
 

AWARD 

NEPBA, Local 406, on Christopher Hoar’s behalf, challenges the Town of 

Northfield’s sanctions imposed against Officer Hoar including, notably, the 

termination of his employment as a Northfield police officer by decision of Chief 

Helfant on May 14, 2020. 

Following the grievance process, the matter proceeded to binding arbitration.  

Multiple documents were admitted into evidence and testimony was received 

from Officer Christopher Hoar, Dr.  Jody Magrath, Chief John Helfant, Investigator 

Dan Troidl, Corporal Mike Gero, Officer Levi Willey and Officer Brian Gosselin.  (I 

will refer to witnesses by their last names in the discussion below.  No disrespect 

is intended).  Post-hearing briefing and arguments have been carefully considered 

along with the exhibits and all testimony. 

Counsel are commended for their courtesy and professionalism.   

I begin by briefly stating the parties’ positions.  I will then state the issue for 

decision – including the burden of proof and the definition of “just cause” – and 

then discuss the evidence supporting my decision. 

Hoar and the Union argue that the Town has not – indeed, cannot – carry its 

burden of proving by a preponderance of the evidence (1) that Hoar lied in 

various ways during the investigation; and (2) that there was, at the time of Chief 

Helfant’s decision on May 14, 2020, just cause to terminate Hoar’s employment 

for dishonesty.   

 



By contrast, the Town argues that Hoar was repeatedly and continuously 

dishonest during the investigation that followed the November 28, 2019 crash of 

the police cruiser Hoar was operating that evening.  The Town argues that Hoar 

has been deliberately untruthful during the investigation, the grievance process 

and, indeed, during the arbitration hearing itself.  In short, the Town claims that 

Hoar has knowingly provided false and dishonest testimony even while under 

oath. 

Chief Helfant and Attorney Halpert are correct in asserting that a police officer – if 

dishonest – cannot remain employed as a police officer.  Truthfulness is of 

paramount importance.  Attorney Halpert correctly points out that the arbitrator 

cannot substitute his own judgment for the judgment of the chief of police with 

regard to employment and disciplinary decisions.  I am reminded that it is not for 

me to make an employment decision.  I am called upon, however, to render a 

legal decision. 

“Just cause” may be defined as “…some substantial shortcoming detrimental to 

the employer’s interests … which the law and a sound public opinion recognize as 

a good cause for … dismissal.” 

Here, the Town has the burden of proving by a preponderance of the evidence 

that Chief Helfant had just cause to terminate Hoar’s employment for dishonesty. 

Attorney Edwards, for Hoar and the Union, proposes that the central issue for 

decision is: “whether [Officer Hoar] was terminated for just cause on the basis of 

the reasons given in the disciplinary letter dated May 14, 2020.”  This is an 

appropriate statement of the issue before me for decision. 

DISCUSSION OF THE EVIDENCE 

1. In November of 2019, the Town of Northfield police department employed  

patrol officers and supervisory personnel including Officers Levi Willey, 

Brian Gosselin, Brian Hoar, Chris Hoar, Cpl. Mike Gero, Officer Petowski and 

Chief Helfant. 

 

2. Chief Helfant joined the Northfield PD in October, 2018 (as Chief).  Hoar 

joined the force in 2012. 

 



3. The policy concerning when a patrol officer could take a police cruiser 

home has changed over time. 

 

4. Back in 2012, when Hoar’s employment started, no cruisers went home. 

 

5. Hoar testified that you could take a cruiser home if you were working the 

next day and you lived in town.  Officers Hoar, Hoar and Petowski took 

advantage of this policy. 

 

6. Prior to August, 2019, Hoar recalled a conversation with Cpl. Gero that if a 

cruiser goes home with an officer, it was not permitted to return the cruiser 

to the police station to retrieve one’s personal vehicle.  (Although not 

entirely clear from the evidence, Cpl. Gero may not have initially recalled 

the conversation but may have “vaguely” recalled this conversation with 

Hoar upon reflection). 

 

7. Gosselin told Troidl that, previously, the “generally accepted practice” was 

that an officer who stayed in town could take a cruiser home. 

