
From: Donna <dsmirniotopoulos@aol.com> 
Date: April 27, 2018 at 1:43:50 AM EDT 
To: "King, Laoise" <lking@norwalkct.org> 
Cc: "Spahr, Jeff" <JSPAHR@norwalkct.org>, "Rilling, Harry" <hrilling@norwalkct.org>, 
"Coppola, Mario" <mcoppola@norwalkct.org> 
Subject: Re: Zoning Alternate Appointment  

Laoise, 
 
In order to be able to think and seek the truth, one has to risk offending others. This is a 
risk worth taking to serve the greater good of the citizens of Norwalk. I regret that the 
priorities of the office of the mayor clash so vigorously with the best interests of the people 
of Norwalk and that your egos suffer mightily as a result.  
 
On April 10, Jeff Spahr informed me that “there is no formal application process for any 
board or commission.”  Mr. Spahr repeated his comments about the lack of a process when 
I came to the law department to pick up documents earlier this month.  
 
The results of my initial FOI requests revealed a process marked by an utter lack of interest 
in the greater good of Norwalk, your comments to the contrary notwithstanding. For your 
convenience I have pasted the contents of that correspondence below. However, if the 
mayor’s staff were so fully committed to the city, one might ask why you choose to send 
your child out of district for education but are comfortable to drive a vehicle paid for by tax 
dollars.  
 
The results of my initial research into the mayor’s “process “ is included below. There is 
nothing in this hop scotch of “requirements” to suggests the mayor’s overarching love of 
Norwalk as a pre-eminent requirement for membership on a land use commission. In fact 
when I met the mayor for lunch last October, he asked if I had any interest in serving on a 
city board or commission. He did not know me. He knew nothing of my background. The 
case you state on behalf of his desire to populate boards with those most dedicated to 
Norwalk lacks credulity based on personal experience. 
 
With regard to the mayor’s (small m) release of information regarding his interactions with 
Frank Mancini prior to Mr. Mancini’s nomination, either Mr. Mancini is guilty of a falsehood 
or the mayor is guilty of a falsehood or Jeffrey Spahr is guilty of a falsehood. Mr. Mancini 
reported to me on Tuesday morning that he spoke with the mayor on Saturday, April 14. 
The mayor denies that he spoke with Frank Mancini on the telephone. Mr. Spahr reported 
that there is no documentary evidence of any interaction between the two men.  Is the 
mayor going to split hair over whether they spoke in person or on the phone so as not to be 
caught in an outright lie? How do you explain the mayor entering Frank Mancini’s name 
into nomination to the Common Council on Tuesday if there is zero documentary evidence 
to back up any prior interaction? Even if Frank Mancini is not one of the two people the 
mayor was referring to in his April 2 email, there is still a lapse in logic in the mayor’s story. 
This lapse concerns me as it should concern all Norwalk citizens. Why does it not concern 
you? 
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Donna Smirniotopoulos  
 
 
 
 
Sent from my iPhone 
 
Begin forwarded message: 
 
 
From: Donna Smirniotopoulos <dsmirniotopoulos@aol.com> 
Date: April 27, 2018 at 1:16:34 AM EDT 
To: Apple <dsmirniotopoulos@aol.com> 
 
 
Dear Mr. Mayor and Mr. Spahr,  
 
 
An Ivy League pedigree with extensive work experience in education does not 
automatically qualify someone to serve on the Planning Commission, whose 
responsibilities include adopting and amending subdivision regulations, implementing a 
Plan of Conservation and Development, and reviewing and recommending the city’s capital 
projects program.  There is no paper trail to explain how the mayor arrived at Ms. 
Peniston’s Planning Commission appointment, or to explain the appointment process  itself 
for any land use body in Norwalk.  The sequence of events and emails that led to this 
appointment should make every voter wonder whether the agenda that propels the 
mayor’s decision-making is divorced from the best interests of his constituents and the 
taxpayers who fund the budgets.  There is certainly no evidence that the mayor actively 
considered how best to serve the planning needs of the city, or how to conduct an open 
nomination process.   
 
