.~ What’s Your Role?

Resolving and Preventing Conflicts
Between Mayors and Councils

It is essential for effective local
government that municipal offi-
cials, particularly mayors, council-
members, and city managers,
understand the roles of their res-
pective offices and their inter-rela-
tionships with others. Many of the
conflicts in city governments are
the result of confusion as to these
roles and the consequent overstep-
ping of the boundaries between the
respective roles. Although those
boundaries may, in some cases, be
unclear, there is a basic structure
1o city government, no matter what
form of government your city has
adopted.

The following is excerpted from
the League’s Handbook for Oregon
City Councilors, Chapter 2, "City
Councilorship.”

City councilors have many official
responsibilities, Essential ingredients for
proper job performance of the city
councilor are a thorough knowledge of
the community, its people, and its prob-
lems, as well as the roles of individual
.councilors and the council as a whole.

Roles of Elected Officials

Most city councilors consider the for-
mulation of city policy to be their pri-
mary responsibility. They are also con-
cerned with the way in which policy is
administered, although the extent of
their involvement in administration
depends on the size of the city and its
form of government.

What is Policy?

Classroom definitions of "policy” and
"administration” do not always fit real-
life situations. The traditional distinc-
tion between policy and administration
has been that policy is the process of
deciding what is to be done, while
administration is deciding how to do it
and doing it. However, any issue or
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decision can become a *policy” matter
when it is seen as one of great impor-
tance to the city or as one that is, or
might become, controversial,

While it might be helpful if policy and
administration could always be defined
and separated, city councilors usually
have major responsibilities in both pro-
cesses.

Policy Role of the
City Council

City councilors clearly have the domi-
nant voice in policy matters, but they do

not have a "eorner" on setting policy.
They share this responsibility with city
administrators, other city employees and
private citizens. Administrators take
part in the policy-making process when
they make recommendations to the
council. Many city charters make it
mandatory that they do so. Administra-
tors also set policy when they make
decisions on specific matters that are
not clearly covered by existing ordi-
nances or regulations.

The unique role of the council in the
policy-making process is to serve as the
highest authority within city government
in resolving issues of policy. Although
administrators or city employees may be
involved in policy formulation, only the
council may pass an ordinance, adopt a

comprehensive plan, or otherwise put
into final form a plan or course of
action. The budget is the major vehicle
for making city policy decisions — and
only the council may adopt the budget.

THE POLICY PROCESS — For a
council to effectively assume a positive
and aciive role in bringing issues for-
ward for discussion in setting poticy,
councilors nced a clear understanding of
the policy process and the stages at
which council intervention is most effec-
tive. It may be helpful to think of the
policy process as a series of steps or
phases:

1) Identification of problems and
needs;

2) Establishment of community
goals;

3) Determination of objectives;

4) Development and analysis of
alternative means for achieving

. Objectives;

5) Establishment of priarities;

6) Development of programs;

7) Implementation of programs;

8) Monitoring and evaluation of pro-
grams; and

9) Feedback.

These steps usually do not occur as
separate actions or decisions, but they
may occur more or less in sequence, as
in adoption and periodic review of the
comprehensive plan, a capital improve-
ment plan, or an annual budget.

Councilors may be involved in each of
these steps, but their most important
contributions are likely to be in identi-
fying needs, establishing goals and ob-
Jectives, choosing among alternatives,
setting priorities, and providing feed
back. :

Administrative Role of
the Council

The counci! is collectively responsible
for the oversight of administration in
every city, but the roles that individual
city councilors play in city administration
vary considerably, depending on the size
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of the city and its form of government.
Some small cities have no full-time
employees and rely on contracted legal
and engineering services and volunteer
and part-time help. Councilors may be
deeply involved in administration in
many of those cities.

Somewhat larger cities have full-time
employees. Even so, councilors may still
perform administrative functions or
oversee projects, usually through council
committees. As cities grow and the
complexity of their operation increases,
councils often employ a city manager or
& city administrator to relieve councilors
of increasingly time-consuming duties.
Councils in the largest cities seldom
attempt to retain any significant per-
sonaf involvement in day-to-day super-
vision of city employees and depart-
ments.

Even without régard to differences in
- city size, the council’s administrative role
varies according to the form of govern-
ment. The council in a weak-mayor city
is more likely to be directly involved in
administration than under the strong-
mayor form. ‘The strong mayor’s
appointive powers give that office
special responsibility for administrative
supervision, and the council’s adminis-
trative role is less direct.

Under the council-manager form of
government there are likely to be both
practical and legal limits to the council’s
administrative activities. Administrative
authority is vested in a professional
manager who is appointed and removed
by the council. Under the commission
form there is maximum council involve-
ment in administration because each
member of the council is also a city
department head.

"METHODS OF COUNCIL OVER-
SIGHT - There are several ways in
which city councils can, and do, influ-
ence city administration. Briefly, the list
includes ordinance enactment, special
investigations, approval of appointments,
public hearing, the budget process,
legislative audits, review of administra-
tive rules, and agency reporting require-
ments. Through these devices, the
council exercises significant control over
administration, even if the administrative
branch is structurally separated from the
council, as in the case of the strong-
mayor form.

Regardless of the size of the city or
its form of government, communication

between a council and a city employee
must be made with recognition of two
facts:

1) The city employee is responsible
to his or her immediate super-
visor and cannot "take orders"
from a councilor; and

2) Each councilor has authority in
administrative matters only to the
extent delegated by the council as
a whole. This delegation is often
formally contained in an ordi-
nance or charter provision.

