
May 17, 2021  

Bruce Abbott babbott@sonomaschools.org 

Associate Superintendent 

Sonoma Valley Unified School District 17850 Railroad Avenue 

Sonoma, CA 95476   

Via Email 

RE: Complaint regarding procedural irregularities and potential failure to disclose conflicts of 

interest by certain current or former board members  

I am writing on behalf of a group of Sonomans who are concerned about the process and 

substance of the Board's decision on a project labor agreement. I understand that you are aware 

of the difficulties presented by actions of Board.  

On November 17, 2020, the Sonoma Valley Unified School District had its regular board 

meeting, conducted via Zoom due to COVID. That meeting occurred after the November 3, 2020 

election. At that election, two new members were elected to the School Board, Troy Knox and 

Anne Ching. Trustee Ching defeated incumbent Britta Johnson, securing 63% of the vote in that 

district. Troy Knox secured a new seat created by the recent reorganization.  

New board members assume their duties in early December. Thus, the November 17th meeting 

consisted of a lame duck board, with two members who were leaving the board within days 

participating in the meeting.  

Further, and to the general surprise of the community, then Board President John Kelly 

announced immediately prior to the meeting that, in closed session, the Board had voted to 

dismiss Superintendent Socorro Shiels, effective immediately. Thus Ms. Shiels did not 

participate in the November 17th meeting. Associate Superintendent Bruce Abbott was named 

acting or interim superintendent.  

It is understood that Mr. Abbott had no advance knowledge that the Board was even considering 

a termination of Ms. Shiels at that meeting. In fact, because of the wording of the agenda item, 

most people believed that the Board was considering a one- or two-year extension of Ms. Shiels’ 

contract. Many people communicated with the Board to oppose any extension, and many 

attended the Board meeting to voice their concerns about Ms. Shiels. To this day, it is unknown 

why Ms. Shiels was terminated in such a public and precipitous way.  

Consequently, to set the stage here, we have: 1) a five-member Board with two lame duck 

members; 2) no superintendent; 3) a Board President presiding over his last meeting; and 4) a 

confused and surprised staff and community.  

It is against this backdrop that the actions complained of in this letter took place. The Board 

President and the Superintendent set the agenda for the Board meetings, taking into account the 

recommendations of staff and the interests of fellow Board members. 
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For the November 17th meeting, Board President Kelly placed an item on the consent agenda for 

adoption of a Project Labor Agreement. This proposed agreement is a ten-year contract that 

binds the District to a potentially costly course of action with regard to all construction projects 

in excess of $50,000.  

Normally, an item with substantial financial impact would come to the board on the regular 

agenda as an “information item” for discussion; staff would have time prior to the next regular 

meeting to do more research, answer board questions, and make recommendations. At the next 

meeting, the item would appear as an “action item” with more discussion and public comment 

before a vote.  

The consent agenda is intended for routine matters that have been recommended for adoption by 

staff. In fact, at every meeting, the consent agenda was introduced as follows:  

“The purpose of the Consent Agenda is to act upon routine matters in an expeditious manner. 

Items listed are usually considered routine and are acted on in one motion. It is understood that 

Administration recommends approval of all Consent agenda items. There is no discussion of 

items unless a member of the Bord or public requests removal of an item to be inserted at an 

appropriate place on the Regular Agenda. Each item approved by the Board shall be deemed to 

have been considered in full and adopted as recommended.”  

[Emphasis added]. This language no longer appears on the recently used online agendas. 

However, the Board Policy remains in effect regarding the nature of the items to be placed on the 

consent agenda. Board Bylaw 9322 states as follows: “In order to promote efficient meetings, the 

Board may act upon more than one item by a single vote through the use of a consent agenda. 

Consent items shall be items of a routine nature or items for which no Board discussion is 

anticipated and for which the Superintendent recommends approval.” [Emphasis added].  