 
First, the subject heading of Ms. Peniston’s email was “Inquiry about Redevelopment 
Agency Board of Commissioners”.  In fact, early Friday, Mr. Spahr believed he had emails 
related to a Planning Commission appointment, and then corrected himself to say these 
emails he believed were related to the Planning Commission appointment were in fact 
related to an RDA appointment.  Peniston’s October 22 email was forwarded many times (I 
should know because I paid for FIVE copies, plus at least two mostly blank pages).  Note 
that Karen Del Vecchio and Mr. Spahr both requested that I narrow the parameters of 
my FOI request to make the search easier.  If the entirety of a Planning Commission 
nominee’s correspondence falls under an email subject heading that does not include 
“Planning Commission”, how can imposing such an obligation on a citizen to narrow her 
search be appropriate?  Clearly there may be additional information floating around in the 
contents of other emails with subject headings that are “off topic”.   
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Second, the following sequence of events suggests an appointment process that  evolves 
and adapts over time as circumstances and the mayor see fit:  
 
 
On October 22, 2017, Mary Peniston emailed Laoise King.  The subject of her email: Inquiry 
about Redevelopment Agency Board of Commissioners.   
 
 
On November 8, 2017, George Tsiranides won election to the Common Council, vacating his 
seat on the Planning Commission.  Two weeks earlier, when the mayor received Ms. 
Peniston’s letter of intent regarding the RDA, there was no open Planning Commission 
seat.   
 
 
On November 27, 2017, Ms. Debora Goldstein, Third Taxing District Commissioner, wrote 
the mayor, expressing interest in the newly vacated seat on the Planning Commission. Ms. 
Goldstein wrote the mayor again on December 18, 2017 and again on February 14, 
2018.  There is no evidence of a reply prior to February 14, and no mention of Mary 
Peniston.   
 
 
On February 14, 2018, the mayor informed Ms. Goldstein, “I have a potential candidate who 
should be confirming her acceptance by the end of this week.”  Presumably the potential 
candidate was Ms. Peniston.  However there is no electronic evidence that Ms. Peniston 
ever expressed interest in the Planning Commission vacancy.  And as noted above, at the 
time of Ms. Peniston’s initial inquiry, so such vacancy existed. 
 
 
Third, with regard to land use commission appointments generally, I have gathered email 
correspondence for a small sample of land use commission candidates, some of whom went 
on to serve.   
 
 
1. Mike Mushak—emailed Mayor Rilling in August 2016 requesting appointment to the 
Planning Commission. Confirmed by the Common Council on Tuesday September 12.  No 
additional correspondence provided.   
 
 
2. Nora King appointed to Planning Commission on August 9, 2016.  No correspondence 
provided. 
 
 
3. James Cahn—on July 23, 2016, received email from Donna King, with the following: 



“Hi James, The Mayor asked me to contact you regarding your interest in the Zoning 
Commission.  The protocol would be for you to reach out to the Republican Caucus and ask 
them to submit your name to the Mayor and Council.  The Minority Leader is Shannon 
O’Toole Giandurco.” Mr. Cahn’s name was tabled and then withdrawn from consideration. 
There is no paper trail for his removal from consideration.   
 
 
4. Mary Peniston, email to Laoise King of October 22, 2017.  Peniston is told she will get an 
audience with the mayor to discuss her interest in the Redevelopment Agency 
Commission.  At the time of the email there is no open seat on the Planning 
Commission.  Peniston’s appointment to the Planning Commission to fill a seat vacated by 
George Tsiranides on November 7, 2017 will be voted on by the Common Council 
tomorrow, March 27, 2018. 
 
 
5. Debora Goldstein, on November 27, 2017, wrote to Mayor Rilling expressing interest in 
the Planning Commission seat left open with the election of George Tsiranides to the 
Common Council.  She sent two subsequent emails until she received a response from the 
mayor on February 14, 2018 in which he mentions an unnamed candidate.   
 
 
6. I wrote to Mayor Rilling on Friday, March 16, expressing interest in an open seat on the 
Zoning Commission and was asked to submit a resume and cover letter to City Clerk Donna 
King, which I did.   
 
 
Among a small sample of six people,  there are six different “protocols”, including in the 
case of Ms. Nora King, apparently nothing.  No disrespect to Mary Peniston, but the results 
of my FOI request hardly suggest that the mayor follows an open and inclusive process for 
filling vacancies on land use commissions, or that his all consuming interest is creating a 
Planning Commission that is dedicated to the best possible POCD, for example, or one that 
discourages spot zoning, for another.   
 
