Saginaw City Charter Review Committee 

Wednesday, September 12, 2007, 4:00pm

Organizational Meeting Minutes 


Saginaw City Council Chambers, City Hall

Present:  Mayor Carol Cottrell, City Manager Darnell Early, Lou Ognisanti, Joyce Seals, Councilman Larry Coulouris, Henry Marsh, Leola Wilson, Kathryn Rood, Joe Turner, Irene Hensinger, City Attorney Thomas Fancher, Bill Mathewson (Michigan Municipal League), Dr. Eric Scorsone (Michigan State University).  

Mayor Cottrell opened the meeting and asked each of the members of the committee, city department heads and other participants present to introduce themselves.  The mayor then explained the background of the group and why the group was established.  In the recent charter review process, many citizens expressed that they did not understand the process and did not feel that citizen input was sought in the process.  Despite the failure of the charter revision to be passed by voters in August, many felt that the City Charter still needed an impartial and rational review.  In consultation with the City Attorney, other options for revision were considered.  The decision was made to appoint an ad hoc advisory committee to advise the City Council on the City Charter.  

The mayor explained that she spoke with many in the community to select members of the committee.  She sought individuals in the community who were regarded as fair, impartial, and independent thinkers.  She also felt it was important to appoint someone to the committee who been a part of the previous charter review process, Mrs. Joyce Seals was selected to fill that role.  The mayor explained that she also felt it important to include a member of City Council on the committee and Councilman Coulouris fills that role.  In seeking other members of the committee, Mayor Cottrell sought a cross-section of the community to represent citizens of Saginaw as broadly as possible.  
The mayor explained that she does not expect that the charge given to the committee will take more than one year but that the schedule and other decisions about the process will be set by the members of the committee.  Mr. Lou Ognisanti agreed to serve as the chairperson of the committee.  

Mayor Cottrell outlined the expectations for the committee.  The committee will actively solicit input from the community and from city staff.  City staff will likely be directly affected by changes to the City Charter and they may have some suggestions for the committee.  The mayor requested that regular reports be made to council and that the minutes of the meeting be shared with members of the City Council.  Mayor Cottrell then explained that the committee will receive staff assistance from Dr. Eric Scorsone of Michigan State University Extension’s State and Local Government Area of Expertise Team (hereafter MSU).  Dr. Scorsone and his staff will assist with taking minutes, research, facilitation, and coordination.  Assistance will also be available to the group from the Michigan Municipal League (hereafter MML) and their general counsel, Bill Mathewson.  Finally, the mayor mentioned that time for public comment would be available at the end of the meeting.
Mayor Cottrell then recognized Mr. Mathewson of MML and asked him to address the committee.  Mr. Mathewson commented that this new charter review effort will be very good for Saginaw because it will be a different process than previous efforts.  The City Charter serves like a constitution for the city; it establishes the structure of the government.  Mr. Mathewson also stated that the charter must be a document that has public input and reflects the desire of the city.  
The resources available to the committee, including the services of MSU and the City Attorney will prove to be valuable. The MML can provide the group with information about how other communities across the state have addressed similar governing challenges.  The MML has records of every city charter in the state at the committee’s disposal.  Saginaw was established under the Home Rule Cities Act and therefore the city can create the kind of government that they want.  There are some provisions that must be made and others that are not allowed but within that structure there is a lot of latitude.  Mr. Mathewson then discussed the current charter which established a Council/Manager form of government.  
Mr. Mathewson also explained the MML’s Model City Charter which is now in its 8th edition. The Model City Charter does not advocate one form of government over another, but does offer pros and cons along with rationale for various governing structures such as Council/Manager v. Strong Mayor or at-large election of council members v. a ward system.  Those are issues the committee may discuss.  Mr. Mathewson also outlined the kind of expertise and advice available to the group from the City Attorney and the Assistant Attorney General for Local Government.  Those individuals can offer information about how different changes to the city charter need to be put before the City Council or voted on in referendum by voters.  The committee will decide whether the charter needs revision or amendment.  

Mr. Joe Turner then asked what general classes of cities exist in Michigan and where does Saginaw fit with those cities; are there different issues to keep in mind, given the changes in the population and looking to the future; and what kinds of trends are present that the city should look at in moving forward with this process.  Mr. Mathewson answered that Saginaw’s status as a Home Rule City has been established and that when founded, Saginaw claimed all the powers available under that act.  In response to the second questions, there are not real differences based on population size.  Finally, in examining trends, there are positives and negatives for many choices of government structure.  Some questions may not need to be addressed in the City Charter but rather through the establishment of ordinances.  There may be some changes that need to be made to language to bring the charter into line with current law.   The City Charter may be a more general document which outlines the structure of city government and allows ordinances to address specific questions.  The MML may have information that will help city government to create specific ordinances.  
Dr. Eric Scorsone was then recognized to outline the support available from MSU and MSU Extension. He explained the State and Local Government Area of Expertise Team that has provided research, training, education, outreach and support to other efforts around the state.  The team from MSU will be working on the logistical portion of the committee including taking minutes, the preparation of reports to City Council, posting information on-line, issues of facilities and equipment, and research when directed by the chair of the committee.  Either Dr. Scorsone or a member of his staff will be on hand at every meeting to answer questions and provide support.  