Fortunately, community members learned of the proposed PLA on the consent agenda and raised 

the alarm. Board members received emails and calls on this issue, both in support and in 

opposition. Consequently, because the PLA had come to the public’s attention during the 

weekend before the November 17
th 

meeting, it was eventually pulled from the consent agenda.  

First, however, when the consent agenda came up, Trustee Johnson moved to approve, Trustee 

Wetzel seconded the motion, and President Kelly asked for a roll call vote. Trustee Blake voted 

aye, then Trustee Coleman said she thought the PLA item should be pulled and put on the regular 

agenda. Kelly said there was already a motion and a second, but citing “technical difficulties,” he 

agreed to place the item on the regular agenda, advising Coleman to vote nay as he would do to 

“empower” her. The consent agenda was approved 3-2. Then Kelly moved to rescind PLA 

approval and move it to the regular agenda. Coleman seconded. Blake and Johnson voted nay, 

Kelly, Coleman, and Wetzel voted aye, approval was rescinded and the PLA item pulled by a 3-2 

vote. 

During these discussions, Trustee Coleman expressed concern about the lack of information 

regarding the PLA. She wanted to table the item until the Board had information sufficient to 

take up the item. Trustee Blake expressed an interest in having staff input.  



Yet Kelly stated, “This PLA was reviewed by district staff and by attorneys and has been worked 

on for six months with multiple rounds.” This appears to be false. The Public Records Act 

response made by the District shows that President Kelly wrote to the unions on October 21, 

2020, requesting that they provide Mr. Kelly with a draft PLA: “I’m writing today because I am 

hoping one of you can provide me language along the lines of what College of Marin did in 

terms of a PLA for Sonoma Valley Unified. I would like to bring this language in November, 

and I need to get staff started on it if we’re going to meet that deadline.” Mr. Kelly requested that 

responses be sent to his law firm email, rather than his District email.  

Yet Board Policy requires that board members use their district emails, and that any emails sent 

to or from non-district email accounts be copied to the trustees’ district email. Mr. Kelly 

presumably knows, based on previous responses to Public Records Act requests, that the 

District’s IT department can search his District emails at any time, without his knowledge or 

consent. In any event, perhaps President Kelly engaged in this bit of subterfuge to prevent such a 

search from being conducted. October 21 was less than a month prior to the November meeting, 

and belies the idea that the District had been working on this issue for six months.  

Further, while the President has the authority to work with the Superintendent to prepare the 

agenda each month, the President does not have the authority to place a new, unstudied, and 

obscure item on the consent agenda. By doing so, he was apparently attempting to move this 

item through without notice or objection. Moreover, only the Superintendent has the authority to 

“get staff started” on an agenda item. It is axiomatic that school district employees other than the 

superintendent are not subject to direction from any Board member.  

Board President Kelly put Ms. Coleman on the spot by asking her to identify her areas of 

concern. In fact, it was clear that because Ms. Coleman received nothing from the District 

relating to the PLA, except the document itself, she was in no position to even formulate 

questions.  

At one point, Associate Superintendent Abbott was asked for guidance, and he responded, “I 

can’t comment. I just saw this.” Thus, the meeting item was misrepresented as having a staff 

recommendation of approval, even though the item purported to be “Submitted/Prepared by” Mr. 

Abbott. And, of course, the Board and the public remain in the dark about what Ms. Shiels’ view 

was of this item when she was summarily discharged immediately prior to the meeting. 

Mr. Abbott would normally be involved in discussions regarding any contracts, as well as 

discussions involving construction projects. If Mr. Abbott did not know about this item, it is not 

clear that any staff member knew about President Kelly’s interest in getting the PLA on the 

consent agenda.  

In addition, the public has no information about the involvement of any attorneys working on 

behalf of the District, and what their recommendations might have been. Mr. Abbott would 

surely have known if lawyers had been involved for “six months,” as he reviews and approves 

legal bills for payment.  



