Charter Change Committee 
[bookmark: _GoBack]November 20, 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), Asst. Chief Administrative Officer for Administration Scott Schrader (SS)
Public Attendees: 		Jim Holway, Kurt Wright, Lea Terhune, Lis Mickenberg, April Burbank, Bill Keogh, Miriam Stoll, Alan Matson

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

C. Siegel called the meeting to order at 11:40 am.

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

2. Approval of Minutes of 11/6/13 and 11/13/13—TA moved to approve; seconded by TA. It was also noted that the motion included the correction in the spelling of Michael McGarghan’s name in the 10/9/13 minutes. Approval was unanimous.

3. Public Forum-- 

Jim Holway, from Ward 4, said he understands that this is the final meeting of the committee on redistricting and he appreciates the committee’s deliberations and work. He asked that they include the emails sent on the issue to the committee in the record. He said there is a need for clarity in messages to the public; he has heard comments and read things in the North Avenue News that have not been accurate. He’d like the comments to be uniting and in the spirit of compromise. He like public education given the conflict over the plan; it is critical to find language that puts parts of the plan before the voters, things like the number of members, the years of their term, the number of school board members. He acknowledges that NB’s view point is not prevailing and he wishes there’d be more support for his view. He asked if the school board could be a separate question.  GB answered no because the whole system is changing.

RS closed the public forum, there being no other people asking to speak, but said she’d consider public comments during or after the committee deliberations.

4. Ward Redistricting

RS noted the issues they need to decide: the school board composition and terms, the composition of the board for registration of voters, and the terms and rotation of councilors.  She said that the emails sent to the committee in the last several days be included in the committee record.  NB asked that they also reconsider the polling place decision in light of the memo from SS and also that the committee consider a proposal from the mayor that has the mayor cast tie breaking votes.  RS agreed to discuss these 2 items.

A. School Board.

Miriam Stoll said the one issue the school board has is who gets the one year term at the beginning of the transition. She said that their proposal has been put forward but if there is the ability to rethink it, they would like to if the timeline allows for it. RS said they are trying to do this at the Dec. 9th council meeting. Alan Matson said that they did solicit comments about their plan and received none.  GB explained the timing to get this on the ballot.

TA said that the one issue he’s heard, based on a conversation with a school board member is the number of years in a term.  Miriam said that the school board voted 7-7 on a 3 year term so it failed. TA accepted this.  Jim Holway said he’d heard support for 3 year terms too. NB said the decision of the school board is telling in that they didn’t adopt the council’s proposal and it shows how complicated the council has made this.

Action: On 

Action: On NB’s motion and TA’s second, the committee unanimously adopted the changes sent to the committee by GB – as proposed by the school board – to Art. 57 of the charter.

Alan & Miriam thanked the committee and RS thanked them.

B. Voter Reg Board

RS suggested that given the proposal to tie the number of board members to polling places that this issue be taken up after the polling place discussion occurs.  There was unanimous consent.

C. District Lines

RS initiated the discussion and the committee looked over the maps.

Action: On NB’s motion and TA’s second, the committee unanimously approved the November 7, 2013 Version 3 Map with the area bounded by Main St., Pearl St., University Place, and So. Willard St. going into Ward 8 from Ward 1 on the contingency that the plan not go above the allowed deviation and if it does go above that deviation that they revert to Version 3 as depicted on the Map of November 7, 2013.

D. Proposal to have Mayor have the authority to cast tie breaker votes

NB said the mayor proposed this and the reason for this proposal was that if they reduce the number of councilors to12 there is the greater likelihood of tie votes.  NB agrees.

RS said she firmly disagrees. We have a weak council-strong mayor system and this will put it more out of whack. TA asked her why and RS said it was due to the mayor having a veto and the need for a super-majority to override it.

Kurt Wright said he strongly disagrees as well. It is a clear power shift to the mayor and there is no reason why there will be more tie votes than what currently exists with 14 councilors. Would the state legislature have the governor vote to break ties? If the mayor loses the power to veto measures that would be a different matter. He urged them not to turn the redistricting proposal into a Christmas tree; just change the lines and don’t muddy the proposal. NB said it was ironic that Kurt is proposing simplicity when he is supporting a plan that complicates the system. Kurt said this is not about simplicity but a power shift and it is not a good idea. It would even allow the mayor to elect the council president.

RS said if the concern was about tie votes, the mayor could have weighed in on that. This is extraneous.

TA said he concurs with RS and suggests they don’t further complicate things.  NB agreed to move on without a vote.

E. Polling Places

TA said he is concerned that we serve the voters and their convenience and questioned that with 4 polling places.  He asked if they could stay with the current 7 polling places.  GB said they’d still have to change the charter to do that.

RS said she sees no need to revisit this.

NB said he feels SS’s memo on the issue was compelling and if people have to drive, pedal or walk one more mile to a polling place it will not keep people from voting.

TA said he’d like to hear public input because he’s concerned that not all people drive or have access to a car and it is incumbent on them to make voting as easy and convenient as possible.

