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The voters of Portland will be asked at the voting booth in November to approve or reject eight questions as
proposed by the 2020 Charter Commission. These questions concern foundational reforms to how the city is
governed, formulated over the past two years by an elected council of citizens, advised by dozens of experts and
community leaders, as well as hundreds of other residents. Most voters have a vague conception of this process,
and some even have a general idea of what the individual questions are asking, but many voters simply do not
fully grasp what the proposals are, or what would change if they were to be approved. Simplifications,
caricatures, and misinformation are easy to find, but most voters would need to work quite hard to sift through

everything and come to an informed decision.

‘Democracy’ is a term that’s been on the lips of a lot of Portlanders as of late, as controversy swirls around the
quantity and quality of popular referenda being put on the ballot, but nasty accusations aside — we all believe
in democracy. Everyone believes that Portlanders ought to govern themselves. But for democracy to function,
the voters need to know what they’re voting for, (and against), and be able to come to their own reasoned

conclusions about how best to run the city.

To this end, that every voter in Portland should be able to make an informed decision on these questions, what
follows is a thoroughgoing, top-to-bottom explanation of the 2020 Charter Commission proposals, what they

mean, and why one may vote for or against each one.

This report does not intend to persuade you to support or oppose any of the Charter Commission's proposals.
It is simply a piece-by-piece breakdown of a complex set of proposals into terms the average Mainer can

understand, as free as possible from the polemics surrounding it. No background knowledge is necessary, we'll



be assuming you are coming into this topic knowing nothing at all about it. If you already are mostly ‘in the
loop’, much of this will seem painfully redundant, but for the many Portlanders who are completely lost in the
often-opaque world of local politics, this is for you. I'd like for you to come to your own conclusions about the

commission's proposals, and make an informed decision at the ballot box this November.
As a companion to this guide, I'd recommend having open the Commission’s final report, here.

With this said, there’s a lot to cover. Let's dive in.

The first section features a brief history of the Charter Commission proposing these reforms, who the
Commissioners proposing the 2022 reforms are, and how they reached these final proposed reforms. Then
follows eight sections, one each for the eight questions on the ballot. A concluding page with parting thoughts,
and an opinion or two, follows last.
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The content is organized such that taking each section in turn will most effectively inform the reader about the
interweaving complexities of these reforms. However, each section is capable of standing alone, so certainly feel

free to read them as independent articles breaking down the individual reforms.

This has been a monstrous endeavor for we who have put this together. What has taken the Charter
Commission two years to research, debate, contemplate, distill, draft, and finalize, we have tried to present to
you as completely as possible while cutting no corners. It’s our hope that this can be a valuable resource to help
our city, which we all love, to make the most prudent decisions about its future. With the size of this project,
it’s a statistical impossibility that no errors made it past the rounds of review. If you detect any such errors,
please do not hesitate to contact us so that it may be corrected as soon as possible. I will ensure that you are

publicly credited for any such correction, unless you’d prefer to remain anonymous.

A note on capital letters: While “city council” or “councilor” can refer to any such body or person in any locale,
the use of capital letters, as “City Council” or “Councilor” will always signify that of Portland. The same is true
for “Charter” / “Charter Commission” / “Commissioner”, “Mayor”, and “School Board.” Lowercase letters are
used for generic charters, commissions, or mayors, but the Portland Charter, Charter Commission, and Mayor

are designated with capitals.


https://www.portlandmaine.gov/asset/7cae899c-8d25-4e45-9e93-152ebc91be67

Background ~ What is the Charter Commission?
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Untitled, 1530. Artist unknown.

The City Charter is to Portland what the Constitution is to the United States. It's the framework of our
government. It defines the roles that elected representatives play, it establishes the city’s governing bodies and
their prerogatives, it enumerates their duties and obligations, it prescribes how voting works and how elections
are run, it constructs chains of authority, and it declares our community’s aspirational values, to name a few of
the many purposes of the Charter. It is the hard core of our local laws, as it is by the Charter that all other laws
are passed. It is the hull of our ship of state.

