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District Clerk
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2026-413NO.

BRET GARDELLA
Plaintiff,

IN THE DISTRICT COURT

v 4TH JUDICIAL DISTRJCT

RACHEL SAWYER HALE AND
MICHAELLE FRIER
Defendants. OF RUSK COUNTY, TEXAS

PLArryTrr,F'S pRrq,D[+L PETTTION
4NP p.pM^+Iyp FOR JURy TRIAL

TO THE IIONORABLE JUDGE OF SAID COTJRT:

NOW comes BRET GARDELLA, hereinafter called Plaintif{ complaining of and about

Rachel Sawyer Hale and Michaelle Frier, hereinafter called Defendants, and for cause of action

shows unto the Court the following:

DISCOVERY CONTROL PLAN LEVEL

1. Plaintiff intends that discovery be conducted under Discovery Level2.

PARTIES AND SERVICE

2. Plaintifi Bret Gardella, is an Individual who resides in Henderson, Rusk County,

Texas.

3. The last three numbers of Bret Gardella's driver's license number are 961. The last

three numbers of Bret Gardella's social security number are 995.

4. Defendant Rachel Sawyer Hale, is a resident of Henderson, Rusk County, Texas

and may be served with process at her address 1302 Briarwood Trail, Henderson, TX 75654 or

wherever she may be found. Service of said Defendant as described above can be affected by

personal delivery.
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i. Defendant, Michaelle Frier, an individual and self-described digital creator residing

.: .91J5 Pnce Street. Henderson,TX 75654. Service of process may be had on Defendant at said

:,ld:ess or wherever she may be found by personal delivery.

JURISDICTION AND VENUE

6. The subject matter in controversy is within the jurisdictional limits of this court.

7. Plaintiff seeks monetary relief in excess of $1,000,000.

8' This court has jurisdiction over the parties because Defendants are Texas resi<lents.

9. Venue in Rusk County is proper in this cause under Section 15.002(a)(1) of the

Texas Civil Practice and Remedies Code because all or a substantial part of the events or omissions

giving rise to this lawsuit occurred in this county and Defendant Hale is a resident of Rusk County,

Texas.

FACTS AND CAUSES OF ACTION

10. on May 27,2025, Boatcycle, a Henderson Texas business applied for a grant or

assistance from the Henderson Economic Development Corporation herein after referred to as

"HEDCO". Defendant Rachel Sawyer Hale is the wife and daughter-in-law of the owners of
Boatcycle, Inc. She also maneuvered herself into an appointment as Chairman of the Republic

Party of Rusk County, Texas, after she unsuccessfully ran for election for the Texas House of
Representatives. The application to get money from HEDCo was rejected because the stated

purpose of the request for "taxpayer dollars" was contrary to the purposes for which such money

could be used.

1 1. HEDCO and its staff refused to "Bend the Rules" for the Hale family andlor the

chairman of the Rusk County Republican Parry, even after Defendant Rachel Sawyer Hale

personally intervened.
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- -- :e clear. Deiendant Hale's uncle by marriage, Joel Flale (the County Judge of Rusk

- -:r,i r ie\ er interceded into the matter.

il. This rejection of a request fbr the taxpayer money by Defendant Hale's family and

':r-iiness created malice and ili will toward HEDCO's executive director, Plaintiff, Bret Gardella,

o:i the part of Rachel Sawyer Hale.

Defendant Rachel Sawyer Hale used her position with the Republican Party of Rusk

County to further her vendetta, to the detriment of the Party as a whole.

13. Shortly after the Defendant Hale's request for the taxpayer money for her family's

business was denied, a tempest in a teapot arose over a mural being painted on a Henderson

building. 'l'he owner of the building was in favor of the mural and all appropriate committees were

consulted. The project was properly approved.

Using the mural project as a pretext, Defendant Hale, garbing herself as the Chair of the

Rusk County Republican Party and invoking thename of Boatcycle on August 3A,2O2S,published

a post on Facebook. The written part of the post itself alone is defamatory per se,

"Vetting Bret Gardella, and what I uncovered is staggering fraud, waste, and abuse
spanning multiple states and countless cities "..."based on what I've found, this is a 9 alarm
fire", "...more explosive videos are coming stayed tuned", ".,.Henderson Mural Debacle
triggered my investigation into what I believed was the tip of the iceberg,..unfortunately I
was right and.,.lays out the fraudulent behavior and public connection (sic)
bombshell'..Please share we NEED to shine a light to make it unattractive for bad actors
to oversee our tax dollars."

Each, every and all of these statements are defamatory per se and, therefore, also per quod.

14. August 30,2025 Rachel Sawyer Hale post,

"I've just released a new video - Vetting Bret Gardella, and what I uncovered is
staggering: fraud, waste, and abuse spanning rnultiple states and countless cities. Huge
thank you to the engaged citizens of Baytown - your vigilance helped expose a much bigger
story. When I said the mural debacle was just the tip of the iceberg, I truly didn't realize
how deep this would go." To everyone in Henderson... HEDCO's budget should be on the
agenda - and based on what i've found. this is a 9-alarm fire.
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I: ihe comilents to this posting appears the following: Tyler Esters,
S:-rells like a con artist!" Michaelle Frier, "He is a fraud and looks to move from town

t.' lr'r\\'n to see u'hat he can get away with." Rachel Sawyer Hale, "Just like in education we
\f L ST stop passing the trash."

15. August 30,2025, "Vetting Bret Gardella" video created by and posted by Rachel

iau-wer Hale is defamatory. A transcription of the audio portion of the linked video is attached

hereto as Exhibit "A" and made a part hereof. The sole purpose for Hale to create this video was

to concoct and share her inaccurate, non-factual story to inflame her audience to get Plaintiff fired

and scare his family. At no time during this process, was Hale employed by the city of Henderson,

HEDCO or serving on any board that would require the vetting of Plaintiff. Therefore, the only

conclusion is that Hale maliciously chose to defame Plaintiff personally and not in the scope of his

work for HEDCO. Hale used Freedom of In-formation Act documents, selectively edited, to offer

her version of what has transpired during his professional economic development career.

She uses inuendo about his career path representing that Plaintiff had been fired multiple

times, that one city (Bastrop) drafted an ordinance regarding public conduct of the BEDC leaders

that she incorrectly attributes to Plaintiffs actions, misrepresents a failed MDD measure in

Brownsville and alleges that he is not being transparent on his applications. She also questions his

accomplishments simply because she claims that she couldn't find any public reporting on

them. She alleges that some of his projects were the basis of "Conflict and Controversy" based on

her slanted version of what accomplishments occurred or did not occur. Exliibit A, Pages 6-20.

Additionally, Hale states,

"I strongly believe that Mr. Gardella should not hold any position where he is enkusted
with taxpayer money.'r
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" ' _ :: ., : _ .:^:JiiCs this lie that.

\r'.r \{;. Gardelra and some on the Main Street Landmark board are trying to gut: -: :' "i';lt'r\" n protections to jam through a mixed-use ente.tainment scheme.,,

Pla:ntiff has never once worked on or proposed a mixed_use concept for downtown

Ilenderson so he has zero idea what this lie is about^

16. August 31,2025 Rachel Sawyer Hale post,

"ICYMI Henderson Mural Debacie tnggererd my investigation into what I believedwas the tip of the iceberg. unfortunatelyj I *u, .igir, ""j arr" below) rays out thefi^audulent behavior and pibtc .n..""tio, (sic) bombsher,,

17 ' September 3' 2025 Rachel sawyer Hale posts answers to others, posts inforrning
people that they can go to Boatcycle to sign a petition to have piaintiff fired. ln the
comments, Michaelle Frier, posted.

"It's ashamed (sic) he got the ugly mural done before we could get him out of the cityl!!,,
Rachel sawyer llale (replying to Jamie Haynes) you can pay aservice to scrub you ftom the
intemet, however, you can't scrub gov't documentsr!',

18. September 3,2025 Rachel Sawyer Hale posts,

"".The numb-er.of peopre stepping r1n to a,rrv for the HEDco board is nothingshort of incredible' Petition slgnaturJs'-#uri*ov iiii*""ri".r.a, and the HEDco boardhas until September g,2025,*-r".*r"u*^ trar. caiaett"..lrp irr.v don,t do it, we the people
fiiltllfltll';,'rlli:,1'u ra" inir,. sand rir"r'. c,J.j,u,,,,, be terminated by or

19. September 4,2025 Rachel Sawyer Hale posts,

," 
'"rlJ?3;# 

'f # [*:,i:'f#?*:]'happen we rhe peopre are getting ready
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: Si::e::'.:er S. 2025 Rachel Sawyer Hale posts,

.tririirrro\\' 9/9125 is the day! HEDCO meeting at 3pm City Council meeting
.t 5:::r. Line in the sand: Mr. Gardella terminated." In the comments, after
P,a::rlrtf u'as not fired, we find Tony Johnson, "This isn't rightl Gardella needed to
go . . .\[ichaelle Frier, "...So this is it? A11 that can be done? When can they vote
again or rvhen can it be brought up again?"

