mitchell asked why the fire dept was at the Paradise Inn and if Towarnicki has a timetable 

on the demolition of that building. Towarnicki said the contract was awarded weeks ago and he 

expects that to begin soon. He pointed out that the markings on the ground are probably 

locations for underground utilities to prepare for the demolition.  

There being no further business, Council Member Lawson made a motion to adjourn. The 

meeting adjourned at 9:05pm. 

 

______________________________________   ______________________________________ 

Karen Roberts, Clerk of Council    LC Jones, Mayor 

   


