
Minutes of the public forum of the Committee on Best Practices in Municipal Decision Making held in the community room at JFK Middle School on Feb. 11, 2009.

The meeting was called to order at 7 PM.  Present were committee members David Narkewicz, Lisa DePiano, Alex Ghiselin, Jim Palermo, Michael Bardsley and Bob Reckman.  Cookies and cider were supplied by Alex.  Wendy Foxmyn was not able to attend. Lisa took notes on a newsprint sheet.

Members of the public who were present were George Lohout (Planning Board), Mary Kasper, Deb Jacobs (tree committee), Gerry Budgar (Ward 3 Neighborhood Association), Julie Kling, Jesus Leyva, Peter McLean (Baystate Village Association,  Ken Mitchell, Jim Dostal (City Council president), Claudia Lefko, Jim Nash, Rick Feldman and Hedy Rose. Reporter Owen Boss was present from the Daily Hampshire Gazette.  Ken Mitchell taped the proceedings for future webcast.  

Jim Palermo asked if there were any questions about our process.  George Kohout said that our in-reach  activities had not reached him.  Julie  Kling asked how the changes we recommend would be affected by the current financial problems and is concerned that they would add another burden to our already overworked boards and committees.  David, Michael and Bob responded to her concerns.  Mary Kasper expressed concern that timed agendas would be difficult to produce and that our suggestion for restarting the process in the event of “unsatisfactory” process would be difficult to define.  She also thanked us for our good work. Deb Jacobs said that she thought our recommendation for orientation for new committee members was helpful. She also thinks it would be useful for committees that hold “public hearings” find a way to exchange their experiences.   Hedy Rose complained about the difficulty she has hearing in the Community Room.  She thinks the City needs to do better at providing audibly accessible meeting spaces.  She also thinks that the system needs to rely on the contributions of interested and engaged citizens.   Claudia Lefko expressed skepticism about the ability of citizens to access City systems.   She encouraged greater openness of City spaces to community or other informal groups for meetings. She thinks our recommendations seem more formal than they should be.  Jesus Leyva said that he think that the committee has yet to address the existence of independent entities such as Smith College that exist in our community. Hedy Rose suggested that our process needed to include a very broad definition of stakeholders rather than the “usual suspects”.  Gerry Budgar said that he appreciates the work of our committee.  He sees a lack of communication between the citizens and the City which creates a sense of malaise and occasional frustration.  He would like to see better and more timely agendas readily available for board and committee meetings.  He called for greater outreach to the citizens about  projects that will affect them, suggesting public meetings (perhaps hosted by the councilor) about upcoming or ongoing issues.  He also called for some sort of continuing efforts to foster best practices in the City.   Rick Feldman said that he had come this evening as a result of e-mails from 2 members of the committee.  The best way to get people to attend it to ask them to come.  When Richie Neal was Mayor of Springfield he made a priority of building up neighborhood organizations and doing outreach to them.  It took many years and a lot of grant money to achieve success.  Deb Jacobs said that City Departments had been very helpful about a proposed project in Leeds once they were asked for advice.  Rick Feldman expressed skepticism about the cost of our recommendations.  Michael Bardsley pointed out that there are things we can do in the short term that will not be expensive.  Alex Ghiselin seconded this belief.  Bob Reckman said that he believes it will depend on the response of the City Council to our recommendations.  If they take them up seriously and take concrete actions to put the easiest ones in place soon, then the process will be underway, although it will take many years to complete. Michael Bardsley cited the creation of the re-zoning committee as an example of how the Best Practices have already begun to have an effect.  Claudia, Hedy and Deb pointed out the responsibility that citizens have to help the process progress.  Peter McLean said that he thought City School should be shorter or people should not be required to attend as many sessions.  Jesus Leyva asked that meetings be structured so that people can simply walk in.  Mary, Claudia and Hedy agreed that the need for communication is very great.  There were complaints about the difficulty of getting better coverage in the newspapers.  Jim Nash suggested that members of city boards and committees should recognize their responsibility to carry their work back into the community.  He thinks there should be clear requirements for attendance and expertise.  He thinks the Open Meeting Law sometimes seems to inhibit discussion and dialogue.   Jim Dostal said that when the report comes to City Council it will be addressed with great seriousness.  They will pick the low hanging fruit first.  It is more important to get it right than done too soon.  Mary Kasper suggested that City Committees could do a better job letting people know what their responsibilities are and how they can get appointed.  She also thinks there should be term limits on City boards and committees.  Deb Jacobs disagreed about the wisdom of term limits.  Jesus Leyva said that he thinks the relationship between Smith and the City should be the subject of a study by the successor to the Best Practices Committee.  This should look at all aspects of this relationship.  Gerry Budgar spoke about the efforts of the Ward 3 Neighborhood Association to establish a system for attending the meetings of many City Boards and Committees and writing summaries that will help inform the citizens about what the committees/boards are doing.  Claudia Lefko called again for more citizen friendly language for our recommendations.  Jim Nash said that he thinks one reason the Ward 3 Neighborhood Association has been so successful  it that our Ward and our neighborhood are relatively similar.  Michael explained that the process of drawing wards is constrained by census blocks created by the Federal government.  Hedy Rose endorsed our support for the outside review of the Office of Planning and Development.  

Jim thanked the public for sharing their views.  The meeting adjourned at 9:20 PM.

Respectfully submitted by Bob Reckman 