But just as a ship’s hull needs repairs, and as the United States Constitution has to be amended on occasion, as
times change and values shift, so too do we need to make changes to our City Charter. A Charter Commission
is a group of representatives elected by the city to hammer out changes to this Charter, or in other words, to

ask: "How, exactly, should our city work?"

A Portland Charter Commission, in much the same form as the one we’re considering today, was called by a
popular vote in 2008 to consider changes to Portland's city government. One question in particular was the

focus for this group - how best to implement a new political office into city government: A Mayor.

Technically, there were Mayors prior to this commission. The first Mayor in fact was elected in 1832, to preside
over the city council. In 1923, the position was eliminated, instead the former duties of Mayor were executed
by a 'Chairman of the City Council'. In 1969, they renamed this chairman position to '"Mayor', but the name
is the only thing that changed. The 'Mayor', under this old system, was just one of the city councilors, elected
by the other councilors, to serve an almost entirely ceremonial and procedural role. This election happened

every year. During this period from 1969 to 2011, the title of "Mayor' was, essentially, decorative.



But in 2010, the Charter Commission wrapped itself up and gave a final recommendation for establishing a
real mayoral office. The position would be elected directly by the people to serve a four-year term; its holders
would perform a limited mixture of legislative, executive, diplomatic, and ceremonial functions. The people of
Portland embraced the new post, and in 2011, voters elected their first real Mayor since 1923: Michael F.
Brennan. In 2015, the people elected Ethan Strimling, and in 2019, Kate Snyder. She continues to hold the

office at time of writing, but has recently stated she will not be seeking re-election.

This development — the establishment of a real mayoral office — enjoyed mixed responses. Many citizens felt
empowered by voting directly for a city executive, and that this allowed for a more effective democracy. It may
also clarify the position of city administration by putting a name and face on an agenda, as opposed to the
obscure miasma that council politics can sometimes be. But others were less happy, feeling that injecting
electoral politics into the mostly humdrum business of city administration couldn't possibly be a good thing.
Important decisions might be colored by party polemics, and common-sense solutions may lose out to
ideological posturing. And this is all of course assuming that the Mayor won’t be rankly compromised, corrupt,

or incompetent.

Over the past decade, feelings have mellowed, but there's been a distinct undercurrent of discontent. On the
one hand, some had felt that the mayoral position is still an awkward hybrid, enjoying some executive functions
but still mostly being a ceremonial fagade. The solution, then, would be to further empower the position into
a true executive mayorship. On the other hand, some had thought the entire office of ‘Mayor’ was an artificial,

unnecessary, expensive distraction, and that it should be done away with again.

A New Charter Commission

The key moment which led local activists to begin preparing for a new Charter Commission was, however, not
the question of the mayoral office, but rather a proposal to enact a “clean elections fund” by referendum in
Portland. When city officials advised proponents that a referendum would not be the appropriate venue to
implement this sort of reform, and that a new Charter Commission (called by a ballot question) would be

necessary, several parties began gearing up for a return to the Charter, eraser and pencil in hand.

(Incidentally, it was later determined by a legal judgment that the fund could have proceeded by referendum,
and that the Commission was not strictly necessary.)

Initially dejected that the proposal for an elections fund was being so delayed, excitement quickly spread among
activists and progressives around the idea of forming a new Charter Commission. Unresolved tensions from the

previous revisions still lingered, and the air was practically electric with energy.

In July 2020, with COVID-19, mass protests against racial injustice, and the forthcoming national election on
everyone's minds, the people of Portland went to the polls again. Here they were asked whether or not they'd
like to establish a new Charter Commission. The ballot question was expansive in scope, asking simply "Shall

a Charter Commission be established for the purpose of revising the Municipal Charter?"

The people voted 'yes'.



A depiction of an election in England, 1758. William Hogarth.

There was no explicitly-stated goal of this new Charter Commission, it had a broad mandate to consider many
different reforms, ranging from school board autonomy to police oversight. But most informed observers fairly
assumed that the question of what the Mayor's role should be would get revisited. They would turn out to be
correct, as today, the most high-profile recommendation by the Charter Commission is to restructure the city
government such that the Mayor will act as a true executive, rather than as merely a special member of the City

Council.