 

8. Hoar testified that, during the summer/fall of 2019 – when told by Cpl. 

Gero that one can’t return to the station to retrieve a personal vehicle after 

taking a cruiser home – he stopped taking a cruiser home during that 

period of time.  Conceivably, the 8/15/19 email may have not strongly 

registered with Hoar because, at that time, it did not directly affect him. 

 

9. Gosselin lived about 500 feet from the station so he did not take cruisers 

home.  Accordingly, the 8/15/19 email didn’t impact him and, when asked 

later, he was only “vaguely” aware of that email. 

 

10. Chief Helfant decided that he wanted greater cruiser visibility on weekend 

evenings.   

 

 

 



11. On August 15, 2019, Chief Helfant sent an email to everyone in the 

department – including Hoar – that read: “Effective today we will have 3 

officers working the evening shift.  Please do not take a car home on 

Thursday Friday Saturday unless you absolutely know that no one else will 

be using it.  The primary complaint about visibility was during the evening 

so I would like all three cars on the road on these weekend evenings.” 

 

12. Cpl. Gero testified that he communicated to his “shift rotation” (including 

Hoar) verbally the expectation (Gero characterized it as an “order” from the 

Chief) that all cruisers be out on weekend nights. 

 

13. Cpl. Gero also testified that – at some point between 8/15/19 and 11/28/19 

– he recalled a specific conversation with Hoar during which Hoar asked to 

take a cruiser home and Gero denied the request and specifically 

referenced the 8/15/19 email from the Chief. 

 

14. Cpl. Gero acknowledged that – before the August email was sent out – 

Chief Helfant had previously allowed officers who lived in Northfield to take 

a cruiser home if they were working the next day. 

 

15. Gosselin indicated it was “common” for officers to take cruisers home if 

you lived in town.  He “vaguely” recalled the Chief’s email but indicated he 

didn’t pay attention to it because it didn’t really apply to him (as he lived so 

close to the station that he never took cruisers home). 

 

16. At the end of his shift on 11/28/19, Hoar asked Willey and Gosselin if they 

would be willing to “double up” in one cruiser that night so Hoar could take 

a cruiser home.  They agreed. 

 

17. Although Hoar was senior to Willey and Gosselin, he was not their 

supervisor. 

 

 

 



18. Willey recalls needing a supervisor’s permission before “doubling up”.  

Neither he nor Gosselin called for or sought permission that evening. 

 

19. Gosselin testified that he and Willey were going to “double up” into one 

cruiser that night “anyway” at 9 p.m.  They were simply being asked to 

“double up” a few hours earlier than when they would normally do so. 

 

20. Significantly, Gosselin testified that he did not think Hoar was violating any 

order when Hoar asked them to double up that evening nor did Gosselin 

recall needing a supervisor’s permission to “double up”. 

 

21. Neither Willey nor Gosselin ever reported in writing to the Chief that Hoar 

had violated a rule or policy when he asked them to “double up” that 

evening. 

 

22. Gosselin’s (apparently mistaken) understanding of the policy was that there 

should be two cruisers out until dark (9 pm) and then only one cruiser out 

after 9 p.m. 

 

23. In sum, with respect to two officers using one cruiser (“doubling up”) and 

with respect to taking cruisers home (for officers living in town who were 

working the following day), there were clearly shifts in policy over time. 

 

24. One question is whether the 8/15/19 email to all personnel from Chief 

Helfant was understood by all as a clear articulation of a mandated change 

in policy.  The Town asserts that the email is a clear order from the Chief 

that all available cruisers shall be out on the road on weekend evenings; 

accordingly, “doubling up” is prohibited.   

 

25. However, different officers had manifestly different understandings of the 

policy in question even after the email was issued on 8/15/19.  Cpl. Gero 

understood it to be a firm order of the Chief and no exceptions should or 

would be permitted.  Willey remembered the email too and believed it to 

be an order yet “doubling up” was permissible with a supervisor’s 

permission (though that understanding contravenes the policy as set forth 



in the email, arguably).  Gosselin only vaguely remembered the email but 

paid little or no attention to it and understood that “doubling up” was 

permissible (with no mention of needing a supervisor’s permission) and 

indeed routine or normal once 9 p.m. arrived. 