On September 22, 2025, Plaintiff met with Rachelle Thrasher and Aleigh Townley, two

^oca1 citizens who had been opposed to the mural, to get to know one another. During this meeting

Rachelie Thrasher mentioned that Rachel Sawyer Hale told her that she had "dug up" other

personal, non-job related information about Plaintiff and was going to disseminate it publicly to

shame him and try to force him to resign.

21. Included and embedded in that Facebook post are video(s) that contain multiple

statements that are untrue and per se defamatory and/or are actionable under Turner v. KTHK TV,

Iruc. 385 SW3d 103 (Tex. 2000), The gist of the post is false, defamatory and not otherwise

privileged.

22. The written posting quoted above is clearly pro se defamatory. The video clip

linked to the written post also contains per se defamatory statements. The attempts within the

video by Hale to attempt to disclaim liability by caveats inserted certainly do not apply to the

written posting and also are ineffective to disclaim liability for the video statements under Turner

and its progeny. In fact, they are evidence that Hale had serious doubt about the truth of her

accusations or knew they were untrue.

23. If evidence of actual malice need be presented as to the postings there is clear and

convincing evidence that Hale purposefully avoided the truth. Ifale's decision not to consult

readily available sources that could have objectively commented on her version of the facts
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ii -'.,. sr Er. there erists clear and convincing evidence Hale avoided

:.-,u.i e:tectively comment on the truth or falsity of the facts she was

,.i.:,.:ts ie'r be true and instead cited and consulted only with sources known to be

3:e: Grcie11a. This is not a faiiure to investigate; it is purposeful avoidance of the truth.

l-:.: c.ear and convincing evidence shows that Hale knowingly omitted certain facts, that

ti ur:drsclosed. could leave a reader or listener with a substantially false impression. The evidence

o: malice is clear and convincing because Hale completely abandons the original debate about the

mura1, ignores that Plaintiff could not alone authoize a grant to assist in painting it and makes the

defamatory statements al1 to try and get Plaintiff fired ftom his job.

24. Haie's state of mind and proof ofmalice in the context of defamation is most clearly

shown by the fact that in the exsrutiatingly long video posting numerous disjointed and unrelated

"facts" or "events" are recited on a variety oftopics, projects, and/or cities that Defendant urges

the listener to believe provc Plaintiff is all the defamatory things she says hc is.

But, when you anaiyze those allegations of "facts", even if you assume them allto be true

and further assume that Plaintiff had sorne connection to them other than being in the particular

city at the time, they do not have any probative force to support the per se defamatory terms

Defendant uses repeatedly to describe Plaintiff.

This is overpowering evidence that Defendant did not believe or had serious cloubts about

the truth of the per se defamatory statements she made about Plaintiff.

25. Notwithstanding the fact that the statements of Hale are defamatory per se, such

statements also proximateiy cause monetary damage to Bret Gardella.
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-:-- *:r.r *s to and relate to Plaintiff s fitness to serve as an economic

sr6jigg the marketability of his fitness to be effective at his chosen

tb 6116 of damage therefrom exceeds the minimum jurisdictional limits of the Court.

fr. Further Defe,ndant used the Plaintiff s name or likeness for the Defendant's own

:,::..--.: :nc rncluded thc name or likeness in publication used to promote the Defendant's agenda.

-{s a result of Defendant's actions, Plaintiff suffered mental anguish, loss of earning

;apacity and loss of the value associated with the exclusive use of his name or likeness.

2j. The actions of Defendant's aforesaid have caused Plaintiff to suffer damages.

28. The Defendant, Michaelle Frier after the Defendant Hale posted her defamatory

screed, published her own comment.

"He is a Fraud (sic) and looks to move from town to town to see what he can get
away with."

That statement is per se defamatory. Except for Hale's capacity as an officer, shareholder,

or employee of Boatcycle and her capacity as Chair of the Rusk County Republican Party, Frier's

liability facts are the same as Hale's and are incorporated herein by reference the same as if fully

copied at length,

But Frier's transgression may be worse than Hale's. Frier apparently is relying solely on

what Hale has published and called Plaintiff a "Fraud" (sic) without doing any independent

investigation on her own.

29. Additionally, and aside trom the forgoing Defendant Hale knowingly published

Plaintiff s social security number and other personally private information in an effort to cause

financial harm to Plaintiff. This constitutes an entirely separate tod, for which this suit is brought.
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rlg:l1sh and concern about what can be done to him
:: ::le:uciic domain.

PI {I\TIFF'S CLAINI OF DEFAMATION, MALICE,
: \ ] f \TIO\ {L I\FLICTION OF EMOTIONAL DISTRESS ANDINVASION OF PRIVACY

-' ?'a:nti:f realleges and incorporates by reference all priorparagraphs as though they
--r :.-"1' se: ;brth Said allegations constitute defamation, malice, intentional infliction of

3T:iu-atroli31 distress and invasion of pnvacy as to Defendants, Rachel Hale and Michaelle Frier.

DAMAGES FOR PLAINTIFF, BRET GARDELLA
31 ' As a direct and proximate result of the occurrence made the basis of this lawsuit,

Plaintift Bret Gardelia, was caused to suffer injuries, and to incur the following damages:

A' Loss of eaming capacity which will, in all probability, be incurred in thefuture;

B. Mental anguish in the past;

C. Mental anguish in the future;

D. Attomey fees; and

E. Reputational damage.

PRAYER

Plaintiff' Bret Gardclla, respectfully prays that the Detbndants be cited to appear and
answer herein, and that upon a final hearing of the cause, judgment be entered for the plaintiff
against Defendants, jointly and severally, for damages in an amount within the jurisdictional limits
of the couft; together with pre-judgment interest at the maximum rate allowed by law; post-

This section has been left blank intentionally.
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It.ilitr mental anguish and concem about what can be done to him

in the public domain.

PI \I\TIFF'S CLAIM OF DEFAMATION, MALICE,
i\ I t\TIO\.{I- INFLICTION OF EMOTIONAL DISTRESS AND

INVASION OF PRIVACY

: ?-:::itr:frealleges and incorporates by reference all priorparagraphs as though they

i: -.,. :e: :,r:th. Said allegations constitute defamation, malice, intentional infliction of

:- .:--:.,. Cis:ress and invasion of privacy as to Def-endants, Rachel Hale and Michaelle Frier.

DAMAGES F'OR PLAINTIFF, BRET GARI}ELLA

31 . As a direct and proximate result of the occuffence made the basis of this lawsuit,

Piaintiff, Bret Gardeila, was caused to suffer injuries, and to incur the following damages:

A. Loss of eaming capacity which will, in all probability, be incurred in the
future;

B. Mental anguish in the past;

C. Mental anguish in the future;

D, Attomey fees; and

E. Reputational damage.

PRAYER

Plaintiff, Bret Gardella, respectfully prays that the Defendants be cited to appear and

answer herein, and that upon a final hearing of the cause, judgment be entered for the Plaintiff

against Defendants, jointly and severally, for damages in an amount within the jurisdictional limits

of the Court; together with pre-judgment interest at the maximum rate allowed by law; post-

This section has been left blank intentionally.
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*, colts of corrrq and such other and further relief to which the

Respectfully submitted,

Lc_-) /-r-r
Ron Adkison
State Bar No. 00921090

Adkison Law Firm
300 West Main
Henderson, TX75652
Tel. (903) 6s7-8s4s
Fax. (903) 6s7-6108
catherine@adki sonlawfi rm. com

Attomey for Plaintiff
Bret Gardella

PLAINTIFF HEREBY DEMANDS TRIAL BY JURY

10 | P a g c

j lllllullllllllllllllllllllrfl illlllltr



EXHIBITA

=I



1

1

8

9

10

11

1)

13

L4

15

I6
71

10

19

2A

27

?2

1-)

24

25

TRANSCRIPTION OF' AUDIO OF'

''Vtr']"T']N(] BRE'T' GARDELLA''

46 MINUTES, 14 SECONDS



1

r

)

i0
11

12-

13

L4

15

16

T1

18

L9

2,0

)1

22
1l

24

25

-: :: - -.'t Sorl ,lerson, Texas, Economtc:

-:.e f c11owi ng inf ormaticn has been

=--,.r:-i :l-:::ugl: open recoLcls requests and publicly

=,;= a.ie sources. Thrs communiLy-initlated review is

..:: of an ongoing effor:t to bette]: understand Lhe

backgrourrd anrl quali f ications of Mr ' Gardella '

Whjle Mr. Gardella may noL currently be

under formal review by city leadership or elected

of f ic_i a1.s, t,he citi zens of Henderson, Texas have more

question than an^swers.