This is far from the only reform that the Commission concerned itself with, however. The entire governing
structure of Portland is up for adjustment, with the size of the council, the manner in which they are elected,
who they represent, the compensation of the Mayor, the existence of the City Manager, operations of the School
Board, considerations for Peaks Island, and how elections are held all being subjects of considerable change.
Beyond governance, new city organs such as a Police Review Board and Ethics Commission are being proposed,
and the values that the city of Portland presents itself as holding in the preamble of the Charter are too being
held out for an update.

Following the vote, the City Council appointed the first three commissioners on August 10"

Michael Kebede, an attorney with the Maine ACLU, became the chair of the commission. Peter Eglinton,
formerly chair of the School Board, and Dory Waxman, a former City Councilor, were appointed as well. These

three formed the nucleus around which the remainder of the Commission would assemble.



On June 8", 2021, the routine municipal election would also play host to the rest of the Commission’s election.
Each of Portland’s five districts would elect one Commissioner, and four at-large Commissioners would

represent the city as a whole.

At this point it must be said — Charter Commissions were traditionally thought to attract a certain sort of
candidate. Policy wonks, technocrats, connoisseurs of minutiae who know and care about things like electoral
algorithms, political economy, administrative efficiency, etc. Maybe they’re already employed by the city
government, or by a private firm or nonprofit that works closely with them. People that are perfectly
comfortable (maybe even a little excited) at the prospect of reviewing the dense legalese of dozens of municipal
constitutions from around the country, or comparing the outcomes of hundreds of computer-simulated

elections.

An early example of the type.

This is not to say that such people are uniformly superior or even preferable to other candidates, far from it,
but these sorts of bodies were assumed typically to be the domain of those rich in technical knowledge and poor

in firebrand charisma.

But as previously mentioned, the summer of 2020 was an atypical season. The pandemic, widespread protest
movements, the looming national election, all these things worked as an unpredictable reagent in the usual
political alchemy. Progressives mobilized, seeing this Charter Commission as an opportunity to entrench more
meaningful change than simple bureaucratic tinkering. More conservative elements, slower on the draw, reacted
to this with their own involvement, mostly to try and prevent a strongly left-wing slate from sweeping the
Commission. A slew of young political novices, starry-eyed and rose-emoji’d, went up against a rear-guard
action of stodgier elders, and mostly won in the elections that were to come. A few of the candidates who ended
up as commissioners were more typical of the breed, but for the most part this was an unexpected outcome —

and a smashing victory for progressives.



Who are the Commissioners?

The most evident triumph of the left’s organized effort was the all-hands victory of the ‘Rose Slate’, a team of

four first-time candidates, all progressive women, all but one running for the at-large seats.

That remaining one Rose Slate candidate was Shay Stewart-Bouley, representing District 1. Director of a Boston
anti-racism nonprofit and creator of the Black Girl in Maine blog, she defeated a retired union rep and a local
landlord and promised to advocate for racial justice and a strong mayor. In District 2, Robert O’Brien ran
unopposed and unsurprisingly emerged victorious. Eschewing any strong ideological language, he cited his
experience on public boards and as a consultant for state government; he proposed significant but carefully-
considered reforms to governance and elections. It was a three-way race for District 3, but Zachary Barowitz,
self-described ‘YIMBY’ and with significant para-government experience, won the day. He advocated for a
strong mayor, an independent council, competent staff and a high degree of citizen engagement. In District 4,
a thirty-year City Council veteran lost to Marcques Houston, board member of Progressive Portland and restless
activist for reform. He emphasized the need for eliminating non-democratic elements of governance, publicly
funding elections, and giving non-citizen residents the vote. Ryan Lizanecz won in District 5, just 23 years old
and a full-cime law student. He also considered publicly funding elections to be a “no-brainer”, and supported

a (cautiously) empowered mayor and non-citizen voting in municipal elections.