 

26. Hoar testified that he did not recall (1) a conversation with Gero in which 

he was denied permission to take a cruiser home (and the email was 

referenced) sometime during the period 8/15/19 to 11/28/19; (2) the 

8/15/19 email; (3) the 8/15/19 email when interviewed in March, 2020. 

 

27. 11/28/19 was Thanksgiving Day.  Hoar was “42” at the station and intended 

to go “41” the next morning from home.  He had family visiting from out of 

town for the holiday.  Willey and Gosselin were going to have dinner with 

Officer Petowski (whose house is next to Hoar’s residence in Northfield).  

Hoar’s intention was to drive the cruiser home for dinner with family and 

then, the next morning, to start his scheduled morning shift.  This was a 

personal convenience to him as it would give him more time with family 

before beginning his work shift. 

 

28. On the drive home, Hoar crashed the cruiser into a concrete bridge 

abutment.  He called it in and Officers Willey and Gosselin responded.  

Later, Officer Rhoden of the Berlin PD investigated the incident and wrote a 

report. 

 

29. Prior to hitting the abutment, there was evidence that the cruiser may have 

sideswiped some trees or saplings.  There were no skid marks on the road.  

Hoar has consistently maintained that (1) he braked and took evasive 

action; (2) he was wearing his seat belt; (3) he was exceeding the speed 

limit; and (4) he was distracted. 

 

30. Investigator Troidl later obtained the CDR (black box) and the data revealed 

that (1) there was no speeding at any time; (2) there was no braking; (3) the 

seat belt had not been used; and (4) the cruiser speed actually increased in 

the roughly one second before impact and the steering wheel appears to 

have been steered hard in a counterclockwise direction. 



31. Troidl, as part of his investigation, consulted with a CDR expert (Sorenson) 

who indicated that the data recorder – albeit rarely – can be wrong about 

the usage of the seat belt.  

 

32. Hoar, at the scene of the accident, showed his fellow officers that the 

driver’s seat belt was slack (it was not pinned tightly to the B pillar as one 

would expect following this accident had the seat belt not been in use). 

 

33. Hoar’s statements that he was distracted and not paying attention is an 

admission of negligence on his part and responsibility for badly damaging a 

valuable piece of equipment.  His statement that he was speeding is also 

against his interest. 

 

34. Hoar’s statements that he was speeding, taking evasive action and braking 

are untrue.  The data recorder shows that there was no braking, no 

operation above 35 mph (no speeding) and no apparent evasive action 

(unless the sudden increase in speed during the last second of operation 

was Hoar depressing the accelerator instead of the brake and the hard 

steer to the left is evidence of evasive steering). 

 

35. Throughout the investigation and litigation processes, Hoar has consistently 

maintained that (1) he was wearing his seat belt; (2) he braked; (3) he was 

going too fast; (4) he was responsible for distracted driving. 

 

36. Throughout the investigation and litigation processes, Hoar has consistently 

maintained that he (1) does not recall the 8/15/19 email; (2) does not recall 

a conversation with Cpl. Gero about a request to take a cruiser home; (3) 

does not recall another occasion when he and others were advised of the 

new policy in question.  Hoar has consistently maintained that he did not 

recall these things on 11/28/19 nor did he recall these things when 

interviewed in March, 2020. 

 

37. The question is whether he is knowingly deceiving us all as part of an effort 

to escape responsibility for his actions.  Is Christopher Hoar knowingly lying 

– indeed perjuring himself – repeatedly (as the Town asserts)?  Does he 



actually remember the conversations with Gero and remember the 8/15/19 

email? Did he knowingly violate a policy or order from his Chief of Police 

when he asked his fellow officers to “double up” that evening?  Did he 

knowingly lie when he claimed to have braked and taken evasive action? 

Did he lie when he claimed to have used his seat belt?  Why would he 

admit negligence and responsibility for the crash?  Why would he admit to 

exceeding the speed limit?  Is Hoar admitting certain “facts” so that his lies 

would be deemed more plausible as part of an overall scheme to deceive? 