As someone overseeing mi l-lions 1n

taxpayer funds through ti-re Econoinic Development

Corporation, it is both reasonable artd necessal:y for the

public to learn more about his record, priorities, and

ctecision-making Processes .

Mr. Gardefla attended St ' Ambrose

university from 1989 to 1997. Ile earned a bachelorrs

degree in mass commun j caL j,ons with a rninor in marketing.

He then wer:L to attend WhitLier Law School from

september 1993 to May of 1994. tie did not gracluate nor

obta ir a I aw deqree.
Of note, Mr. Gardella's background in

:_
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mass communications is parLicular. 1y refevanl_ in liqhI of
one of the key concerns surrounding the recent mural
debacle 1n Henderson, a Delrceivecj failure tn
transparenL. effecti ve communication. This has been
compounded by what many community merLbers ciescribe as
gaslighting tactics j.n the aftermath.

In a r6sum6 submltted to the Bast.rop
Economic Development C,:rpora L.ion in July 2A22 ,

Mr. GardeIla wrote, "1 find it vitally imporLant to
communicate di rectly w j th the publ i c an<1 .i,o i nvite therr.
input -into the conversation of comrnuni ty anci economic
development. and help f orks be a parL of t-he proacti ve
chanqe to their communrty. !{herever r go, r value ancl
appreciate the splrit of the community',; however, this
staf-ement- stands 1n contrasl t. .rrrron+ -ubf ic sentiment_
in Henclers on .

The second mal or complaint. al ongsicie
concerns about communj-caLion is a perceived clisregard
for: the spirit and values of the community. Many
resrdents fcel that r:at.her t.han wo::king with the
community Mr. Gardella appears rntent on fundamentaliy
transforming iL, rai.sing que.stions about his alignment
with Henderson,s identily and long-t_errn vision.

According to Mr. Gardelfa's Linkedln
prof i1e, he has ser:ved as an econom j-c development
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'-- =r': t S--3:'.:S Since 20C"/, and

lexas :s his ninth city in t.hat capacity
:: - --: .. : =:'.c - ?'li.er-t nistory overview per Linkedrn,

: -r -, a '.= aa:J.s / ar,o cperr. records reque st/ De smet, south
.1' .--c- - r-n<-^ciIn, employed f rorn 2C0'l to 20Ag. On his
Saytcr^rn appfication, he lists thaL he is employed from
May 2001 to ApriI 2AA9, just under two years.

Ile Smet- Economic Development Corporaticn,
EDC, claims it is a private nonprofit and not subject to
South Dakota's open reco::ds lavrs. A calI to the cl ty cf
De SmeL confir:med Lhe City prov_i-des sorre tax funding Lo

the EDC and requires them 1-o submit an annuai report to
the city counci l- .

When pressed vj a e*mai-1 f or t_he stat-ute
exempting them f rom open re corcis ,Laws, De Srne L EDC

reiterated jt.s nonprofit status, lack of city
governance, and cjted the South Dakota Admjnistratj.ve
Rule 45A9.207 which d"eflnes personnel records as

confidential, excludrng name, classification, and
sal a::y.

Parker, South Dakota Linkedlr: has hiur
employeci from 2009 to 2.ALl . Ilaytown applicatj-on snows
thaL he was Lhere f rom May 2AA9 Lo Mar.ch 2Ol r, 'j ust
under two years. Parker DeveLopment. Corporation never
rcsponded to t-he open recc.,rds request. Based on the
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lack of response and srmil-ar posture Lo De Smet, further
pursuit \.Jas deemed unproCuctive.

Number: 3. Avery Count-y, North Car:olina,
July 20Ll Lo December ?074. Mr. Gardella submitted
resignation on November 30tht 2014 effective
December 2A14. Open records response frorn the County
says that they are onJy required to provlcle salary
information and resignation lett-er, not the originai
applicat,ion.

Number 4. Rock Island, fllinoi-s,
January 20i5 to January 2At\. Mr. Gardella submitted
his app"iication Octcber 2AI4. He started January 5th,
2015. ancl he r:esigned on January 15th | 2418. He

recerved a severance package upon departure. Notably,
on future appli-cations, Mr. Gardella marked "may not
contact " for Rock 1 s 1and .

Number 4 [sic] . Rosenberg, Texas,
January 2018 to July 2479. Rosenberg received his
application November 13, '2011 . He was hirecj effective
L/B/20L8, and he resigned July 2079. On hls
appli-cation, Mi:. Gardella again mark.s "may no1, conLact"
for Rosenbcr g.

Number 6. Baytown, Texas, August 2019 Lo

Septernber 2022. ll ,is application was submitt-ed on

June 2Al9. He was hired effective AugusL 2079, and
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'=::=^-= ,,,-S ae:r.lr-a:eCj Septembe: 2A22.
fi umber 7. Bastrop, Texas from

Sep:eirLbe : 2422 t-o March 2023. Mr. Gardel-la applied
july 2022. He was hired effecrive September 2022, and

he was terminated March 2A23.

Resolution R-2 02-l-44 states the city
council has become increasingly concerned about r_he

public conduct of certain leaders of the BEDC, and upon

closer evaluat j on, the ci ty council- has ccrrcl uded th j s
behavior is :Lnappropriate, uoprofessional, and

inexcusable.
While l4r" Gaidella 1i.st-s Auqust- 2A23 as

his end date on LinkeCIn ancl was paid through Auqust,
documentation confirms termination occurred five montirs
ear'lier in March.

Number 8. Bl-ownsvi1,Je, Texas, t,he

GreaLer Brownsvi 11e Incent j-ves Ccrpor:ation, GBIC,
August 2A?3 to unknown. The r:esum6 obtained was dated
March 2023. That was the only document t_hat Brownsvrlle
EDC was ai:Ie to p::ovide. No applrcat-ron ar exit
paper:work was available.

Mr. Garclel la irsts his employment as
Augusl- 2423 to October 202.4 on Linkedln; however,
meeting minutes f rom May 23, 2024 state-s board member,

"Tracy Wickett requests an update regarding t-he Great.er

E
E
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Corporation. It was noted that-
of GBIC has resiqnecl , anci they

for dn irrterirn cxecutive
the executive director
are currently looking
director. "

While the exact date of resignation 1s

unclear:, j t i s corrf j-rmed. Mr. GardeIla was not empLoyed

by GBIC beLween at least May and October 2A24. Despite
this, he l-ist.s Octol:er 2024 as the end of his tenure at
Brownsvil l6, ., cliscrepalcy that raises questions.

Additi.onally, he was hired by Henderson
EDC in September 2024 over:lapping with the employment
dates he li sts f or Brownsvi I.1 e. There have been clains
that Mr. Garde:Ia left GBIC due to a structural change,
i.e., the split of the Economic Development Corporation,
l-he EDC/ ancj the proposed transition to a Munici pal
DevelopmenL Disl-rict r do MDD.

While 1t is true that t-his issue went on
the ba11ot, the measure failed, and GBIC remains intact;
theretore, Mr. Gardella's depar:trrr:e was not the result.
of the baliot outcone. This is a confirmed fact.