Misunderstandings may arise when a
councilor intends only to ask for infor-
mation. The employee receiving the
request directly from a councilor can
easily jump to erronecus conclusions or
misinterpret the councilor’s intent. The
best way for councilors to get informa-
tion about administrative matters is to

request it through the manager or
administrator or to make the request
during a regular council meeting.

City Council Organization

Although city councils and other
legislative bodies are not organized in
the hierarchical structure ordinarily
found in administrative agencies and
businesses, they nevertheless require
some formal internal organization.

Mayor

The mayor’s role varies from city to
city depending on charter requirements.
In many cities the mayor presides over
council meetings and participates in
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discussions, but votes only to break ties.
Depending on charter provisions, the
mayor may.appoeint committees with
council approval and veto ordinances
passed by the council. Most mayors
also sign all ordinances and other
records of proceedings approved by the
council, and in smail cities they may sign
all orders to disburse funds. In all cases
the mayor is the recognized civic leader
in the eyes of the community.

Presiding Officer

In addition to the mayor, who ordi-
narily presides over meetings of the city
council, most cities also have a council
president or mayor pro tem, who pre-
sides over the counci! in the mayor’s
absence and may perform other func-
tions of the mayor at those times.

The functions of the mayor or other
presiding officer are to call the meeting
to order; announce the order of busi-
ness as provided in the agenda; state
motjons, put them to a vote, and
announce the result of the vote; prevent
irrelevant or frivolous debate or discus-
sion; maintain order and decorum; and
otherwise enforce the council’s rules and
appropriate parliamentary procedures.

Committees of the Council

- Oregon law requires each municipal

corporation to establish a budget com-
mittee to assist with the budget process.
(ORS 254.336) Other council commit-
tees can be divided generally between
standing committees and speciat or ad
hoe committees. Standing committees
continue indefinitely until terminated by
the council. Not all cities have these
committees, but when they do exist they
may be assigned to develop recommen-
dations to the full council and exercise
oversight over certain city departmerits
or groups of departments (e.g., public
safety committee, public works commit-
tee) or they may be charged with a
continuing problem (¢.g., finance, eco-
nomic development).

Special committees are established to
study and make recommendations to
the whole council on specific problems
or decisions. They cease to exist after
they have completed their assignments.

-Examples of special committee assign-

ments might include site investigations
for a proposed public facility or study of
a proposal to consolidate the police and
fire departments.
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The power to establish and appoint
committees may be fixed by charter.
The Model City Charter prepared by
the Bureau of Governmental Research
and Service {1988) provides that "the
mayor shall appoint members of com-
mittees established by council rules In
the absence of a charter provision, the
council is free to create its own proce-
dures. However, committees are sub-
ject to the same open meeting laws and
requirements as the council.

Councilor Liaison Roles

Individual councilors may perform a
liaison role, which may be formally
established by council rules or resolu-
tions. Individual liaison responsibilitics
have developed because of the com-
plexity of city government and the need
for councilors to share the time-con-

suming job of maintaining communica-
tions with the many organizations and

groups that are interested in city affairs.

One common type of lizison role
assigns a councilor to specific city
departments or groups of departments
or to certain city boards and commis-
sions. Some city councils also assign
liaison responsibilities for selected
interest groups such as the chamber of
commerce, central labor council,
builders’ organizations, civic reform
groups, environmental organizations,
and other civic groups. Finally, there is
an increasing number of intergovern-
mental bodies on which the city council
may be directly represented with which
it needs active contact — for example, a
council of governments or joint city-
county parks committee.

Understanding roles is a neces-
sary step in preventing and resol-
ving conflicts. However, when the
roles are not clearly defined in a
particular situation, compromise
may be in order. Statutes and case
law may not provide a ready
answer. All sides need flexibility to
meet the challenges of a function-
ing and dynamic city government.

If the focus is on providing good
government rather than on turf
wars, councilmembers, mayors and
managers can better fulfill their
roles as public servants.

The Handbook for Oregon City
Councilors is available for $20 each.
To receive a copy, contact the
League office at (503) 588-6550.

Background —

Criteria —

Process —
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Leadership Award. The award was establi
throughout Oregon make each year in their communities. Ma
providing the leadership which facilitates d
the pursuit of making their communities th

All nominations must be received at the Lea
three-person panel appointed b
be made at the annual OMA Ban
change) in Hood River.

Oregon Mayors Association
Mayor’s Leadership Award

3. Special consideration will be given to:

a. Those who have shown considerabile involvement in community affairs and intergovern-
mental relations, _ :

b. Those who have shown exceptional skill in helping to facilitate productive refationships
between the governing body and city employees.

¢. Those who have helped other Oregon mayors reach their full potential as community leaders.

The Oregon Mayors Association’s Board of Directors in April 1993 established the annual Mayor's

shed to recognize the valuable contributions that mayors

' yors in Oregon have long been observed as
ynamic changes in cities. Their dedication of time and energy in
e best they can be are the foundation for this award.

1. Candidates must be members of the Oregon Mayors Association (OMA).

2. A candidate must have demonstrated under his/her tenure exceptional leadership qualities which
have contributed to lasting benefits in their city and the community as a whole.

gue office, c/o OMA Leadership Award, by July 1, 7994, A
y the President of OMA will serve as a selection committee. The award will
quet during their summer conference, to be held July 28-30 (note date
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