 

38. The facts of the accident will never be clearly known with certainty.  It is 

possible – having in view the data recorder’s evidence – that Hoar was 

driving home (BAC of 0.00) and failed to negotiate a left turn in the 

roadway because he was distracted.  The cruiser continued straight when 

the road turned to the left.  The cruiser left the roadway and sideswiped 

trees.  Chief Helfant continues to maintain that Hoar is lying about his use 

of the seat belt but, given Hoar’s experience and teaching of driver safety, it 

is likely that he was using his seat belt and the data recorder is wrong (as 

can happen).  The “slack” belt is further evidence that the belt was used (as 

it should have been tight to the B pillar if not in use at the time of the 

impact). 

 

39. Hoar may have, in this sudden emergency, hit the accelerator instead of the 

brake.  That might explain the data recorder evidence of a sharp increase in 

speed during the second before impact.  The data recorder also indicates 

sharp steering to the left which may constitute evasive steering by Hoar. 

 

40. The fundamental question here is whether or not Hoar is lying.  He was 

dismissed from his job for dishonesty.  Is he lying?  Is he being dishonest 

when he makes the statements that he has consistently made, including 

statements against his own self-interest? 

 

41. Attorney Edwards asserts – with some support from witness Magrath – that 

Hoar is being honest.  It is claimed that Hoar has been honest throughout.  

It may well be that he is wrong with respect to braking, speeding, seat belt 

usage, etc. but a sincere belief, though objectively false, is not dishonesty.  



There is no evidence that Hoar has admitted dishonesty although absence 

of such an admission is not fatal to the Town’s case. 

 

BASIS FOR DECISION 

PART ONE:  WAS THE EMAIL POLICY VIOLATED? 

1. The Town maintains that the 8/15/19 email was a clear and unequivocal 

order of the Chief.  Chief Helfant and Gero are clearly of this view. 

                                                                                                                                                         

2. The email reads: “Effective today we will have 3 officers working the 

evening shift.  Please do not take a car home on Thursday Friday Saturday 

unless you absolutely know that no one else will be using it.  The primary 

complaint about visibility was during the evening so I would like all three 

cars on the road on these weekend evenings.” 

 

3. If this is a direct order, all cars must be on the road on weekend evenings.  

No exceptions.  There is nothing about certain hours of the night when the 

directive changes (although the word “evening” appears three times).  

There is nothing about supervisors having authority to depart from this rule 

upon request. 

 

4. There is a carve out exception:  “…unless you absolutely know that no one 

else will be using it.” 

 

5. When Hoar, Willey and Gosselin discussed “doubling up” on 11/28/19, all 

three men knew that Willey and Gosselin were going to Petowski’s house 

for Thanksgiving dinner and Hoar was headed home for dinner as well.  

Significantly, none of these three officers called a supervisor.  None thought 

to call a supervisor to seek permission.  Nobody mentioned the email or 

any policy or rule any of the three thought was being violated.  Neither 

Willey nor Gosselin reported Hoar’s request or action as a violation of any 

rule or policy. 

 



6. In fact, Gosselin testified that he and Willey were going to “double up” 

anyway at 9 p.m. that evening.  Gosselin didn’t understand that permission 

from a supervisor was required.  Willey thought “doubling up” was 

permissible but a supervisor’s permission was required yet neither he nor 

Gosselin sought permission from a supervisor (Hoar was senior but not a 

supervisor of either fellow officer.  Contacting a supervisor would have 

been no trouble; they reached Cpl. Gero by phone after learning of the 

crash). 

 

7. It may be asked whether Hoar, when Willey and Gosselin agreed to “double 

up”, absolutely knew that nobody else would be using that cruiser that 

night.  

 

8. I find it significant that a literal reading (or strict construction) of the 

8/15/19 email would mean that all three officers were clearly in violation of 

the email policy.  Hoar would be in violation, as the Town claims, for taking 

a cruiser home but Willey and Gosselin would also clearly be in violation of 

the same policy for “doubling up” (with or without supervisor permission) 

and thus reducing the number of cars on the road on a weekend evening. 

 

9. I conclude that the “unless” clause in the email renders the email 

ambiguous in light of the changes to the prior practice and policy changes 

regarding taking cruisers home for the night by officers who live in town 

and are scheduled to work the following day.  Hoar knew that the cruiser 

he was taking home would not be needed by others that night. 