Number 9. Henderson. Texas, hired
Septemkler 2A24 to present. Mr. Gardell-a was hired by
Hencier.son EDC in Slept.enber 2C24. He has held nine
different economic developrnent posiLiotr.s across three
states since 200'1 , averaoing l-ess t.han three years in
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each role with individual- tenures ranging from just slx

months to approxinately three*and-a-half years '

On his BayLown application, ire allowed

contact with De Smet, Parker, and Avery County but

explicltly denied contact with Rock Island and

Rosenberg, both cities where his tenure ended lvith

either resignation and severance or Lermination.
The fi:equent turnover, selective contact

permissions, rliscrepancies in reported dates, and lack

of transparency regardrng applicaLions anrl t-erminati.ons

in multiple roles raised va.Lici concerns '

Mr. Gardel-la lists the f ollowing

accompl i shrnent.s dur j-ng hi s tenure with De smet, south

DakoLa. He claims to have creatcd Lhe De smet community

Foundation; however, government records indicate the

foundation did noL recejve tax-exempt stat.us unlil 2073,

severaf years after Mr. Gardella had left De smet. rt's

possibie the founciation was formed earlier and only

obtained tax-exempt. recoqnit:ron Later, but I was unabl-e

to verify this.
He also states that he cr:eated a

marketing campaign titled "The trrontier Lif e. " Pub-l,ic

records and press covel:age suqqests that campaign dldn't

begln unLiI 2012, again well after his departure'

De Smet was recognizecl by the govctnor as community of
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Young Guns

re s ident s

: .'- - r--- : i / l It,t -L a ur-che cj the

- -: -.-=, :1. ,.:-:.-z:al j,n almed at enCaging

Mr. GardelLa fur'l.itr:r clai-ms to h.rve

created the first annua] hjalleye Jamboree on Lake

Thompson; howeverf I was unabie to find any fishing
tournament by t-hat name nor any documentation of the
De Smet Economic DevelopmenL CorporaLion's involvement
in organizLng such an event. The only Walleye
t.ournament on Lake Thompson l could locate is a

long-standing event thaL celebrated its 35th year in
June 2025.

On his Rosenberq and Baytown

applications, Mr. Garde-Lla a-Lso stated he persuaded
proper:ty owners Lo donate a Mait-t Street bu j l ding to
establ-ish a retail incubator,' however, th:-s
accomplishment clocs not appear in his iater r6sum6s/ and
I could not find any publrc record or news artic_Le
conf i.rming thal- this dc,natiorr or j-ncubator pr:o j ect took
p1ace.

To be cJ ear, Irm not asser:ting
Mr. Gardel-1a dj-d noL achicve these things durl.nq this
tenure. I'm srmply noLing thal based on availabl-e
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- : -, . : .:-:a.:aL101/ I was unable Lo

- -." = 'i.a,:a .aac-f aJ clalms.

,:-L <er , South D.rkot"a. On bot.h his
:.,':r;.J:, ancl Rosenberg appl,rcaL.i-ons, Mr. Gardell-a stat-ed
ris:eason for leavrng the Parker DeveLopment

Corporation is because j t ran out of f unds and clo.sed.
Whrle it is true the orqarijzatjon

reportedly lacked sufficienl funding to continue paying
an execut.i.ve director, the Parker Development

Corporation did not cl-ose. In fact, it has conLinued
operating under the leadership of its board members for
the past 2¤, years.

Addi cronal-Ly, Mr. Gardella c.l a j med on

both appl:.cations that he got owners --o donate a

builcling on Main Street to creaLe a smali business
incubator; however, again I was unable to find any

evidence to substantiate this clai-m nor any:-ndicatiorr
Lhat, a reta j I or small bu.s j ne.ss incubator currently
exists or ever exrsted in Parkcr.

11e also ciaims to have created the Parker
Community Fund. The only enti ty by that name I couLd
f ccate was establishect j.n 2C46, and 1t ori ginat.eci wrth
funding from the Parker Medical Assocratj-on pr:ior to
Mr . Garde 1l.a ' s reportecl Lenure .

Agai-n, to be clear, IIm not asserting
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', -: e-.:atron I was unabl-e Lcl

'ate these specif ic claims.
Mr. Gardell-a lists the f ollowing

accomplishments during his tenure with Avery county,
North carolina. Mr. Gardella st.ates he created a film
department and marketing stralegy to atiract film and

television pr:oduction to Avery C'lunty; howevel:, a

broader view of North Carolina's film industry COntexl-

provides necessarY PersPective.
As of 2()23, 43 f iims have been shot in

North Carolina lncluding Dirty Dancrng,l'he FugiLive, I

Know what You Did Last surnmer. Avery County had already

served as a fiLming location for five notable
productions prior to, ciuring, and after Mr. Gardella's

tenure: Winter People, 798 l; Forest. Gurnp, L994; 2B

Days, 7999; The Hunger Games, 2012; Thr:ee Billboards

Outside Ebbrng, M'ssouri, 2AL6.

While itrs possible Mr: ' Gardella worked

to formalize or promote a film-frrendly st.rat.egy, Avery

County was already on the map f or f ilm production tike.l y

due to its natur:a1 lanclscapes and North Carolina's

25 percent- film rebate incentive rather than any new

departmental creation.
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Broadbanci expansion. Mr. Gardella stated
... :l-s app-ica:rcn that he completed an f nternet
inventor y in 2AI2 a:.rcl f acrlitated a parLnership rrrith lrlC

Wireless to bring hrgh-speed broadband to underserved
areas of Avery County; however, pubi-ic records indicate
t-hat- NC Wir:eless wa.s not involved in broadband pro j ects
in Avery County until 2018 when they received funding
through a state grant program. There is no

clocumentatlon conf irming NC hl i reless' involvement wiLfr

Avery County in 24L2.

Appalachian High Country AVA.

Mr. Gardella c,Laims to have helped I aurrch reqi onal

wj-ne-makirrg inilrat.ive by writ-ing grant requests and

assi-stlng the IIigh Country Wine Growers Associ-atron in
it.s ef f orL to create the Appa l achi an Hi-gh Country
American Vidlcultural area, AVA.

The AVA was officially designated on

Oct-ober 2lLht 2016, two years af ter Mr:. GardeIla's
depal:ture. It incLude s eight, countics across t-hree

sLates not seven as Gardella listed and 15 Vears
in the making.

The pro j ect was spearh.eaded l:y the High
Count-ry Wine Growers Assocj-ation and support-ed by
funding and colfaboration from Alleghany, Ashe, CarLer,
Grayson, Johnson, Mrtcherl, Watauga counties as well as
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Accordrng to available sources,
Mr. Garci ell-a's role is not menL i-oned in any f ormal
documentation ::e-1 ated to the creation of the AVA.

Banrier Elk Sohoof busirress incubator:. Tn

September 20TL, Mr. Gardella presented a proposal lo
convert the old Banner Elk school into the Avery County
Professional and Retail Incubator Development
Enter:pri"se. known as AC prrde. The goal was t.o foster
entrepreneurshrp by providrng 1ow-cost space for
start-ups and existing busrnesses based on nat.iona,l
business irrcubat-or niociels .

Confl-rct and controversy. From 2012 to
20L4 the projecL became hiqhly controversial involving
zoning conflrcts" The area was desiqnated medical and

educational, unclear definitions cf what types of
businesses were allowed, existing versus rrew businesses,
new no board of direcLors in place to guide business
selection, di spul-es over financial transparency/
budgeting ancr ,Lease terms / concerns about f avori tism,
confl-icts of interest, and lack of community support..
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Public and political pushback.
Commrssioner Reo Griffith repi:rted repeatedly
chal-lenged the projecI ciLing lack of adequate public
notice, questionable rent rates, $5 a square foot
ctaimed versus $10 market rate, use of taxpayer funds to
subsidize real- est-ate businesses tn a satrrrated tnarket,
a lease aqreement that board members had not f ully
reviewed befo::e approval .

Real estat-e profe.ssj-onals cr:rticized tLre

incubator f or allowing rlew of f ices to open us i Irg
taxpayer subsidrzed rent arguinq ir c:reated unfair
unf air compet-ition in a markel alreacly saturatcd wi- LLi

over 60 real estate offrces rn Avery County.
In May 2 013 Mr . Ga::de11a authored a

.six-page letter def endinq the j ncubat.or pro j ect-, stati"ng
the incubator f ollowecl bes L pract-Lces ancl was designed
to help small businesses grow. He denied wrongdoing and

emphasized that the lncubal,or: would become 1,he county's
most. important economic development. too1.

Despite initial approval of a lease
agreement between Avery County and Bear Real Estate
Mountain in October 2013/ corimunity backlash persisted.
In September 2A74, the Avery County commissjoners
unanimous-1 y aqreed to se11 t.he old Banner EIk school to
the town of Banner ELk for a milljon dollars,

I
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effectively ending the i.ircubat-or init.lative.
'i'he i-ncubator was described by local

leaders as a controversial topic for the past couple of
years/ and its failure represented a significant setback
durrrrg Gardel-1a's tenure.