RS said she’s concerned with the memo’s statement about using the schools because for the Nov. elections the schools are in session then.  SS said they use the schools now. TA said the economic arguments related to cost and staffing are the strongest argument to going to 4 polling places. 

Lea Terhune said she talked with a former inspector of elections who is opposed to people voting outside of their wards. People like to see the candidates and their neighbors and poll worker jobs are good jobs and people feel they are doing almost a sacred duty when they work the polls. It is a good way for elderly people to make money and she thinks the city can save money in other ways.

RS said we live in a culture where there are no lines.  The things that are proposed to deal with lines will not change that. She finds the argument about driving to the polls offensive and doesn’t see how it lessens the number of poll workers and machines if they have to double them to eliminate the lines.  SS said he’s not suggesting eliminating the current number of people working the polls only that if they add a polling place, people to work it will need to be added.

NB said he doesn’t think having 4 polling places will greatly inconvenience people.

SS asked where ward 8 will vote. TA said the change to the version 3 map will mean the ward 8 will include Taft School. He acknowledged that the status of Taft is in limbo but maybe we can use a UVM building.

RS said she doesn’t want to dismiss the work that the clerk/treasurer’s office staff does on elections but her interest falls on the side of the voters.

NB said he moves to reconsider the decision to place polling places in the wards and go to 4 polling places.  There being no second, no action was taken.

F. Voter registration board

GB suggested that they go to an absolute number, i.e. 10, given the complexities with reducing the board in the event of a reduction in the number of polling places in the future.

Action:  On TA’s motion and NB’s second, the committee unanimously amended section 43 of the charter to increase the number of board members to 10 and to make no other changes.

G. Councilor terms and election rotation

TA moved that all councilors serve 3 year terms and that the district elections be at the same time as the mayoral election. NB seconded this. TA said this puts all the councilors on the same level and makes the district elections consistent with the mayor’s.

RS said she doesn’t support 3 year terms because of the number of councilors who resign their positions before the end of their 2 year terms now, an issue of cost for special elections and because it discourages voter participation. She doesn’t think councilors need more than 2 year terms.  We don’t have a right to recall and there is no call from the public for this and no one has spoken in favor of it.

NB said he has been in favor of a 3 year term since the beginning.  It gives the voters an opportunity to look at the big districts at the same time as they look at the mayor. We’ve had no problem with 3 year terms for the state’s attorney and other county offices.

Lea Terhune said no one notices those county offices. They are talking like politicians and not in the interest of voters. Two year terms—all the legislators, the governor, the Vermont Attorney General, and city councilors all serve 2 year terms. It is not so hard to campaign if you stay close to the voters and do a good job. We have no recall and one reason is the 2 year term.

Jim Holway said that the term isn’t so important to him but regardless he doesn’t want a system where there can be a clean sweep of the entire council. He also suggests adding recall to the changes.

TA said a strong point for a 3 year term is institutional knowledge. Serving 3 years on a deliberative body and having turn over by thirds will increase institutional knowledge and connections.  As to state officials’ terms, he doesn’t think that is germane to this discussion.

RS said that on the loss of institutional knowledge that it is mitigated by the reelection of councilors so she doesn’t think this is a driving force.

TA called the question.

Action: Having been moved by TA and seconded by NB, the committee on a 2 yes (NB and TA), 1 no (RS) vote approved 3 year terms.

On the roll out and rotation issue, TA moved the following:

In 2015, all councilors from the 4 districts would be elected to a 3 year term, to come up for reelection next in 2018; in 2015, the councilors from wards 2, 4, 6, and 8 would be elected for a one year term, to come up for reelection next in 2016 at which time they would be elected for a 3 year term; in 2015, the councilors from wards 1, 3, 5, and 7 would be elected for a 2 year term, to come up for reelection in 2017 at which time they would be elected for a 3 year term.  TA said the one concern is that a current councilor could be running 3 years in a row.

NB seconded this.

On a 2 yes (NB, TA), 0 no, 1 abstain (RS), this proposal was approved.

H. Section 36.

Action: On NB’s motion and TA’s second, the committee unanimously approved changing the number of councilors to 12 and deleting the last sentence in the section.

I. City District language

Action: On NB’s motion and TA’s second, the committee approved use of the term “city district” throughout the affected sections on 2 yes (TA, RS), 0 no, 1 abstain (NB) vote.

J. Section 120.

Action: On TA’s motion and NB’s second, the committee unanimously approved changing the section to reflect the school board proposal for 8 instead of 12 board members. 

5. Other Business

TA asked if it was prudent to have the December 2nd meeting on gun safety include an agenda item on redistricting in case something comes up. RS agreed.

RS said, in regard to the commission surveys, that she’d found added people’s email addresses and that they’d extended the deadline for responses. She asked NB and TA to call the people on their call lists and they agreed.

6. Adjournment

Chair Siegel adjourned the meeting at  1:33 p.m.

