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Dear Somerville City Council, 
 
My name is Laura Kiesel. I am the founder of the grassroots group, Save Arlington Wildlife. I have an 
academic background and an advanced degree in conservation biology/natural resources 
management. I am also an environmental journalist who has been researching and reporting on the 
impacts of rodenticides--and particularly, Second Generation Anticoagulant Rodenticides (SGARs)--
for nearly a decade. Some of this reporting includes a 2018 feature article in Dig Boston that offered a 
very positive portrayal of the City of Somerville's Integrated Pest Management program (see attached 
PDF of article).  
 
On February 27th, I gave a presentation to the Somerville Rodent Issues Special Committee, at the 
Committee’s invitation (specifically as a favor to Save Somerville Wildlife). I was explicitly informed by 
Committee Chair and City Councilor Jesse Clingan that he wanted me to cover the same content and 
information I offered at a public presentation at the Somerville library the month prior hosted by Green 
& Open Somerville (see PDF of email from Clingan). I was also told I would have about 20 minutes to 
present, followed by another 10 minutes of Q&A and discussion. As I had another presentation on the 
topic that same evening starting at 7pm, I informed the Committee I needed to promptly depart the 
meeting at 6:40pm so I would need to begin my presentation for the Committee as close to 6pm as 
possible.  
 
The February 27th meeting began late and I did not start presenting until around 6:11pm. About 10-
12 minutes into my presentation, Councilor Clingan interrupted to make a comment that he and the 
Committee weren’t interested in hearing a “TED talk.” This comment made me feel uncomfortable 
and gave the distinct impression that Clingan and the Committee were not interested in my 
perspective (even as I was offering the exact presentation Clingan requested). Toward the end of my 
presentation, Clingan interrupted again to scold me for referring to some City officials by name in 
sharing information about public data related to Somerville’s Integrated Pest Management program. 
Clingan told me I was only allowed to refer to city officials by the term “administrator” and asserted by 
naming officials I was being adversarial. In all my years of heavy involvement in municipal politics, I 
have never heard of any such rule or etiquette. It seemed that Councilor Clingan was looking for an 
excuse to find fault with me/my presentation. Shortly after this, as I was nearing the completion of my 
presentation, Councilor Clingan told me he had heard enough.  
 
At this point, Councilor Clingan made several rude and derogatory comments aimed at me and my 
presentation. He criticized me for failing to offer an "innovative solution" such as a drug where rats 
“get high and then die a happy death.” When Councilor Clingan said “get high” he swayed his head 
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slightly from side to side, pantomiming inebriation. After saying the words “happy death,” he chuckled. 
As someone who is the daughter, sibling, and niece of family members with substance abuse 
disorder who has lost them forever due to addiction and overdose, I was shocked by such callous 
comments by an elected official. 
 
Councilor Clingan also admitted through this statement that he wanted me to offer him an easy 
panacea to the city’s rodent problem and when I didn’t meet this impossible expectation, he felt 
entitled to publicly belittle me and my presentation. When a Somerville resident chimed in and 
attempted to offer public comment asserting Clingan was acting dismissively of me, Councilor Clingan 
threatened to end the meeting and spoke about the importance of his personal feelings. He then went 
on to say my presentation was “repetitive” and that I “abused” the time the Committee had given me. I 
attempted to speak again to both briefly defend myself, but also let the Committee know I had to 
depart the meeting to make my next presentation, but I was refused the opportunity. As such, I left 
the meeting.   
 
As a wildlife scientist whose academic research once primarily focused on predator-prey population 
dynamics, the main alternative to SGARs I was promoting in my presentation was creating healthy 
urban habitats that encourage the flourishing of predator species. A single Great Horned owl can 
consume 1,500 rats and 4,000 mice a year. By eradicating predators like hawks and owls by 
secondary rodenticide poisoning, the City of Somerville is actually undermining its own rodent control 
goals and instead contributing to a perpetual rodent infestation. I offered peer review research to back 
this theory up, citing studies comparing pilot sites relying on raptor predators versus anticoagulant 
rodenticides that found the former site experienced far superior rodent control. Yet, Councilor Clingan 
and his colleagues interpreted my position as (relayed in Clingan's own words) I "think it's sad that 
critters are dying." The optics of a Committee stacked solely with men dismissing a group of women 
advocates and summarizing a slide deck by a female biologist filled with scientific studies and facts 
as simply sentimentalizing wildlife is rife with sexist undertones. 
 