There were several speakers on the item, both pro and con. Trustee Johnson stated that “I have 

familiarity in my regular work life with big construction projects at universities and biotech 

companies. I have experienced and researched this issue. It’s not a hard thing. I already 

understood the value and the benefit.”  

Trustee Blake began her comments by thanking Trustee Johnson for her report. Trustee Blake 

stated, “I was not as well-informed as you. I really researched, calling people. I felt the way you 

did, Britta. I support the intention of the project, what the PLA intends to do.... I’m OK that it 

was pulled from the consent agenda. I’m happy to hear from staff. My support has not wavered.”  

Both concluded that the PLA should be approved. Neither Blake nor Johnson stated what 

information they had relied upon or who they may have spoken to. Thus, there is no way to 

understand whether they were examining neutral published studies or a promotional piece by 

leaders in the building trades. The public has no way of understanding the basis for entering into 

this controversial agreement.  

Other trustees appeared to be influenced by the comments made by Kelly, Johnson and Blake. 

For example, Trustee Coleman stated, “I’m grateful for the public comments. I appreciate that it 

was pulled (from the consent calendar). I appreciate what Britta said, her experience. I certainly 

want to support local labor and people in our town and school. We could vote tonight or it might 

be good to defer. I could go either way.” Similarly, Trustee Wetzel said, “I’m pro trade schools. 

Wonderful training to have. My family members worked their way up in the trades. I’m proud of 

them. I’m willing to vote. I’m pro this project.”  

The point of having items agendized for a Board meeting is to provide an opportunity to receive 

information and recommendations from staff prior to deciding how to vote. That way the entire 

Board has access to the same information regarding potential impacts on the District’s finances. 

Yet no one discussed the financial impact of entering into this ten-year contract.  

Other board members were also in the dark. Community members who oppose PLAs found out 

about the proposed contract only by chance. And Superintendent Shiels was not available for any 

input, having just been fired before the open session. Presumably, because the termination was 

effective immediately, she was directed NOT to participate in the open session. Indeed, in his 

announcement, Board President Kelly stated that the board “thanked and excused Superintendent 

Socorro Shiels from further service for the district.” [Emphasis supplied]. 

Since that November 2020 Board meeting, community members have been questioning the 

Board’s actions. In response to a Public Records Act request, the District produced the 

correspondence between then Board President Kelly and various labor organization officials who 

strongly advocate for the adoption of PLAs by public entities.  

One must wonder why Mr. Kelly was so devoted to the unsuccessful attempt to have this ten-

year contract approved without notice, and the subsequent successful attempt to railroad the 

District into adopting it anyway. The answer may be in his past political career and his future 

political aspirations.  



In 2018, Mr. Kelly ran for a seat on the Board of the Santa Rosa Junior College. His opponent 

was incumbent Jeff Kunde. The issue of PLAs was a significant one in that election, as the SRJC 

had substantial bond monies to spend in the upcoming years, and the PLA would favor certain 

building trade labor organizations and their members. Mr. Kunde opposed entering into a PLA, 

and Mr. Kelly was in favor of a PLA. Mr. Kunde won that election with 57% of the vote.  

Further, the two elections were expensive for Mr. Kelly. After spending almost $30,000 on his 

2016 election to the School Board, he spent another $68,000 on the 2018 SRJC election.  

In the 2016 election, his campaign was primarily self-funded, along with donations from family, 

friends, and supportive community members. Mr. Kelly did not receive the endorsement of either 

of SVUSD’s bargaining units, VMTA and CSEA.  

In Mr. Kelly’s 2018 bid for the SRJC seat, however, his funding sources including a new 

element: endorsements and contributions from the building trades. These are the principal 

proponents of PLAs. In total, Mr. Kelly received $16,700 from various unions or their PACs. 

Some of the labor donors are signatories to the contract proposed by Mr. Kelly, including: See 

Appendix A attached. With total monetary contributions of approximately $23,650, 71% of the 

money for Kelly’s 2018 campaign came from the Building Trades.  