During the previous process, Dr. Scorsone provided analysis on the fiscal implication of the proposed changes to the charter.  The result of this is that Dr. Scorsone is very familiar with the state of city finances, the structure of city government, and city departments.  He also has experience working with Mr. Mathewson.  City Manager Darnell Early then reiterated that the broad team approach and partnership with many other resource agencies will be valuable to the committee in their work.  A committee member then asked if these resources had been available in the previous process and to what extent those resources were called upon.  Mrs. Seals responded that the resources of MML were utilized in a very minor capacity with the supply of general information.  
Mrs. Rood then asked about how the chain of command will work with the staffing support from MSU.  Dr. Scorsone replied that it would probably work best if requests for research or other service were funneled through the chair of the committee.  This would improve communication with the group and accountability to the public in the process.  

Mrs. Hensinger then asked if the mayor or others had suggestions for the group about the process in moving forward.  Mr. Turner stated that he would like to see the information about the process to be made public and available on the Internet.  He also asked that the committee staff look at the possibility of making audio recordings of the meeting available to the public.  Mayor Cottrell took this opportunity to introduce Mr. Thomas Fancher, city attorney, who would address that question in his presentation. 

Mr. Fancher described some of the work that he has done in consultation with the MML and MSU in the past.  In his role as city attorney he would provide information and input to the committee about the changes in state law since 1935 that affect the City Charter.  There are some changes that need to be made because of outdated language or just the rights allocated to cities by the Home Rule Cities Act.  The committee will also decide on issues of procedure that also require input from the city attorney, including whether the meetings will be subject to the Open Meetings Act and the requirements that places on the staff and the committee.  The current City Charter is contained in a small booklet that has been provided to the committee; it includes proposed amendments and some annotations.  Mr. Fancher will be at each meeting to answer questions and be a resource for the committee.  
Mr. Fancher suggested that one way for the Charter Review Committee to proceed would be to go through the charter and note areas that may need to be revised or which there are questions about.  Mr. Marsh suggested that the committee first seek input from city department heads and then go through the document to note potential items for discussion by the group. Mr. Early remarked that the group could work on different tracks simultaneously, first looking through the document for obvious changes to language and sections that are outdated while also comparing the document to the Model City Charter.  Mrs. Wilson remarked that getting input from city staff first and taking time to go through areas of the document would come before input from city residents.  People need to have some suggestions to react to before the committee asks for input.  The committee then requested that Mr. Early have his staff review areas of the charter that have specific relevance to them and then prepare to speak with the committee about those sections.  Mrs. Wilson requested that not all city staff meet at one meeting but this be done in a deliberate way that offers time for in depth questions and consideration of issues.  

Mrs. Seals then remarked that when the time comes for public input that this could take place in different parts of the city to make sure different areas of the city were represented at the meetings.  Other committees that report to the City Council would also have an opportunity to address questions related to their function (e.g. the planning commission or zoning board).  

The suggestion was made that time could be set aside at each meeting for city staff, research presentation from MSU and public comment.  This might take the first hour of the meeting and the rest of the time could be spent in discussion of the document and changes proposed.  This would mean meetings of 2 hours.  The group needs to decide on a format for the meetings.

Councilman Coulouris reiterated that public comment occur after the committee has had an opportunity to make some decisions.  Every effort would be made to insure that the public understood that their input was valued and that not every question was decided at that time.  This would make the most sense in terms of use of time.  There was additional agreement for this idea from other members of the committee.  Councilman Coulouris then proposed that Mrs. Seals serve as the Vice-Chair of the committee. 

Mayor Cottrell then turned the discussion to next steps.  The next meeting was proposed for Monday, October 1 at 4:00pm and although [Irene] will not be able to make it, the date was agreeable to the rest of the members.  The meeting will take place in council chambers.  Dr. Scorsone told the group that the staff would follow the timetable and meet the needs of the committee.  Eventually the group will have a regular meeting time and for the next meeting the committee should have some idea about how they want to move forward to gather input from departments.  The committee should have an idea of what they want to accomplish and have some goals for their work.  Mr. Ognisanti suggested that the first few meetings address gathering information from city staff and research and then move forward with public comment.  Mr. Mathewson suggested having an idea if their end product will be a series of amendments or groups of revisions that will be balloted together.  Dr. Scorsone and Mr. Fancher will work to draft the language for the committee.  The committee will review the language to make sure it reflects their objectives.  The group will also need to decide how decisions will be made (e.g. consensus or simple majority voting).  This is especially important when dealing with controversial issues.  
There was some discussion then about the charter revision process that had just ended and the reasons for the defeat of that proposal at the polls.  Mrs. Seals expressed an interest in the group reviewing the current charter thoroughly so the committee will have rationale and justification to offer the community about the recommendations they make to City Council.   Dr. Scorsone pointed to the need for the group to do some education with members of the community about the City Charter and some of the pros and cons of different provisions. Mr. Mathewson also recommended that the committee keep in mind how the material will be presented to the community and have a strategy in mind to share their work with the public.  The committee may want to tackle difficult issues first or work on smaller issues until the group has more capacity.  The committee endorsed Councilman Coulouris’s motion to appoint Mrs. Seals the Vice-Chairperson.  
Mr. Early closed the meeting by reminding the group that the process will remain with the committee and that city staff will offer their input and answer the questions of the committee. Mr. Early also took the opportunity to introduce Mr. Richard Carter who works in the Office of Government Relations at the University of Michigan.  The meeting was adjourned at 6:15pm by Mayor Cottrell.  
Respectfully submitted, 

Julia Darnton

