CITY OF ELLSWORTH CITY COUNCIL SPECIAL MEETING MINUTES 
Date: May 18, 2026
Time: 10:05pm
Location: City Hall Council Chambers

1. Call to Order: Chair Patrick Lyons called the special meeting to order at 10:05 p.m..

2. Council Order #051800: Discussion and potential action on a possible Councilor violation of the Ellsworth Code of Conduct, pursuant to City Ordinance Chapter 40, Section 12, Item 1.
City Solicitor Tim Pease provided the legal framework for the proceeding, noting that Councilors take an oath to faithfully discharge their duties according to the U.S. Constitution, state laws, the City Charter, and ordinances. He explained that in February 2026, he became aware of employee complaints involving Councilor Steven O’Halloran regarding repeated and inflammatory public communications that allegedly violated the City Charter and Code of Ethics. A third-party investigator was engaged on March 6, 2026, and a report was received on April 7, 2026.

Councilor O’Halloran addressed the Council, stating he was surprised by the investigation and had requested the discussion be held in open session. He read from a memorandum outlining alleged violations, including his references to "secret city hall," calling city officials "thieves and clowns," and circling City Hall in a truck with a protest sign. O’Halloran maintained that he was "standing up for the people of Ellsworth" and that he did not plan to change his behavior.

· Chair Lyons: expressed that the meeting was a "shame" and highlighted that the Council had attempted to resolve the issue informally since October 2025. He noted that Councilors had attended training in November regarding appropriate interactions with staff, yet the investigator’s report still found that O’Halloran's actions were "unprofessional and disrespectful," leading staff to feel intimidated and bullied. Lyons emphasized the chilling finding that some employees were so afraid of retaliation that one even withdrew their statement. He concluded that a sanction was necessary to protect the city from liability, citing a similar situation in Bangor that resulted in a substantial settlement.
· Councilor  Shea: shared his perspective as a former public sector employee and supervisor, noting that he had "skin like an alligator" but understood that staff might feel threatened by a Councilor. While he agreed that Councilors should look out for taxpayers and improve systems like procurement, he felt the Council was "jumping over" the initial steps of progressive discipline (oral or written warnings) by moving straight to a formal sanction. He maintained that he tried to limit his own access to employees to avoid disruption.
· Councilor Martineau: noted a significant disconnect between O'Halloran’s perception of his actions and the feelings of city employees, who she described as a "captive audience" bound by their own professional ethics. She pointed out that at least one individual in the report sought no contact from O'Halloran. She directly asked him if he intended to continue confronting staff and sending similar emails, stating that if he didn't plan to change, the Council needed to know.
· Councilor M. Smith: invoked the phrase "with great power comes great responsibility," arguing that O’Halloran’s behavior constituted "boundary stomping". She explained that because the City Council acts as an "auditor of last resort" for employee disputes, members must remain neutral and stay out of direct employee matters to avoid being biased if a case eventually comes before them.
· Councilor White: a lifelong resident and former city employee, praised the staff for their service and expressed that the investigation document was "pretty upsetting". She argued that change in government is achieved through building relationships and gaining trust, not through intimidation or "berating and bullying". She also mentioned the financial risk to the city, noting that legal fees and potential settlements could cost the city upwards of $100,000, as seen in other municipalities.
· Councilor N. Smith: differentiated between having a "difference of opinion" and bullying, stating she was disturbed that O’Halloran was positioning himself as a victim. She expressed deep concern over how confidential information from executive sessions had been leaked to the public, leading to misinformation that O'Halloran was facing expulsion when that was not the case. She emphasized that the power dynamic makes it "horrific" when a boss-level official intimidates subordinates at their homes or in the workplace.

Following the discussion, Chair Lyons read the following statement into the record:

"Whereas in March 6, 2026, the city attorney engaged a third party investigator to investigate employee complaints that city councilor Steven O’Halloran had has repeatedly made inflammatory public and private communications and accusations about employee conduct. 

Whereas the investigator issued a written report dated April 7th, 2026. Whereas the investigator conducted individual recorded phone interviews with at least five employees; 

And whereas the investigator found that the employees provided specific emails and photos demonstrating inflammatory public and private communications and accusations about employee conduct made by councilors O’Halloran; 

And whereas the investigator reported that one employee decided to withdraw their statement out of concerns of retaliation. 

Whereas the investigator prepared a summary which states in part, 'The interviewed employees expressed frustration and aggravation that was has repeatedly led to emotional distress, anxiety, feeling, intimidated and personal offense stemming from unflattering and accusatory statements and unprofessional behavior attributed to them by them to Mr. O’Halloran. Some of these statements reportedly occurred in council meetings, others some in email correspondents and others in person. Outside of council meetings, interviewed employees reported they felt Mr. O’Halloran's behavior exceeded what they believe should be considered reasonable oversight by a city councilor as prescribed by the city charter and city code of ethics. To varying degrees, those interviewed suggested Mr. O’Halloran's unpredictable behavior has negatively impacted their workplace satisfaction and their continued willingness to engage them with him on official city business. Employees expressing concerns are not brand new employees who lack confidence and they do not appear to be overly sensitive. They're people who have been granted the authority to lead their respective areas of expertise and are presumed to be generally competent in the performance of their duties. Their concerns appear to be genuine.' 

Whereas the investigator concluded that in 2026 it is unacceptable for public sector employees to live in genuine fear of retaliatory conduct and or potential job loss if they choose to come forward with complaints about potential potentially unlawful employment conditions. 

Whereas section 3.02b 02B of the city charter gives the city manager and not the council or any one of them the power of duty to direct and supervise and administration of all departments, offices, agencies of the city except as otherwise provided by this charter or by law;

And whereas section 6.01 of the city charter provides in relevant part that all departments, offices, and agencies will be under the direction and supervision of the City Manager; 

And whereas section two of the Ellsworth ordinance chapter 40 code of ethics conduct states city officials shall strive to perform their duties with professionalism endeavor to avoid even the appearance of impropriety wherever practical and conduct themselves with the utmost civility and respect for members of the public, city staff and other city officials;

And whereas section three of the Ellsworth Ordinance Chapter 40 Code of Ethics Conduct entitled performance of duties states among other things that city officials shall give fair and equal treatment to those coming before the council shall carry out impartially these federal, state, and municipal laws in the performance of their public duties to foster respect for all government and shall refrain from making personal comments not germane to the business of the body or otherwise interfere with the order orderly conduct of meetings; 

And whereas councilor O’Halloran actions have fallen well short of these standards of conduct. 

Now therefore be it ordered by the city council of the city of Ellsworth that city councilor Steven O’Halloran is hereby issued to formal sanction for his actions as described in the third party investigation reported date dated April 7th, 2026".

· Motion: To adopt the motion for formal sanction against Councilor Steven O’Halloran as written in the public statement.
· Moved: Councilor Lyons; Seconded: Councilor Martineau. 
· Result: Passed 5-1-1 (Councilor O’Halloran abstained; Councilor Shea opposed).

The Council discussed releasing the investigation report to the public, but the City Solicitor advised against it to protect the privacy of employees. No formal action was taken on the release of the report.

3. Adjournment:
· Motion: Move to adjourn. 
· Moved: Councilor N. Smith; Seconded: Councilor Shea.
· Result: Passed unanimously.

