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BEVERLY HILLS — In a stunning move just three months after being named to the Northeast fire district board, Rhea Willis led a walkout at a board meeting Tuesday night and declared the embattled district to be in a state of emergency.

Willis' dramatic exit and impromptu follow-up meeting with district residents at Northeast's fire station about a mile away effectively paralyzed the board's ability to have a quorum.

Shortly after the board meeting came to order in the district's administration building, Willis stood up and said she had something to say. As the gathering sat in rapt silence, Willis told of how she'd lost confidence in the Northeast Ambulance and Fire Protection District's other board member, the fire chief and its legal counsel. 

"We have a lot of things going on with federal charges, suspensions internally ... and it bothers me," she said. "I'm to the point where I want change."

Willis then told attendees that if they wanted change, too, to meet her at the fire station to talk about it.

With that, many in the audience of about 20 applauded and stood up to follow her out.

Willis' exit left the board without a quorum, required for a governmental body to conduct business. But fire district attorney Elbert Walton Jr. told board president Robert Edwards that since there initially was a quorum, Willis' departure did not destroy it. Therefore, Walton advised, the board could continue to meet.

Edwards went on to make motions to approve minutes, the paying of bills and to go into closed session, with his vote the sole vote.

Minutes later at the fire station, Willis announced that the district was in "a state of emergency" and that she was seeking legal counsel to determine what steps to take next.

She told the gathering that she had suspended fire Chief Joe Washington two weeks ago for violations she could not yet discuss. (Washington is facing federal charges of bankruptcy fraud and violations of the Clean Air Act.)

She went on to say that the district's command had broken down, that morale was suffering among employees and that the board's attorney was "incompetent and unprofessional." Walton is the board's chief attorney; its secondary attorney is Bernard Edwards Jr.

Following Willis' firehouse meeting, the spokesman for the fire district could not be reached for comment. 

Willis said she was eager for a judge to appoint a third member to the board and that she hopes she and the new director will be able to fix the district's problems.

Edwards and Washington appointed Willis as director July 7, a week after the pair ousted longtime director Bob Lee. The same night Willis joined the board, Washington stepped down as president and the newly configured board named him fire chief.

The board has been without a third member since because, in Northeast's case, a vacancy can only be filled by a vote of two elected board members or a judge. Since Willis was not elected, the appointment fell to St. Louis Circuit Court Judge John Ross, who is expected to decide on a director Nov. 19. Qualified parties have until Oct. 23 to submit a letter of interest and a resume to Ross.

At the fire station Tuesday night, several residents told Willis they were grateful she'd taken a stand.

"I just had to do what I had to do," said Willis, a special-education teacher for the St. Louis Public Schools. "I just hope there will be positive change."