The most exciting race, however, was the at-large race, where eleven candidates competed for four seats. As
mentioned earlier, the Rose Slate candidates snapped up three of the seats. Nasreen Sheikh-Yousef, member of
Black POWER (formerly known as BLM Portland), voiced support for the by-now familiar list of progressive
reforms — an executive mayor, publicly-funded elections, non-citizen voting, and so on. She also suggested
abolishing at-large Councilors entirely, removing City Council oversight of the school budget, and defunding
the Portland Police Department. She was the most popular candidate, with over 22% of the first-round vote.
Catherine Buxton, nonprofit manager concerned with consent education and providing resources to victims of
sexual assault, also won an at-large seat. She had a particular focus on disestablishing systemic racism from city
government, and hiring a Diversity, Equity & Inclusion officer for city government. The last Rose Slate victor
was Patricia Washburn, a surprise winner for reasons to be discussed in a moment. She too emphasized anti-
racism and the greatest hits of the progressive reforms, and noted that the 1923 decision to abolish the position
of Mayor was supported by the Ku Klux Klan.

The final at-large seat to be won, and the only one to go to a non-Rose Slate candidate, went to Marpheen
Chan, activist and educator for the Holocaust and Human Rights Center of Maine. While certainly progressive,
he was sure to stress his pragmatism and open-mindedness, and expressed a desire for good, incremental

changes. His support for the Rose Slate’s priorities was tempered by caution and moderation.

These winners, plus the three already appointed by City Council, would form the 2020 Charter Commission.



Several self-described ‘moderates’ and ‘pragmatists’ were shut out, sometimes in highly surprising results, by the
progressive cohort. Part of the reason for the shock came down to a quirk of the electoral system mandated for
the at-large seats, ironically, by the Charter itself. Under the current provisions of the Charter, the majority-
approval requirement enacted by referendum and achieved using ranked-choice voting reacts unexpectedly with
multi-seat races. When the same group of candidates are competing for a set of seats, the ranked-choice voting
method used in Portland ends up producing strongly majoritarian results. In other words, even very slight
electoral majorities (sometimes even narrow minorities) can take home all, or nearly all, of the seats. This means
that even popular candidates can be swept away by a well-organized campaign. The ultimate example of this is
the election of Pat Washburn to the Commission, who despite achieving only 4.2% of the votes in the first

round, ended up winning a seat over Steve DiMillo, a moderate conservative who came second in the first round
with 21.1%.

Whether this is fair or not comes down to one’s political philosophy (do you favor proportional representation
or an effective majority?) and the subject will be discussed further in section four. But it says something that

one of the Commission’s proposals is to reform the very system that they were elected by.

The Commission

Almost immediately, one of the newly-elected Commissioners injected the sleepy subject of governance reform
with a shot of adrenaline. Taking to Twitter, Commissioner Sheikh-Yousef called then-City Manager Jon
Jennings a “White Supremacist” and promised to ensure no racist ever held the position of “City Manager”
again. Voices from all sides entered the fray, and an organized attempt to recall Sheikh-Yousef was initiated (to
no avail.) With this news cycle, supporting getting rid of the City Manager position, while not inherently a

partisan policy either way, was coded onto the progressive left.

At the Commission’s first meeting, they elected Michael Kebede to chair the commission, as he had already
been doing in the interim, and Shay Stewart Bouley as vice chair. They also elected Peter Eglinton, another
appointee, as secretary. However, after this, things almost immediately ground to a halt. Portland Corporation
Counsel office appointed an outside attorney to represent the Commission, at the city’s expense. An attorney,
city staff assumed, would be necessary to give opinions on legal issues and file relevant documentation. Several
Commissioners immediately displayed skepticism, asserting that accepting this appointed attorney would
compromise the Commission’s independence. Instead they should be given funds directly to select and hire
their own choice of attorney with, even if this consumed additional time and resources. Other procedural
concerns consumed the Commission’s early months, including rows over note-taking, scheduling, and conflicts

of interest. Eventually, most of these were peaceably resolved, and the attorney appointed by the city accepted.