The Banner lilk school jncubator pr:oject,
which was heavily promc;ted by Mr. Gardella, ultimately
farled am:-d widespread community oppositlon, 1ega1

concerns, and doubts about transparency and feasibility.
To be c-Iear, f rm not assertj"nq

Mr. Gardella clid not achieve these things during hls
tenure. I am simply noting based on available public
records and documentation these claims may reflect
part-ial involvement, or i,ntenl-, many could not be

corr:oborated through rnrlependent records, and in some

cases the timel-ine or fact^s directly contradict the
claims.

Mr. Gardella li.sts 1_he f ollow"ing
accomplishments during hrs tenure with Rock Is1and.,
1]l-inois . Hc s t-ates on the applicat_ion that he was

responsibl e f or br:-nginqr Casey's Mini Truck Stop to t_he

cj-ty; however, of the 2A t-ruck.stop locations j-n

IlIinois, Rock IsIand is not i-_Lst-ed on the company's
website, nor could I find any record indicating that
Rock Tsland ever had a Casey's Tlruck Stop.

i
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He also claimed to have assisted with the
growth and rel-ocat-ion of DivvyDose, a company f oi"rnded i.n

2015 anci acquired by UnrLed ilealth Group in 2024 for arl

estimated $300 million. In 2A2\ DivvyDose announced a

significant expansion into Davenport-, Iowa, not Rock

lsland.
1n Aprrl 2015 Mr. Gardefla recommended to

the c:-ty council that Rock Is land reengage retai-l
att.racLior-rs f or an addi tional 12-month period at- a cost-

of $3,000 per month. He stated that the firm Liad

already been workinq on l-he city's behalf for a year,
had contacted over I00 businesses, anci had acl--i-ve1y

promoted Rock lsland's qrowth and pro-i:usiness
environmerlL. To continue building on the moment'Jm,

Gardel 1a ur:ged renewing the contract for another year.
Mr. Garcre L.la i-s feaLured on RetaiI

Attractions' website offering a Lestimonral. "Rickey
qets it. We ciidn't need a consultant coming Ln here and

tellrng us whal we didn't have or what we needed. We

al ready knew that . We needed a consu I 1-ant wi th
connectrons. We needed results, not reports. Retail
Attractions defivers resu-Lts. That's why we hired him."
Despite these claims, 1t r:emains unclear whether Retail
Attractions successfulLy broughL ally new business to
Rock Island.
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May 1st, 2018 | Rock Fa1ls, Iltinois
unanimousJ-y voted not to rcnew a contract wrth Retail
Attractions, "Af rer feellng like we just weren't gett.irrg
anything out of them, " saici Lhe mayor.

To be c1ear, Irm not assertinq that.
Mr. Gardella did not achieve 1-hese things during hrs
tenure. f'm simply noting that based on avail-able
pub11c records and docr:ment-at-i on I was unable to
corroborat-e these specr f ic claims.

Mr. GardelIa lists the following
accomplishments during hls ienure with Rosenb,erg, Texas.
Mr. Gardella srated i-hal i.re worked t.o bring a developer
in to l:evive the Rosenberg Outlel- Mal] pro j ect . In a

meeiing ire explalned t.hal- seve::a1 yea.i:s earlier there
had been an agreemenI wi.th Paragon to buj 1d t-he outlet,
but the company went out of business.

In March 2-A18, jrrst. two mont:rs af ter
Garclefla was hir:ed, Lhe Rosenberq Development
Corporation approved a six-month consultrng agreement
wLth Retaif Attracticns <1uring a presentatlon to the
city council, Retail Attractions owner/ Rickey Hayes,
staLed. "Bret and I did deveLoprnent i-n another community
a few years back, anci 1-haL's how we got to know each
other, Your city rs very ciynamic, " Hayes addeci, t'Rut clo

not let t-he growth oppcr-unities deceive you into

F
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believrng you don't need to be a(lgressive. "

Accordrng t-c Hayes, if the city council
agreed to move forward wrth the outlet mall project, the
devel opment would include more than 100 sl-rops. To date,
there has not been an ourLlet mall built in Rosenberrl ,

Texas.
In February 2A19 DolIar Tree announced

p1,:ns to build a $130 mrlLion dist-ribriti.on center in
Rosenberg pro-lected to create over 400 iobs. Phase 1 of
the facility opene,d in Septemher of 2A20.

Mr. GardeIla has Lrsted on numerous

applications and 16sum6s that he 1ed the effort to
attract DolIar Tree and negotiated the incentives for
whai he describes as a $150 mlllion, 400 job

distribution centeri however, all publicly avai,labl-e
reports consistently ciLe the projects as being valued
at- 130 miLlion.

Interestingly, in an MSN news article
dated !'ebruary 9th/ 2019 states Gardell-a had been

working on the deat f or 18 month'q; however, he had only
been employed in Rosenberg for 13 monLhs at that tlme.
I1- is unclear: whe LLrer thi s was a reporting area error
or an exaggeration.

fn January 2-020. J.eremy Heath, who had

served as assistant ecollornic development dir:ector under
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Gardelia was appointed Lhc new director of Economic

Development having also served as interim director after
Gardella ' s res i gnati on i n July 20L9 ,

Heath, who had been with the city since
2074, was credited wit-h playing a key role in attractinq
the Doll-ar Tree Dist"ribution Cent-er:, Texas State
Technjcal College, as well as facrlitating expansions of
existinq Rosenberg bus j-nesses.

Mr. Gardelf a has also c..l-armed he created
a -- new marketing slogans for the city including
t'Rosenberg ls right f or me " and "There ' s Rosenbei:q, and

then lherels the rest" i however, no offi cj al
documentation coul d be f ound ver.j-f ying when "There's
Rosenberq, anci then there's the restt' was f rrst used.
It appears to be more of a popular phrase than a

forrnal ly adopted city s J ogan.
As for "Rosenberq 1s Right for Me, " there

is no evidence that it was ever officially used. fn
contrasL, Lhe slogan "Rosenberg: Riqht for Businesst' was

developed by Lhe city's economic development team and

officiaily launched in July 202I. This slogan has been
widely used ln crty brandrng and an communication since
its introduction.

To oe ci-ear, I'm not asserting that
Mr. Gardella did not achreve these things during his
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Lenure. I am simply notrng that based on availabLe

public records and documentation, I was unable to

corroborate t-hese speci f r c cl a ims '

Mr. Gardella lists the following

acconLplishments during his tenure with Baytown, Texas

1n r:esum6s strbmitted to t-he crLies of Baytown and

Bastrop. Bret Gardella claims he developed public

relation campaigns for clients incfuding Michael

Jackson, the grand opening of the stratosphere Tower in

Las Vegas, Neil Diamond, Lollapa-iooza, ald other various

business openinqsf actors, and musical clients'
These high-profile claims are certainly

lntriguing yet pv.zzling as thiey are not- 1i.st-ed on al.l. of

his job appiications or r6sum6s. Despite extensive

resear:chr flo photos oi: recol:is have been found linklng

Gardella Lo any of the PR firms knovrn to have

represented these A-list A-l-rst celebritles '

Cont.extually, the Stratosphere opened in

L995; Gardella left Law school 1n 1994; Michae.i. Jackson

passed away in 2009; and Neil- Diamond retrred from

touring 1n 2t)L8 raisrng addrtional question about the

nature and timing of these car:!pargns '

The T36 qoif course proiect in Baytown.