Curiously, Trustee Britta Johnson, running for election for the first time (she was appointed in 

2014, and was unopposed in 2016), raised $6,700 from those same labor organizations for her 

unsuccessful run for reelection. This sum amounts to approximately 50% of the money she 

raised for her 2020 election bid. Like Mr. Kelly, Ms. Johnson did not receive the endorsement or 

support of SVUSD’s own unions, VMTA and CSEA.  

Neither Mr. Kelly nor Ms. Johnson disclosed their financial relationships with the direct 

beneficiaries of the PLA, nor did they disqualify themselves. I do not know if they sought advice 

from the District’s legal counsel on this potential conflict of interest, impropriety, or the 

appearance of impropriety. Presumably, if they did, Mr. Abbott would have known about it.  

These facts require an investigation by a competent, trained, and impartial person. The failure to 

clear this up and determine if the contract was procured through misfeasance or malfeasance will 

haunt the District and further damage the community’s perception of the governance and 

management teams.  

Listed below are some of the questions an investigator may want to address:  

 Was Socorro Shiels terminated so abruptly because of her views on the PLA, or because 

she objected to the deviation from Board Bylaws regarding the agenda item?  

 What communications has John Kelly had with signatories to the agreement from 2017 

through the present?  

 Is there a quid pro quo situation here, for both Mr. Kelly and Ms. Johnson, or instead, did 

one or both of them simply error in failing to disclose their substantial campaign 

contributions?  



 Was Mr. Kelly being truthful when he said that the PLA had been under discussion with 

lawyers and staff for six months?  

 What would the staff recommendation have been had they been given an opportunity and 

time to fully evaluate whether a PLA was in the District’s best interests, and if so, with 

what contractual terms?  

 What negotiations have taken place to modify the PLA since its adoption, reportedly to 

try to minimize the financial impact on the District? What is the status of those 

negotiations? Is Mr. Kelly involved in those negotiations?  

 Has the District evaluated its options for rescinding approval of the PLA due to 

procedural irregularities, lack of substantive analysis by the Board, lack of staff input, 

and possible undisclosed conflicts of interest relating to the relationship between Mr. 

Kelly and Ms. Johnson and these Building Trade unions and organizations? 

 Has the District evaluated the possibility of a lawsuit by the signatories to the Agreement 

as well as the possibility of a lawsuit from community members seeking rescission of this 

Agreement? Has the District been threatened with a lawsuit by anyone over this issue? If 

so, what are their arguments? Have these threats been the topic of discussion in closed 

session? If so, when and with what result?  

 Has the Board provided any direction to staff regarding the PLA going forward?  

 Who was responsible for placing the item on the consent agenda? Who was involved in 

the decision to place the item on the consent agenda? Was there any discussion about the 

appropriateness of placing the PLA on the consent agenda?  

 What communications were received from Board members on the PLA?  

 What “research” was done by individual trustees and how did that affect the 

deliberations?  

 Did any Board members question the placement of this item on the consent agenda?  

 Did any Trustees Blake, Coleman or Wetzel know of the campaign finance connections 

that Trustee Johnson and Board President Kelly had with the building trades community 

in Sonoma County?  

The questions above are just some of those that would be answered by a full and 

impartial investigation. Needless to say, Mr. Kelly should not be involved in any 

discussions or decisions regarding this request, as it would simply compound the current 

difficulties faced by the District.  

A recent letter to the editor was captioned, “Put the Trust back in Trustee.” The board must 

realize its precarious position in the community, and take this opportunity to demonstrate a 

genuine commitment to transparency.  

Sincerely,  

Chuck Young  

Attachment: Spreadsheet showing contributions to Trustee Kelly and former Trustee Johnson  



cc: All SVUSD Trustees 

Editor, Sonoma Index Tribune Editor, Sonoma Sun 

 

 

 

 