 
Filling open seats on land use commissions is too important to the lives of every citizen of 
Norwalk to allow for a sloppy, random or haphazard process, let alone one that is 
completely opaque and ungoverned by the need to fill vacancies with individuals 
particularly well suited for specific commissions.  Open seats should be posted and 
requests for resumes made public, with clear deadlines.  The mayor should impose a 
deadline on himself for reviewing candidates to fill vacant seats, and solicit help from 
others, making the process as transparent as possible.  The process that lead to Mary 
Peniston’s nomination to the Planning Commission is highly irregular, if not completely 
suspect.  And I do not fault Ms. Peniston in this.  She has been made a tool of the 
administration.  I will voice my objections under separate cover to the Common 
Council.  But the repeated claim that the there is a lack of capable and dedicated volunteers 
willing to fill open seats on the Planning and Zoning Commissions needs to be laid to 



rest.  They may not be the volunteers the mayor wants.  But they may be the ones the city 
needs.   
 
 
Respectfully,  
 
 
 
 
Donna Smirniotopoulos  
 
 
Sent from my iPad 
 
On Mar 26, 2018, at 10:06 AM, Spahr, Jeff <JSPAHR@norwalkct.org> wrote: 
 
 
Ms. S – just to update, please be informed that Mayor Rilling has indicated that he has no 
emails relative to the appointment of Ms. Peniston for the Planning Commission. You have 
previously been provided with a copy of her CV. I note that her academic pedigree is quite 
impressive: 
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Her history of professional accomplishments is equally, if not more, impressive. I think you 
will agree that we are very fortunate to have someone with her credentials to be willing to 
be on our Planning Commission on a volunteer basis.  
  
From: Rilling, Harry  
Sent: Monday, March 26, 2018 9:55 AM 
To: Spahr, Jeff; Kydes, John; King, Laoise 
Cc: Coppola, Mario 
Subject: RE: FOI Request 
  
Jeff:  I have no emails pertaining to the appointment of Mary Peniston. 
  
  
Harry W. Rilling 

Mayor 

City of Norwalk 

125 East Avenue 

Norwalk, CT 06854 

203-854-7701 
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From: Spahr, Jeff  
Sent: Friday, March 23, 2018 12:27 PM 
To: Rilling, Harry; Kydes, John; King, Laoise 
Cc: Spahr, Jeff; Coppola, Mario 
Subject: FOI Request 
  
Please check your emails to see if you have any that pertain to or discuss the following: 
  
In light of this, I hope that you appreciate the importance of my FOI request to see any 
correspondence pertaining to the nominations or potential nominations of James Cahn, 
Debora Goldstein, Mike Mushak, Nora King, and the upcoming but unknown-to-me 
nominee to the Planning Commission.   
  
If you do not have any please affirmatively represent this to me. If do have any, we will 
enlist the help of Mario C to check to see if they are exempt from disclosure.  
  
I look forward to your response.  
  
M. Jeffry Spahr 

Deputy Corporation Counsel 
City of Norwalk 

125 East Avenue 

Norwalk, Conn. 06851 

(203)854-7750 

(203)854-7901 (f) 
          
 
 
Sent from my iPad 
 
Sent from my iPhone 
 
On Apr 26, 2018, at 5:43 PM, King, Laoise <lking@norwalkct.org> wrote: 

Donna, 
 
We are well aware that you do not agree with or support this administration. That is you 
right. However, your allegations are unjustified and offensive.  
 
First, the Mayor has not been misleading or untruthful. You are making an assumption that 
Mr. Mancini is the individual the mayor was referencing in his April 2nd comment to you. 
He is not.  
 
Secondly, appointments to land use bodies are at the sole discretion of the mayor pursuant 
to the city charter. These appointments are approved by the council to provide a check and 
balance, but the council gives the mayor’s recommendation substantial weight as the 
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accountability for land use decisions ultimately lays upon the mayor’s shoulders.  
 
The Mayor considers individuals who express an interest in serving, individuals 
recommended by council members and individuals he knows or meets in the course of his 
duties. When he has made a decision, he shares that decision with council leadership. If 
they find the person to be acceptable, the name is forwarded to the full common council. 
The name is listed on the council agenda and a resume is attached. At the council meeting 
there is an opportunity for both members of the council and members of the public to 
speak in favor or against the nomination. There is nothing nefarious about this process. It is 
how virtually every board or commission appointment is made in every municipality in 
Connecticut and across the nation.  
 
For your information, the mayor seeks appointees whom he believes a) are knowledgeable 
about Norwalk and understand the diverse needs and interests of residents, business and 
visitors, b) love and believe in Norwalk and believe it is a great place to live, work and play, 
c) participate in public discourse in a positive and constructive manner and d) share his 
vision for the city’s future.  
 
 
In his opinion you possess none of these traits. Although the Mayor may be too polite to 
explain this to you, this is the reason you were not and will not be considered for a position 
on a land use body.  
 
I hope this email serves to clarify your concerns.  
 
Laoise 
 