Gardella has aiso cl-aimed crerli t- f or bringing natlonal

developers to Baytown to create the T36 golf coLlrse/ a
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dual-loop concept wit'h two/ 9-hole loops instead of a

traclitional 1B-hote col-1rse. Developers Rio valerjano

and David HrnkLe credited as tire creal'ors of T36 1ed the

prolect under the name Build Baytown i'

David Hinkle stated t-hat it- began wrth a '

"friendsiripwrLhlocaleconomiccieveloper''BreL
Gardella.llewasoneoft-hefirstpeopietoshowuSthe
multiple options for development and Iaid out a broad

vision for the area' "

Gardelia added, "I had the rciea of g:-ving

i:ack the golf course t-o Baytown j-n one of the ciiy's

most iconic g.reen spaces ' 'l knew t.hat- if we bought- l-he

tormer course we could do somethlng s'iqnificant with

it. "

Rujld Baytown 1 brought rn Ric Buckton to

leadrheproject,anexDeriencec]golfCourSedesiqnWere
more than 35 years 1n:he rnciust'ry including top five

top 100 residentiai gcLf counses'
Since 3aytown city councit approved the

golf course in Apr.L 2a22, progress on the site has been

steady but relati-uely quiet; however' Buitd Baytown 1

hosted dozens of com::'-:-:t,'meeLinq' The Iand remaineC

ci,ty-owned hut was leasej tc the devefopers under a

40-year Jease. Per f.-....': -]reelnetlt, Bulld Baytown 1 was

to pay property taxes :''1 n3t receive tax-exempL staLus'
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Hinkle sai d, "There ' s already national

interest in seeing hoit this duai-loop

implement-ed ancl how rt rni ght become a

We I re con f iderrt BaYt ciwrr wi 1 i

innovation in go1f ' "

pa rtner shlP
agreements

concept is

be seen as a keY

'I'roort, we are working to recouP

made on the goLf course ' "

model. foi: ttre

fuLure.
place for

Flnancial ancl legal t-roubles ' 1n

AprrL 2024, the citY of BaYtown issueci a TIOLICE OI

defautt t-o Build BaYtown 1 The CrtY stated, "The CitY

is committ-ed to a process of realigni-ng ancl reorganizing

to create a sustainable luture' Thrat means holding

qroups accountabLe when contracts and r:ther

are rlot f ol towecl ' "

Bur ld BaYt-own 1 WAS gi-ven a deadline of

May the 3rd to resolve outstanding issues' On May the

developer filed for bankruPtcY'2nd, 2A24, the
In May 2A?,4, the ci tY councrl voled 4 ro

3 to approve a $1.9 million short-term agreement r'vith

Troon Golf . Thc CiLy staLed' "As plrt of a new

some ofagreement wlth
the investment

The decision followed a failed vote in a

special session the week prior' City leaders also began

exploring options -Lo assist locaf contractors who had

not been Paid bY Build BaYt'own i The addi t ior-aL

propert.Y the develoP c'i eveloper h.ad an option to lease

a
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will now remain wit-h the citY '

Notably, the ori-gi.nal ApriL 2A22 vote t:o

approve the T36 go11' c:ourse proiect passed by a narrow 4

to 3 margin' Council members Powell' Betancourth' and

Pres 1.eY voted no '
Presley later commented on the default

letter. ',rf correct, it is unfortunate' I was privy tc:

a lot of lnformation at the time and and had concerns

wh:-ch T expressed pubJ i cly and directl y Lo the

adminrstraL.ion ' I voted rlor accorclirlgly "'
The agreement with Build Bayt-own 1

composed of two national oevelopers with principal

interesL in Mrrima r properr.ies Group and the outlet

Leasing Group, incLuded over 5 million in city-provided

incentives . Mirimar Proper ti es ' a Tennessee-based

company, was Lhe only responrier to i-he crLy's formal

R!'P,
A number of f ormer cit-Y of f lcials '

i-ncluding a past mayor' urged Mayor Capetillo and the

councrl not to approve the deal ' In Eebruary 2022 ' the

Baytown Sun reported t-hat' Rio owned Mirimar Properties

accordinq to the Tennessee Secretary of Stalets records '

Miri-mar was 1r-sted twi-ce as inactive ' First f iled in

2000, went inacLrve in 20 ?'AO4 and again rn 20L6'

inactive in 2AIB '

-
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A 2009 arti-c1e i.n the Knoxvil-l-e News

sentinel revea,l.ed -ihat Rio under the company Avenue

parking, LLC had secured an 11r0C0 a month parkrng lease

wit-h the city of KnoxvilIe. Tite deal was meant to f uncl

s22 mill j-on concio prol ect/ but city of f icials evenLually

acknowledgeci that-i,hey no longer expected Rro to follow

through, He blamed the nat-jonal recession for the

f ail.ure but l-aLer accepted lhe city's buy-out of f er of

$1.3 mil.1ion.
Additional issues. Residents of Trinii-y

Oaks reported floociing issues Lied to golf course

construction. "They took out a hi*1 and pushed all, the

dirt towa::d Loward.s US, wh,i ch caused the f 1oodinq."
Homeov/ners f-i1cd cfaims against the City,

but Baytown responded, "Based on the facts revealed in

the investigation, ti.re clamages were not catrsed by any

wrongfuL acl-, omtssion, or negligence by t.he Cit-y of
Baytown or its empLoyees. The city is 1egal1y immune

f rom ]ial:ilit-y. "

Ccuncrrn,an Reynolds exPlained
expressed f rustrat,on. Flecl f l ags began to appear wit.h

Builcl Baytown 7, but :ne council persisLed. "This needs

to be handled immed:-atelrv. Pay the venCors/ finish the

course/ finish the ciL,bntrr,lse. i,nierre tired of the

excuses. Get it done ll;,i ' "
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Former Councilman Presiey was critical of
undisclosed surplus land. Staff did not inform council-
about roughly 35 acres of surplus land. This was

uncovered when a golfer asked why the property wasn't
part of t-he course. Now 30 acres corrld be carved out
for the developer's benefit j-nstead of being used for a

better course. "I'm disappointed in this entire
process. "

Councilman Mundinger: added, "We are
attemptlng to make a deal- with some quys on the golf
course. T per:sona11y have little confidence in the
future success cf the golf course. f've never seen an

issue try to be forced through rhis fast with this
littl"e information to make a decision on. I don't like
Lhe process and the for:ced expediency natur:e of t,he

process. "

Gardell-a in defense said, "I do reaii-ze
the importance of havinq a golf course in the community.
A lot of companies are coming from China and Inciia.
When they looked at the commun,ity, they saw what was

missing, and they wantea a golf course. They treat it
as a Jcusiness opportunrt-12 and a"l-so want high-end homes.,'

fn Mar:n 2it75, Bayrown offrcials beqan
pursuing an exit st::a.cqi'iroin their agreement with
Tf OOn GOlf . Ci ,- ir iJ:r = r:, rar:nal r-lc e,- :rar-. , ttThe nUmbef S
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didn't add up. We can't contlnue taking unnecessary
financial risk. "

Pub l i c backl ash and media sci:utiny. The
Facebook page call,ed "Baytown Engaged Citizens" has
consistently reported on the project's red f1ags. fn a

Letter to the erlit-or, James Haarmeyer wrote/ "The
cor:Lroversial- golf course contract is starting to
resembre the kind of contract. involved in Harris County
corruption case. rt reeks of grafL. As T undersLand
it, tailorlng a public nid .o a specific company and
giving preferentiaf treatment is a felony." Mayor
capetillo and Brer- Gardella were the ones pushinq this
pro.ect.

Brandon Terry added, "This needs to be
presented to residents who didn't vot_e f or t.hi.s. I,{e al1
deserve the f acts. v'/hy isn't thc golf course fraud
bej-ng reported? Garde"Lla is on video at the Sun
admitting to a prior rel-ationship wrth the developer.
Why was a developer witl: rro gol f course experlence
hired? Where were the competing bids?',

Garciella states on Brownsville r6sum6
that he, " Introduced to i:he City and working with
national retail to developers on forward vision ret-ail
and enter:t-ainment, cent,ers. "

The Fidelrs Developmenr, Agreement was

:
7
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signed in AugusL 2022, lust one month before Gardella
left Baytown. The City signed a Chapt.er 380 agreement
with !'ldelis Realty Partners for sales tax rebates up to
$16.2 milllon, This agreement replaced an earlier
developmental deaf i-n 2A15 predating Gardel-1a's tenure.

Fidelis report.edly spent nearly seven
years assembling the individua,l parcels that once made

up the f ormer San Jacinto Mall pr:operty.
Aqain, Lo be clear, f 'm not asser:Ling

that Mr. Gardella drd not achieve these things during
h:-s tenure. I am simply noting that based on available
public records and documental.ion I was unab.Le to
corroboraLe specific claims.

Mr. GardelIa ]ists the following
accomplishments during hrs tenure with RasLrop, Texas.
Aslde from De Smet and Parker, Basti:op stands out as
having the shortest list of accomplishrnents on

Mr. Gardella's resume most Iikely clue to his brief ,

six-mont-h tenure; howevcr, the lack r:f notable
achievements during this trme i:aises questions
particu.J a.r:1y lr:r' future employers 1:-ke Brownsville and
Henderson. Why werenrt. these gaps scrutinized more
e I n e o I r; ?