 

10. For this reason, I cannot conclude that the Town has satisfied its burden of 

proving that Hoar in fact violated this rule. 

 

PART TWO:  HAS THE TOWN PROVED THAT HOAR WAS DISHONEST THUS 

SUPPORTING THE TOWN’S DECISION TO TERMINATE HIS EMPLOYMENT FOR JUST 

CAUSE? 

1. In order to conclude that the Town had just cause to dismiss Hoar, I must 

find that the Town has proved that Hoar lied. 



2. Hoar has consistently said: 

 

a. He does not remember the Gero conversation that occurred 

sometime between 8/15/19 and 11/28/19; 

b. He does not remember the 8/15/19 email; 

c. He does not dispute the authenticity of that email; 

d. He does not dispute that the email went to all personnel or that it 

came to him in his email (if he does not dispute he got the email, 

there is no reason to search his email folders, when he had the 

chance to do so for several months, to see if he got it.  He does not 

dispute that he received the email); 

e. He did not recall that email when asked about it by Troidl in March, 

2020; 

f. He thought he was exceeding the speed limit; 

g. He braked; 

h. He was wearing his seat belt; 

i. He was driving while distracted; 

j. He tried to take evasive action;  

k. He doesn’t claim Gero is being untruthful; and  

l. He acknowledged that he should have recalled that email but did 

not. 

 

3. The Town’s case is largely built upon the fact that Cpl. Gero testified that he 

clearly recalled his two conversations with Hoar (although Gero only 

vaguely recalled the third conversation; the one Hoar did recall). 

 

4. It seems that the Town’s position is:  if Gero so clearly recalls these 

conversations, then Hoar must be lying when he claims, repeatedly, not to 

recall these conversations. 

 

5. Paragraph 2 (c )(d)(f) and (i) are all statements against Hoar’s self interest. 

 



6. Notably, Chief Helfant testified that he felt Hoar genuinely believed that he, 

Hoar, was indeed speeding.  This is interesting because we know from the 

data recorder that Hoar was not speeding.  This is notable because here is 

an instance of Hoar being wrong about a fact (speeding) but Chief Helfant 

acknowledging that Hoar’s belief, though mistaken, is genuine. 

 

7. However, Chief Helfant does not allow for the possibility that Hoar’s claim 

that he was using his seat belt is a genuine belief (albeit perhaps mistaken).  

Chief Helfant testified that he believes Hoar lied about his use of the seat 

belt (despite Troidl’s and Sorenson’s reservations) and the evidence that 

the slack seat belt – post-crash – may indeed demonstrate that the seat 

belt was being used at the time. 

 

8. Because Hoar has remained consistent in his recollections (or lack of 

recollection); because he has made significant statements against his 

interest; because a person who is factually wrong – who mis-reports an 

event – is not of necessity lying; because a sincere belief (though 

objectively false) is not dishonesty, I cannot conclude that Officer Chris 

Hoar was lying. 

 

9. It is intolerable for a police officer to lie.  It is a serious accusation to claim 

that a police officer has repeatedly lied even to the point of lying under 

oath in formal legal proceedings. 

 

10. What Officer Hoar has said, at all times, is that he does not remember the 

email or the two conversations concerning the change in policy regarding 

taking cruisers home, a policy that has changed several times over a brief 

period.  The Town argues that this is incredible; that he must remember as 

the others have all indicated they remembered (although, in the case of 

Gosselin, it was only “vaguely”). 

 

11. On balance, I conclude that the weight of the evidence does not support 

the claim that Officer Christopher Hoar knowingly – repeatedly – lied about 

his recall of the email or conversations relating to that policy change or 

about certain details of the frightening and traumatic event of 11/28/19. 



12. Accordingly, I conclude that the Town of Northfield has not carried its 

burden of proving just cause for any of the sanctions imposed on Officer 

Hoar with the exception of 3.4.2 (improper operation of his vehicle). 

 

AWARD 

The Town of Northfield has not satisfied its burden of proving that it had just 

cause to dismiss Officer Christopher Hoar from his employment as a Northfield 

police officer. 

 

 

 

June 1, 2021      James W. Spink, Arbitrator 