Furthermore, the next day, I was informed by a member of Save Somerville Wildlife that Councilor 
Clingan called her on the telephone immediately after the meeting, repeatedly asking for my personal 
phone number, with the intention to call me that evening as well (see screenshot of text message with 
phone number and some text redacted). Asking a third party for my personal phone number to call 
me after hours in the evening without my knowledge or consent is wildly inappropriate and 
unacceptable behavior by a City Councilor. Councilor Clingan clearly does not have an understanding 
of professional boundaries. 
 
According to Rule 17 of the City of Somerville's Code of Conduct for City Councilors: "Members shall 
not act in a disrespectful...manner towards members of the community...Members shall participate 
and interact in Council and committee meetings with dignity and decorum fitting those who hold a 
position of public trust."  
 
Additionally, Bullet 1. of the Code of Conduct specific to board, commission, and committee members 
states: "Members will strive to appreciate differences in approach and point of view and treat 
residents, city employees, partner organizations and other board, commission or committee members 
with courtesy, respect and professionalism"; Bullet 7 states: "Members should commit to studying and 
analyzing the problems and issues that come before them, listen to requests/questions, ask for 
clarification if necessary, and provide complete, knowledgeable, accurate, precise information 
regarding inquiries"; and especially the beginning of Bullet 10: "....rude or intimidating behavior...will 
not be tolerated."  
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Councilor Clingan belittled the different policy approach and point of view I was offering. A City 
Councilor should know there is no such thing as a singular, silver bullet solution to any dilemma and 
that environmental and public health problems in particular are often complex and require nuanced 
understandings of, and approaches to, the issue.  
 
Even as the Code of Conduct for City Councilors asserts they "shall not act disrespectfully," I was 
denied any real recourse. Though City Council President Ben Ewen-Campen was apologetic, he first 
only suggested I could have a "private chat" with Councilor Clingan. Considering Clingan's public 
treatment of me, I didn't want to imagine how he might behave in a private conversation. That option 
also didn't acknowledge this was not an interpersonal difference but one concerning unprofessional 
behavior. When I pressed further for an option to file a formal grievance, I was informed by Council 
President Ewen-Campen that "The only true process for holding elected officials accountable is at the 
ballot box" (see PDF of email). Other than that, the only other option Councilor Ewen-Campen offered 
to me was to submit this public comment.  
 
Later on, it was clarified to me by the Somerville City Clerk that even though the Code of Conduct for 
Commissions, Boards, and Committees states that "all" members of "any board, commission, or 
committee" are subject to its provisions, and outlined series of corrective actions if such standards are 
violated, that this Code actually *only* applies to commissions, boards and committees appointed by 
the Mayor. In fact, City Council committees are not subject to a Code of Conduct. In other words, City 
Councilors are held to lower--or really, no--standards of conduct and are not subject to accountability 
as are those appointed by the Mayor.  
 
The implication that a City Councilor can treat a member of the public however they feel like and that 
the only option is to "vote them out" is unsettling. What, then, is the purpose of the above Code of 
Conduct for City Councilors?  
 
Councilor Clingan’s has told the media he apologized to me. I want it clarified on the record that he 
has not. Many other people, mostly Somerville residents--mainly women--who watched the meeting, 
have apologized to me and remarked about feeling “horrified,” “outraged,” and “upset” by Clingan’s 
behavior. But the reactions of Clingan himself and other city officials I have appealed to have been 
blase at best. Councilor Cligan’s additional remarks to the press were dismissive of the harm of his 
remarks, by claiming the offense he caused was not “intended.” As anyone paying attention in recent 
years to the public dialogues about inclusivity should know, impact is more important than intention. 
How many sexist, ableist, or racist comments are not consciously intended to be so by the person 
uttering them? They still do damage and the onus is on the person making the comments (and their 
superiors/supervisores) to address their problematic behavior. Apologies do not repair damage in the 
absence of accountability. Actions to correct the problematic behavior are required to achieve more 
equitable public meetings.  
 
Failure by the City to enforce a Code of Conduct for City Councilors, especially while acting in 
Committee roles, creates a chilling effect. Such a failure enables and protects City Councilors who act 
inappropriately and deters members of the public from engaging in open discourse with them and 
partaking in the democratic process. I, for one, will think twice before ever again accepting an 
invitation to speak at a City of Somerville public meeting and will never again speak at a City Council 
Committee meeting unless and until there is a Code of Conduct in place. Others who observed the 
meeting have confided in me they have reached similar conclusions.  
 
I am requesting that the City Council enforce its own Code of Conduct for City Councilors and rectify 
the glaring double standard they have for City Council Committees and apply the same Code of 
Conduct as other boards, commissions, and committees.  
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Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Laura Kiesel 






















