On his resume. Mr. Gardella cl-arms he

assisted with the Bastrop 552 SLudio project, a p::oposed
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signed in AugusL 2022, iust one month before Gardella

Ieft Baytown. The City signed a Chapter 380 agreement

withFidelisRealtyPartnersforsa}estaxrebatesi]pto
$15.2 million. This agreement replaced an earlier

developmental deal in 2Ail} predating Gardella's tenure '
Fidelis reportedly spent nearly seven

years assembling the individual parcels that once made

up the former San Jacinto Mall property '

Agarn, to be c1ear, I'm not assel:Ling

thaL Mr. Gar:della dj-d not achieve these thl.ngs cluring

hrs tenure' f am simply noting that ]:ased on available

public records anci documentation T was unable to

corroborate sPeci- f ic claims '

Mr. Gardella lists the following

accomplishmerrts during hi s Lenure wit.h Ba'sLrop' Texas '

Asrde from De smet and Parker, BAsti'op stands out as

having the shortest list of accompl-ishments on

Mr. Gardella's resume most likeIy clue to his bricf'

si x-monLh tenrir:e; however, Lhe lack cf notable

achievements during this time raises questions

particular:ly fr:r futur:e employers lrke Brownsville and

Henderson. Why weren't these gaps scruLinized more

closelY?
On his resune,

assisted wrth the BastroP 352

Mr. Gardella claitns he

Studio project, a ProPosed
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:8C-acre, f u-l-scaie mct''ie st-udi o ' Whrle hrs

involvement ts not luled out/ the timeline is important

The Bast--rop 552 pro j ect ori g inated in

2027 when Lhe city council approved the concepl ' The

project faceri delays for two yeal:s due to revised

agreements and was not formaLly re-established until

May 2023 aft.er Mr. Gardelia's departure in March 2023'

As of now, the stuclio has not yeL broken ground wrth

construction anti cipat-ecl to begi-n i.n sept.ember 2025.

Mr. Gardella also states he created a

marketing campaign to support fiLm ancl television

outreach,. however, Bastrop County Lrad a well-established

f ilm pre.sence long bef o::e hj s ar:r:ival '

In !'ebruary 202)' Governor Greg Abbott

announced Bas t*i:op CounLy haci earned the Film-F r:iendly

Texas ciesignatjon after cornpleLir-rg a mul-tl-step

certification process. Former State Representative iohn

Cyrier stated last session, 2019 to 2A2lt "- was proud

Lo work wrt-Lr Ba.st-rop cour:rLy leaclers and rcsi cients to

officially desrgnate BasLrop County as the Frim

Hosp i ta l i ty Cap j ta1 of Texas ' For: decades, the

residents of Bastrop County have opened Lhelr homes'

businesses, and propertres to f ilm prociucl-ion of all

sizes, "

Whilc it's possil:le Mr. Gardella

:
=
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arri val.
He also claims tc havc creatcd a smal-l

business revolving loan fund. Whrle he may have

par:ticipated in its development, the fund was not
officially estabfished until 'lune \?-Lht 2023, t-hree

months afLer his departure from Bastrop in March 202'3.

Agai n, to be cl-ear, 1'm noL asserting
that Mr. Gardella did not achieve these th:-ngs during
his tenure. I'm simply noting based on available public

r:ecords and documentatiotl I was unabl-e to corroborate
these specific claims'

Brownsvil I e, Texas . The Brownsvi-i1e

Economic Development Corporation, BEDC, provided only a

r6sum6 dated March 2023 in response to an open records
request. Mr. GardeIla's employment agreement was siqned
on June 20th,2A23, yet BEDC has stated they do not have

his appl.ication or eny exiL paper!{ork on fi1e.
Whjle bhe exact date of his departure

r-emains unclear, meeting mrnutes from May 2A24 confirm
that Mr. Gardetla was no -Lonqer employeci at that time,
meaning his tenure Iasted less than one year.

In Septembcr 2A23, the Brownsvrlle cit-y
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commission approved a $i2 '2' miliion buclget f or 2024

which included f uncling f or space-relate acti-vities '

Mr. Gardelta appear:ed to J:e involved in this rniLiaLive '

The BEDC website feat'ures a space-themed

campaign including a prominent' upward pointinq arrow

motif that aligns wi'th his known branciing stylc '

AdditionalIY, in FebruarY 2024

Mr. Gardella attended the 50th annual space convention

in Orlando, Florida f urther 1 i nking h'i m to the city' s

strategic focus on aerospace development' '

At thi s t ime I have no1- obt'a ined

Mr. Gardel 1a's applicat-ion for: L-he Hendersorl Economic

Development Corporati-on and therefore am unaware of the

specifrc acjcompLlshments he has cfaimed during his

t-enure there; however, we do know based on a pr:eviously

released video t'hat' Mr' Cardella was i-rtvolved in a

controversiai mural project during his time in

Brownsvil-le that is paral"Lel to the current Henderson

murdl debaclc.
tlenderson, 'l'exas ' The llenderson Economic

Development Corporation, HEDCO' has seen significant

increases in bot'h marJceting and travel-related line

items in recent budgets ra-rsing important questions

about oversight, f i scal' respc'rnsr'bif ity' and leadership '

Market and advertisi-ng budget growth ' I:-

=
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the 2023-2024 budqet 1"{EDCO ailocated 70,0C0 for

advertrsing and market-ing. Thal- arnor-rnt j ncreased to

1.20,000 in Lhe 2A24-2A25 approved budgeL wrth the same

figure proposed again for 2025-?'026'

This is the budget line report-ed1y used

to f uncl .nt-ernationa l tr:ave1 by ExecuLive Drrector Bret

Gardeifa.Hehasrecenllylravelecitodaylndia,Lonclorr,
and South Korea, alI at :he expense of Henderson

taxpaYers.
Open records requests have been submitted

to obtain det-ailed Lravel expertses, but no documents

have been provided to date' Not"ably' HEDCO now has

retained outside legal counsel to handle open records

responses which could sugqest increased scrutiny and

Sensitivit-yaroundtheseexpendit-uresandother
requests.

Separate from Lhe marketing budget, the

travel and training fund has aLso seen a steep rise.

2A23 to 2-02 4, iL was $12, 000 ' 2C24 to 2025, i t was

raised to $50,0C0. And now they are proposing for the

2025-2A26 budget to $60, C00' Thrs fund rs typically

used f or atLendance at t-raini-ngs, convent-ions, and other

travel not cat-eqori zecl under market- ing and advor t i s i ng '

Compcnsation figures for Mr' Gardella

also raises questions aI:'out o11r return on our
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invesLment. rn 2a23-2024 the HEDCo director,s salary
was $151, 539 . Eor 2024-2025, Mr. Garcle]-Ia ,s Lotal
compensati on includrng insurance and benefits increased
to $204,234 . The proposerl saJ-ary f or 2025_2026 is
$220,941 .

By comparison, the Hencierson ciLy manager
earned $74'7 ,292 rn , 23-,24, l ess than the HEDCo
director, anci was increase<i to 190r 000 in 2a24- 2c25
budget, yet sLilr remains be-Lcw Gardella,s compensation
1eve1.

I want t_o re j terate, f am not asser:ting
that Mr. Gar:de r r a did not accompl i sh any of the Lhings
he has lisLed on hls applicat-ir:ns or resumes during his
tenure 1n various various cities. My goal 1s simply
to comprle and present pubrlcly avairabrc rnformation
sourced from open records requests and open soulrces in
an effort to acldress the many unanswered questlons
surroundinq who Bret Gardella is, partlcularry in light
of the si'rence from city officials amid growing public
concern.

That said, there are several recj flags
that r befieve warrant serious considerat_ron. ft,s
possible t-hat had the cit-y of Henclerson or t.c.trrer
cit-ies in wrri,ch Mr. Gar<ie11a previously wo.rked conducted
a more thorough vetting, they might have reconsidered

/
I
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hj s hiri ng.
A reoccurrinq pat_Lern appears: similal

ideas, strateqies, and claims made across different
citi.es often followed by fricLion, contt:oversy, or
unf in-rshe'd proj ects .

Mr. Gardelia presents qrandiose ideas,
but they f requently seem t_o generat-e divrsi on rat-her
t-han consen.sus . you wouf cl exper-:t t-hat af te r
successfully brrrrgrng a $130 million clistribution center
to a city the rocar economic cleveropment, corporatron
would be celebrating such a win and thal such an
achievement woutd secure long-term job stabilrty.