After these, undeniably awkward, first steps, the Commission did eventually catch its stride going into the
winter of 2021. Most of the Commissioners’ priorities, including governance reform, publicly-funded elections,
and police oversight, began to take shape as draft proposals. One, however, was thoroughly dashed against the
rocks: allowing non-citizen voting in municipal elections would have plunged Portland into very dangerous
legal waters. The risks conveyed by advisors, even those sympathetic to the notion, were finally deemed too

great to brook.



Throughout late 2021 and early 2022, the Commission met periodically to discuss and debate the issues, and
public comment poured in. Nearly everyone with even a passing interest in city government seemed to weigh
in at one point or another — on Zoom, by email, by public letters, by social media, face-to-face, everyone wanted
the Commissioners to know what they thought. The controversy which erupted over the various reforms being
contemplated by the Commission engaged a difficult question — how to put the reforms, once finalized, to the
voters? Everything the Commission does will have to be approved at the ballot box by a majority of citizens,
but what should the format be? One big basket, take-it-or-leave-it? That would seem incredibly risky,

combining anodyne constitutional updates with hugely controversial reforms.

So, it has to be broken up into multiple questions, but how many? On the one hand, the more discrete questions,
the better. It would give the voters more power, it would protect the least controversial and most necessary
reforms, and it would make it less likely that all of the Commission’s work would be wasted. But more questions
may confuse voters, and make it hard to craft good policy — not knowing what else would be approved. It’s easy
to say “one question per issue”, but every issue is a nesting doll of sub-issues, and its turtles all the way down.
The balancing act between limiting ballot complexity and maximizing voter freedom was a difficult one for the

Commissioners to perform.

Some issues which the Commission considered were ultimately shelved, including pay rises for representatives
and the creation of an ‘executive committee’, while others were concluded as non-binding recommendations to

the City Council.

But we do not concern ourselves at this time with any of that.

The Eight

On July 6™ of this year, the Charter Commission approved its final report. Eight ballot questions would go to
the voters, approving or striking down eight self-contained reforms to the Portland Charter. First, revising the
preamble to acknowledge Native American rights to the land. Second, a restructuring of governance, completing
the transition of the city to a Mayor-Council form of government. Third, a new public fund for supporting
qualifying candidates in municipal elections. Fourth, a technical reform to voting, so to allow proportional
tabulation in multi-seat elections. Fifth, releasing the School Board from City Council oversight. Sixth,
entrenching the Peaks Island Council into the Charter. Seventh, overhauling citizen oversight of Portland
Police. And eighth, the establishment of an Ethics Commission and drafting of a Code of Ethics.

There’s been simultaneously too much ado about some of these reforms, and not nearly enough for others. In
particular, the implications (however one thinks of them) of the fifth question are severely underreported, while

the second question has received no shortage of coverage — but much of it severely ill-informed.

If you, like I did, half-understand half of these, and the other half understand not at all, you owe it to yourself
and your fellow citizens to do your due diligence and determine, for yourself, whether Portland is best off

approving or denying each of these reforms. What follows, I hope, is a good start.



1 ~ The Land Acknowledgement
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Glooscap (a mythological figure of the Wabanaki peoples) turning man into a cedar tree. Tomah Joseph, 1884.

This first question presented to voters by the Charter Commission is less a question of policy and more a
question of values. How should the Charter itself introduce itself to its readers, both in Portland and the world,
in its very first paragraphs? In the first of the Commission’s eight reforms, they propose that it should do so

with a Land Acknowledgement.

