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Minutes
October 23, 2013 Meeting

Present:
Committee Members: 		Councilors Rachel Siegel, Chair (RS); Norman Blais (NB); Tom 
Ayres (TA)
Guests: 			None
Staff: 				Senior Assistant City Attorney Gene Bergman (GB), GIS/Mapping Support Jay Appleton (JA)
Public Attendees: 		Alan Matson (School Board), Jim Holway, Kurt Wright, Lea Terhune

[N.B. Minutes are derived from hand notes taken by staff at the meeting]

C. Siegel called the meeting to order at 5:05 pm.

1. Agenda—Approval of the agenda was moved by NB, seconded by TA.  Unanimous 

2. Approval of Minutes of 10/16/13—NB moved to approve; seconded by TA. Two corrections were proposed: page 2, paragraph 3, last line change “7” to “8” and page 3, 5th paragraph from the top, insert “little” in between “matters” and “as”.  Approval was unanimous with these two amendments.

3. Public Forum-- 

Alan Matson, school board chair, said they are having a school board meeting to discuss redistricting and will be setting up public comment meetings. They are trying to work with the council and if the councilors have questions or feedback he will take it back to the board.  NB and RS thanked him and said they look forward to hearing from the board on the number of board members and their terms.

Lea Terhune, ward 4, read from an email she handed in. On nomenclature, she suggested using “at large ward” along with “ward”.  She advised changing outmoded sections of the charter. She doesn’t want some elections to be more important than other elections. She believes administrative ease and costs should not be criteria of a redistricting plan; the voters should come first and the plan should strengthen democracy. She doesn’t want longer terms for councilors; the 2 year terms are the same as for the legislators. There is no recall authority now. 2 years may be too long as it is. Frequent elections keep democracy vibrant.

Jim Holway, ward 4, said he’s looking to the future. Full implementation in 2016 will leave only 4 years until the next census. He asked the committee to ask for a mandate to create an ad hoc committee for the future, a small redistricting board of review with the key objectives being to prepare a plan for 2020 redistricting, creating the process and procedures to do it, collecting data and proposing a plan no later than November 2021. He also said they should keep the “ward” terminology, use “ward” for the small area, clean up “precinct” and “aldermen” in other parts of the charter, and do education because this can be confusing. RS asked if he was suggesting that an ad hoc committee be formed to make the board and Jim said no, it was just one body he was suggesting. TA asked if Jim agreed with Lea that the larger area be termed  an “at large ward”.  Jim said he wants the terms to be kept simple. TA asked that Jim email the document to the committee that he was reading from .

RS closed the public forum, there being no other people asking to speak.

4. Ward Redistricting

RS said this was the time for decisions and a timeline for those things they don’t decide. She thanked GB for the materials he provided (drafts for sections 3 and 125 and a listing of other sections needing attention.  She listed the areas to decide: the nomenclature, number of polling places, the transition provision, length of terms, election rotation, the exact electoral area lines, the school board numbers, and the election officers. Jim Holway asked that the committee consider the NPAs and GB said the NPAs were not created by charter so they could be considered as part of the other things germane to redistricting.

RS asked GB to explain the work he did. GB did.

RS opened the floor to address terms first. 

TA said he was suggesting the 8 “ward” councilors would have 2 year terms and the 4 “at large” councilors 3 year terms with the at large councilors elected at the same time as the mayor. The reason is to simplify things and give an incentive to people running at large given the size of the district.

NB said he isn’t thinking of 4 year terms anymore but as to TA’s idea, he thinks it will foster the idea that the at large councilors are “super-councilors” and he doesn’t want that. He thinks it is best for all to have 3 year terms.  TA said if his idea isn’t acceptable, then he can support 3 year terms for all councilors.

RS said she favors 2 year terms and this is what the Progressive steering committee wants. It is what they do on the state level. She thinks councilors should be out there all the time. NB asked her if she would consider TA’s proposal. RS said she is concerned that it makes a hierarchy between the councilors and she is not comfortable with that.

NB said TA’s idea is compelling because it is hard to get candidates now and it will be harder to find them in the future.  TA said the benefit for having at large councilors is that they can step back from parochial ward interests and look more to city wide interests. You get people who represent the small wards and those with a broader perspective. This is an argument for the hybrid system nationally. 50% of US cities the size of Burlington or smaller have all at large elections. He thinks it will lead to a more deliberative process.

RS asked for public comments. Lea said she likes the 2 year term. Jim said they should make sure that at no point would the entire council turn over at the same time.  TA noted that if 1/3 were elected with the mayor, that would be a big turn over. RS said under TA’s idea it could become 2/3rds.  She noted that she hears that people want to vote for either the smaller area or the larger area and that that is the least complicated for people. TA noted another complication will be the school board’s decision. RS said if they mix voting for large and small area councilors it can be confusing during the electioneering process.

Fred Roy, ward 4, said that to not be complicated they should go to the 8 ward 16 councilor system but the mayor threatened to veto that. NB said he didn’t think the votes were there to pass it in the first place.

RS said she doesn’t think they are ready to vote on this yet so they should try the nomenclature and number of polling places.

NB said since wards already exist he wants to use “ward” for the smaller area and “precinct” for the larger one. TA said he is fine with that because it doesn’t change the election. RS agreed but likes the terminology of ward and at large wards. TA said he likes that too. NB said he wants to make it simpler and they are not doing that with calling them at large wards. TA said why not call the larger area something different; the description should delineate the area. Jim supported doing the simplest thing. RS said she is on the fence on this and needs more information. Kurt Wright said that in this case make the smallest area “ward” and the 4 large areas “districts”.  He doesn’t think it will be confusing to voters with regard to state elections because their election is in November. 

TA agreed and moved to use the term 8 wards and 4 districts. RS asked GB if there was a legal problem with that and GB said no. RS questioned if they want to say what each district is called. GB said that would be needed for the charter change language.

Action: On a 2 (RS and TA) to 1 (NB) vote on’s TA motion and RS’s second, the committee decided to use the terms 8 wards and 4 districts.

RS said they should look at the maps before deciding on polling places.  The committee looked and then decided they need more time.

RS opened the discussion to polling places.

TA said he’s heard a significant number of comments and in the interest of small “d” democracy he fails to see the problem with 8 polling places. It may take one more to get a place for the 8th ward but it will be more convenient for voters.

RS agreed though she does see that it will be much more complicated for staff. It will lead to shorter lines.

TA asked Linda Chagnon of the voter registration board if having 8 polling places will be more or less complicated and she said having only 4 will be more complicated with longer lines and parking will be worse. She said to keep what we have now.

NB said it is a mistake to go onto this without hearing from staff. He also noted that ward 6 will need a new polling place. RS said it looks like that would be the case in any event. TA said it will invariably lead to new election sites. They should focus on voters and not the concerns of administrators. The points on lines and parking lead him to conclude that they are making it easier by creating more sites at which to vote.

Action: On TA’s motion and RS’s second, the committee voted 2-1 (NB no) to have the charter have a polling place in each ward.

RS discussed a timeline with a drop dead date of the 12/16/13 council meeting. She suggests that the council decide on 12/9, which means that it would go to the attorney’s office on 12/3, and that there be a report back on 11/18.  She knows that the commission surveys are coming back on 11/6. She set the next meeting as 11/6 for redistricting at 11:30, 11/13 at 11:30 for the survey, and 11/20 for redistricting at 11:30. She asked that CR 12 be reserved for the redistricting discussions with CR 10 being ok for the survey meeting.

5. Other Business

None.

6. Adjournment

Chair Siegel adjourned the meeting at 6:40 p.m.