Likewise, rf someone had genuinely workeii
on public relatt ons carnpa iqns f or: Michael Jackson, Neil
Dia-rnorrd r ar thc St::atosphere in 1 as Vegas, you'd expect
to see those
every resum6

accompl j shments highlight_ed
and applicai:ion, yet they,re

nrominent. l v r-ln

cons istent Ly mentioned .

worked, budgets have qrown oft.en
Henderson, for example, has seen

tn

fn the ci1_ies where Mr. Gardelfa has
.signif lcant1y.
increased spending

during his tenurg. Meanwhrle, his casual att i tude
towards publ ic f unds is i n my opi.nion

Another red flag, the
doepf y corrcerning.

decision to bring
outsicie l egal counsel. simol y to respond to a few

7
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basrc open records requested. That raises serious
questions about transparency and why routine public
inquiries requi-r'e s,-.rch extraordinary lega L handi ng.

Frankly, I bel:-eve the r:e .lre sL j l .1 mo ie

questions than answers based on what Irve uncovered. I
strongl y be,Lieve that Mr. Gardella should not hold any

position where he l-s enLrusted wiLh taxpayer money.

At the very least, these developments

warrani publi-c scrutiny, board acccuntability, and a

closer look at how economic development funds are i-:ei1g

spent in l{enderson.
Some quest.i-ons t,hat deserve immediate and

honest answers include: WhaL specrfic metrics or

performance benchmarks were used to evalr:ate
Mr. Garclella's effectiveness during hls tenure? Were

background checks ancl ernployment- hist-ory verifj cations
completed befor:e he liras hired? If so, by whom? And

what were the f indi-ngs ?

Has Mr. Garde Li-a past. past empl oyment

or project performance been independently audited or
reviewed by a t-hird party? Has HEDCO docurnented the
return on invesLment for ally of the economic development

deals made uncier Garie'1a's leade::ship? llow has how

much has been spent cn cor-rsultants, PR firms r oL outside
legal counsel- durrn'g ijr . Gardella's t', me in Henderson'?
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And for whal purposes?
Were other qualified candi,dates

considered for the role? And what set Mr' Gardella
apart during the hirinq process? How does HEDCO

evaluate risk when partnering with privaLe developers?
And were thcse standar.ds applied to recent prolects?
Has the board discussed or voted on any perfortnance
concerns regarcling Mr. Gardella? And rf, noL why?

What inlernal controLs exist to monitor
the use of t-axpayet funds under the directiorr of l-he

Economic Development Corporation? Are they being
enforced? Why is there a pattern of using outside legal
coun.sel to r:esponrl to basi,c public information requests?
Is the organizatlon trylng 1-o avoid transparency?

Should there be a policy requ-i::ing
independent aud.its of a1l public-pr.i vat-e pat:tnerships
exceeding a certa.in doll-ar lhresiiold? What safeguards
are in place to ensure that futu::e hrres are fu1 1y

vetted and held accountable? Wiry has tlierc been no

pub,J-i-c forum ol: open meeting to address the concerns
residents have raised regardinq HEDCO and its
leadersnip? Wiil HEDCO comtrit to releasing a det-ailed
r:eport on all active and past projects overseen by

Mr. Garcielia, j-ncludj-ng cost, deliverables, anci

outcomes? Shoutd the Crty of HED should the City or

/

E
E
=
=
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HEDCO consr,Cer
until concerns
r.esolved?

a pausc on new economic developmerlL deals
about leadersh:.p and spendrng are

These arc iust a few of the questiotrs.
They are matt-ers of fj-scal" responsibility, trarlsparency,
and trust j-n public leaclershiP.

Al 5:11 p.m. on August 29th. I received a

bombshell through an open records request that should
shake every board memk)er and electeci official to their
core. WiLhrn two monl-hs of taklng over as executive
director, Mr. Gardella hired NuRelm 3.0, LLC/ a

marketing firrn from Tennessee and immed.iately authorized
payments of $l':00 in November and December 2A24 f or
branctinr; work, website oeveloptner-rt, 1.ogo clesign, ancj

business cards.
Beqi nn i nq ,in January 20?5 r we began

payinq them $5,000 every single month with l-he exception
of April for branding and marketlng support and Linkedln
content. The companyrs lrsled address, 130 Ch.rrnpions

Point, Knoxville, Tennessee.
And here's where it gets alarming.

That-'s t-he sam¤r .stat-e David H-inkle ani Rrc Val ei:i,ano are
from, the developers behind tne disastrous T36

double-loop gol f .rourse pr:t>ject in Baytown, 'l'exas. I
had a hunch they wer.e behind NuRelm 3.0, and it was spot
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Davj d Hinkle is list-ecl as thc guidinq

force behind NuRelm 3.0. Even worse, NuRelm has been
inactive since March 1Bth, 2025, admir:istratively
dissolved for fallinq to file an annual report, yet
we've paid t-hem $50, 000 f rom public f unds w:-th the only
qap again being AprlI ?.A25. Thrs Ls deja vu.

Baytorvn residents already exposed the
shady she l. i games these clevelopers play. The T3 6, LLC

1ed by Ric Buckton wj-th Hlnkle and Rio as authorized
n.enbers : s strll act:-ve, but the Hinkie-Rlo entrt_y T36
Hcspi ta l i ty Group was also dissolved f or t.he same

reason.
Meanwhile, ilinkle has been hoppinq around

Texas cities. Last year Brownsville, per LinkcdIn, he
had the good fortune to see SpaceX up close this
morning. To thrs/ year Henderson. F'our months ago he
was boastir^rg that his other comparly/ Torg, T-o -r-gl vJas

seiected to redevelcp the former sinoky stadium proudiy
throwj-ng around Lhe term "hashtag pul:1fc-pri-vate
partnership", 1ike it's a badge of honor.

We11, let ne be crysta_l cl_ear.
Public-prival-e partnerships are code for publlc doLfars
f or private gain. Ask the f ami l,res of tne srx people
who died on the DFW toI1 r:oad di:rinq WinLer Storn Uri.
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A foreiqn-owned P3 that faiied t-o weatheri-ze its r:la::

LteCause i ts owners cion't live here . They don't d-r- .-:

here ancl clearly cicn't qi-ve a damn about what happe:r-'

here . These aren' t neighbors . They are opportuni st

parasites.
Per Htnkle's Linkedln prof iIe, he tour-s

"hashtag mixecl use, hashl.ag enterl-ainmenl- ' " Now

Garclella and some on the Marn Street LandnLar:k boar:d aIe

tryinq to gut our Cowntown protections to iam through a

mixed-use entertainment scheme. 1t',s t-he same playboc<.

Jusl- a different crtY.
I am beyond disgusted. And if this

blatant cronyism $50,000 paid to an inact-ive,
out-of *state company with a Llist.ory of bankruplcies,
defaults, and community betrayals isnrt enough to rip

the blindfolds off of our elected officlal-s and the

}{EDCO board members, then maybe they're not just blind'
Maybe they're complicit. Fix it or r:esign.

(End of recordi.g. )

I
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STATE OF TEXAS

COLIN'1'Y OI (]RL]GG

r, Melanre smi:h, csR/ Certified shorthan.l Reporterin and for: the State cf Texasr do herel:y cet:tt fy thatthe above and foregorro contains a true and correct_transcri.ptr.on of al I Fr:rt i ons of evitlence and othe::proceedings requested bi, counsel ,in writ:Lnq for theparties to be included r-n this TranscriptiJn pr"Ju.tionfor the above-styled anci rcferenced mai_i.er, all of whichwer:e transcribed l:y rne.

I fur:ther cert.ify:har tLris Transcr:iptionProduction was transcribed by me 1n the stenotypereporting methocl / was preparecl and rranscribed tv m" orunder my personar direcLion ancl super:vision ana-1.-";true and correct transcript to t-he best of my abilityand unclers tandinq .

I further certify that Ior
in

to
the

the par:ties herein, nououtcome of this r.atter.
am not_ related
am I otnerwise to counsel

in L erested

Certif:-eci toAugust, 2026.
by me on thi s 2 1s t_ day of

-VVvtla'"." B"**'
Me atr eSm ,CTexas CSR 1 954Expiration: A4/3A/ZOZBCourt Reporting & Litigation SupportFirm Regist-ration No. AZt2208 Judson Road, Suite 104Longview, Texas 75G05(903 ) 7sB- 21_83(81'11683-2889 FAX
E-mail- : servicesGcourtreportingls. com
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