Already commonplace in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, 'Land Acknowledgements' are tokens of
recognition and appreciation, preceding speeches and texts, for the ancestral guardians of the land beneath us -
in other words, those Native Americans who were here before the first Europeans stepped off the boats. In
Canada, relations with the "First Nations" peoples (as is the common parlance there) play a larger role in the
culture and consciousness than in the USA, and before nearly any speech made by a left-of-center politician,
government official, university spokesperson, etc. the speaker will open with such an acknowledgement, naming
individual tribes specific to regions. Documents promulgated by such persons and institutions often also feature
a paragraph to this effect at the outset. While held up as a dignified honor towards the Americas' first peoples

by proponents, critics lampoon the seeming emptiness of such words, often woodenly recited in an academical



HR-ese. The Native Governance Center (NGC), based in Minnesota (Mni Sota, in the Dakota language), has
issued this guide to crafting an adequate acknowledgement.

Whether and how contemporary citizens of the United States ought to recognize the claims to ancestral
sovereignty made on the land by (or on behalf of) indigenous Americans is a topic which is well beyond the
scope of this report. But as such land acknowledgements become more common in the United States, Portland
may find itself on the very vanguard of this movement - very few other towns have integrated such statements
into their core governing documents, even if they do incorporate acknowledgements elsewhere. The proposed

land acknowledgement proposed reads as follows:

" Portland is located in the unceded territory of the Aucocisco Band of the Wabanaki, which also includes the
Abenaki, Maliseet, Mikmagq, Passamagquoddy, and Penobscot people. European colonizers displaced
Wabanaki people by force and went on to displace and harm indigenous peoples throughout what is now
Maine and the United States. We acknowledge that displacement and that harm with sorrow, even as we
celebrate and honor the Wabanaki knowledge and culture that continue to thrive in the Tribal Nations that
have and always will call this place, the Dawnland, their home."

This language, if approved, will be appended to the preamble of the charter. While the language employed here
is strong, "colonizers", "by force", "harm", etc. it actually falls rather short of the recommendations from the

NGC, which suggests even more assertive terms like "genocide” and "stolen land" to be used.

A legal question was raised during the proceedings of the Charter Commission, in which some members feared
that by adding this language to the preamble, “Portland is located in the unceded territory...”, the city might
be opening itself to potential legal action from the current-day heirs of these tribes. After all, the city’s
representatives, affirmed by a majority vote, admit the city sits on their land. Ought not these tribes be
compensated for the totality of the land? Could a United States judge enforce such an action? Ultimately, the

Commission’s legal counsel advised them this is unlikely to be a concern.

The land acknowledgement, though certainly the most notable addition to the introductory chapter of the
charter, is not the only change. The rest of the preamble has also been rewritten to reflect subtle shifts in
perspective. We will not be lingering on this, as the differences are minor. Most of the changes are to tighten
up the language, spilling less ink to convey the same principles, and to update some terms which have shifted
in connotation (replacing 'welfare' with 'common good', for example.) Perhaps the only change that might raise
an eyebrow is that the part of the paragraph which had enshrined 'equal rights' now speaks of 'equity and
inclusion" as foundational principles. The distinction between 'equality’ and 'equity’ is another subject well-

treated elsewhere. The full text can be read here.

Unlike most of the other proposals, this proposal can't be explored mechanically, given context with statistics,
or held up for examination on the technical merits. This first ballot question is an inquiry into the voter's values,
how we view - and how we should view - our modern society's precepts and relationship with the indigenous

societies which came before, and still persist today.


https://nativegov.org/news/a-guide-to-indigenous-land-acknowledgment/
https://content.civicplus.com/api/assets/8d596ef2-e10a-4fed-939f-88e020619c22?cache=1800)

Why might you vote in favor? - If you believe that it is important, morally and ethically, to acknowledge the
past, present, and future guardianship of the land by indigenous Americans, and to codify such an
acknowledgement into our governing charter. The past may not be able to be changed, but we should never act
as though conquest and genocide is something to be swept under the rug. It is better to acknowledge than to

leave unsaid these truths.

Why might you vote against? - If you believe that such words are mere empty gestures, representative only of

a preening sentimentalism happy to give lip service to the downtrodden as long as nothing is done for them.

Alternatively - If you believe that, whatever the crimes of our forerunners, acknowledging claims to territorial
sovereignty by indigenous tribes on the basis of ethnicity is ridiculous. Further, the progress made by Mainers
over the past three centuries deserves a more nuanced characterization than reducing it to a period of bloody

conquest.



2 ~ Governance
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This is the big one. If you know anything at all about the 2022 Charter Commission Proposals, you probably
know this - "They want to make the mayor more powerful.” This is, of course, a misleading oversimplification,
but the importance of the reform is difficult to exaggerate. It isn’t that the Mayor of Portland is becoming
“more powerful”, it’s the entire structure of governance being redesigned: eliminating ambiguities, clarifying
authority, infusing politics into city management, and involving voters more directly. But before diving in, let's

get some perspective.

There are two primary structures for municipal government in the United States: Council-Manager and Mayor-

Council.

Until 2010, Portland had a garden variety Council-Manager government. Council-Manager systems are the
most common form of municipal government across the country. In Portland, citizens directly elected a slate
of city councilors, and these councilors appointed a City Manager. This manager is not a political figure, exactly,
he or she is an employee hired by the Council to run the city. City Managers are usually selected for their
experience in managing businesses, nonprofits, and governments; they often have advanced degrees in
administration and expertise in relevant fields. They are usually purposefully apolitical, and hold themselves out

as someone who will perform their duties to the specifications of the City Council whatever their decisions may

be.

The City Manager’s job was running the day-to-day business of the city. Hiring and firing staff, analyzing
income and expenses, drafting budgets and other plans, managing the city’s assets, and ensuring that citizens
receive satisfactory service. If they do these things well, the Council will retain them, and if they don’t, the
Council may choose to replace them. The City Manager was at the top of the city’s “org chart”, being the
highest-ranking member of city staff, but they didn’t have any direct political power, being an unelected
appointee. That all lies in the Council.

The closest analogy to a Council-Manager system is a joint-stock company, or corporation, in which
shareholders elect a Board of Directors to represent them, and this Board hires a Chief Executive Officer (CEO)
to manage the day-to-day business of the business. This analogy is an unfortunate one, since “running the city
like a business” is a politically-charged phrase — used positively by some pragmatic liberals, but said derogatorily

by some left-wing progressives.

For proponents of Council-Manager government, this is an efficient mode of administration, free from the
corruption of petty politics. Most of what a city does isn’t political, advocates say, it’s routine bureaucracy and
councils should hire qualified managers. To critics, Council-Manager systems are anti-democratic and
corporatocratic, being run by an unelected bureaucrat and prioritizing fiscal responsibility over voter
accountability. Cities such as Phoenix, San Antonio, Dallas, Charlotte, and Las Vegas use Council-Manager

government, as do most small towns and cities in the country.
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Mayor-Council systems, though less common than the Council-Manager form, are favored by many of
America's largest metropolises, including New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston, Philadelphia,
Columbus, Seattle, and Boston. This form of government is more intuitive to those familiar with national and
state politics, in which an elected executive (the President or Governor) tangoes with a separately elected
legislature, each having their own powers and prerogatives. This is how it is with Mayor-Council systems, where
a directly elected Mayor wields executive authority and legislative influence, and is generally expected to lead
city government with a particular agenda alongside managing the quotidian duties of administration.

Meanwhile, the Council acts as a ‘legislative branch’, passing laws, approving budgets, raising taxes, etc.

The exact powers of the Mayor, and the relationship between the Mayor and the Council vary from city to city,
but proponents of a 'strong’ Mayor assert that this strength gives average voters more say over how the city is
run. Critics point out that infusing the necessary business of government with partisan polemic rarely results in

the most efficient administration. Issuing permits and managing sewer systems aren’t usually political issues.



What is Portland now? Strictly speaking, we do have a Mayor, directly elected by the people, with some political
power, so it would be tempting to say we have a Mayor-Council system. But this is an illusion. Our ‘Mayor’ is
more akin to that of a bonus at-large city councilor, with some special powers and duties. Outside of a limited
budgetary veto, her role is primarily legislative, ceremonial, and diplomatic. We still have a City Manager, hired
by the city council, and they remain the chief executive of the city's government. The Manager still proposes

budgets and directly administers the city.

It may be appropriate to consider Portland's current government a mixed system, though more closely

resembling a Council-Manager arrangement.

The Mayor

This second proposal from the Charter Commission, concerning governance, seeks to put a finger on the scale
in favor of the Mayor-Council structure. If passed, this proposal would transform the Mayor into a genuine
executive. Several powers would be granted to the Mayor that the office currently does not enjoy, including:

& Drafting and proposing the city budget
Currently, drafting and proposing the budget is the job of the city manager.

& A general legislative veto
Currently the mayor can only veto appropriations, but this reform would give the mayor the
power to veto any ordinance that the council enacts. Just as the appropriations veto can
currently be overridden by a two-thirds majority in the council, a two-thirds majority in the
council will be able to override this general veto.

%&  Propose legislation to the city council
The Mayor would be able submit ordinances and other legislation to the council for
consideration and voting the same as any other member of the council could.

& Nominate the Chief Administrator
We'll talk more about this in a moment.

& Issue executive orders to the city government
This too.

The Mayor would, however, no longer have certain powers that the office enjoys now, notably:

%& Vote in the City Council
With this reform, the Mayor will no longer be a member of the Council, and will usually not
have a vote in it.

%& Preside over the City Council, and set the agenda for meetings
The council will now elect a Chair and Vice-Chair from among themselves to set agendas and

preside over meetings.

Mayors will also get a small but notable salary bump, from 1.5 to 2 times the median household income in
Portland.

As we can see, saying that the reform would “strengthen” the Mayor isn’t quite accurate — the reform would

completely reinvent the position, and how the rest of the city government relates to it.



From the office's current position as the most-special-member of the city council, this proposal would elevate
the Mayor to certified mover-and-shaker status. A powerful veto, authority over city administration, and the
ability to introduce legislation, these powers could give an incumbent quite a bit of a leeway to act independently

of the council, while still being ultimately under their authority.

So, what about the cuckoo in the nest - the City Manager? Will it still be around to compete with the Mayor’s
authority? Not to worry, that position has been abolished.

Well, more accurately, it's been renamed and demoted. The Chief Administrator, as the position would now
be called, will continue to be the top of the government's 'org chart’, managing the day-to-day affairs of the
government. Substantially, however, this position will now be nominated by the Mayor, not directly chosen by
the Council, and will be subordinate to the Mayor's executive orders. This is a crucial shift, eliminating the

current tension of authority between Mayor and Manager decisively in favor of the former.

And what are these executive orders? Very similarly to executive orders on the state or national level of

government, an executive order is described by the proposed charter amendment as:

"All directives issued by the mayor pursuant to this charter implementing city council approved ordinances,
orders, and resolves, and affecting the outcomes of any city services, policies, procedures, or programs lasting

more than 30 days (or multiple directives of a similar nature occurring within a 30-day period)"

This might be somewhat hard to digest, but it is essentially a direction to city staft from the Mayor. 'Do this’,
'prioritize that', 'don't worry about such-and-such’, etc. These directions are still subject to the authority of the
council, but an active Mayor working independently would be difficult for the Council to micromanage. The
Council must act collectively and, typically, they meet only occasionally, while the Mayoral office is a full-time
job. Legislatures give a degree of latitude to government employees, this is always a necessity to allow for the
realities of the job. Now, that latitude will be at the discretion of one person - the Mayor - elected directly by
the people and serving a four-year term.

In short, right now, the Mayor is a special member of the City Council with a handful of unique procedural
powers and a substantial ceremonial and diplomatic role. Under the proposed changes, the Mayor would
become a fully operational executive capable of significantly influencing the legislative and administrative

activity of the city.

This shift, while sizeable, shouldn't be overstated. This proposal does not turn Portland into a banana republic

run by a dictatorial mayor. The council will remain the final authority responsible for the governance of the

city.

The Council

Should this proposal be passed, the council too will take new shape. And far from becoming a disempowered,

weaker body, several of its functions and procedures will become more independent and directly influential on

iy poticy. [



