COUNCIL COMMUNICATION GUIDELINES
Listen to citizens but remember that you are not a punching bag or a reservoir for verbal abuse. Do not be afraid to tell citizens they have been discourteous.

Governing Body‑Staff Relations

 The lines between policy‑making and administration often are difficult to define clearly. It is imperative for the governing body and staff to discuss the relationship if it seems to be a problem.

 Recognize that whenever you ask staff to do something, you are taking away from the work they would otherwise be doing.

 Staff could run the city for a long period of time without the governing body. If you don't believe it, spend half a day in the city manager's or city clerk's office observing what they do. Much of the city's work does not involve the governing body.

 Your oversight role conflicts with the partnership that it takes between staff and elected officials to accomplish the city's work effectively. You have to decide which role is more important to you.

 Remember, professional engineers and planners have already had every conversation about streets, traffic control, and planning that you will have on the council. Do not try to out‑plan the planners or out‑engineer the engineers. Be careful about rejecting professional advice unless you are able to articulate a sound, non‑professional reason for doing so.

 Do not try to learn as much as staff does on an issue. You can't. Invite staff to share with you their goals or the way they see things so that you can trust them.

 Remember that few professional staff understand the elected official's world. Don't be afraid to share your world with them if they seem interested.

 Know your form of government. Read the charter. It is your constitution, and it will help you understand your role and responsibilities, as well as the mayor's and staff’s.

 It is OK to ask staff whether you individually and the governing body generally are helping or hindering staff in fulfilling responsibilities.  Likewise, do not be afraid to let staff know how they are doing.

 Staff has dealt with dozens of governing body members and seen some problems over and over so may forget that you are a novice. Don't be afraid to ask questions.

City Commission Operations

 Do not introduce issues during a meeting that have not been put on the agenda in advance. This surprises people. If it is important enough to talk about, get it on the agenda so people can give your idea some advanced thought. Prepare a memo to accompany the agenda to let the other council members know about your issue and interest.

 It’s productive for  the governing body to spend time away from city hall trying to evaluate its work or developing a legislative agenda. If you choose to review the work of the governing body, don't be afraid to ask the following questions: “What are we doing poorly?” and, “If we could change anything about the way we conduct our business, what would it be?”

 Build a governing body agenda of long‑term goals and issues you want to deal with in the next year. Get control of the city's political agenda rather than letting staff determine what the city council will address. IT’s possible that over 80 percent of your agenda is determined by citizens and staff. How can a governing body convey to citizens what it is about and what it is trying to accomplish if it is constantly dealing with other people's issues?

 The governing body has to act as a unit; otherwise, staff gets confused and very cautious. Develop trust by sharing information, being open to the ideas of other members of the governing body, and by not trying to control what other council members think or do.

 Make use of retreats and parliamentary procedure when you have a conflictual governing body.

Personal

 Be able to shake hands at the beginning of each meeting and hopefully at the end of the meeting as well. Citizens judge the effectiveness of a governing body in part on how its members conduct themselves during the meeting.

 Recognize that a lot of your frustration as a member of the governing body is simply a reflection of who you are and how you personally are most comfortable dealing with issues.

 Don't get a big ego over the respect/deference staff will show you. They are demonstrating their respect for the office you hold, not necessarily for you.

 Don't do it or say it if you aren't willing to read about it in the newspaper.

 The impression citizens form of a member of the governing body does not happen instantly, so don't worry about the impression you leave after each issue.

 Don't expect to be interested in everything that comes before the governing body. It is appropriate to defer to other members of the governing body if they seem more interested in a particular issue than you do. You do not have to express an opinion about every issue.

 Find issues you are interested in the governing body pursuing, and then get the other council members to agree to deal with them. The outcomes may not be what you want, but at least the city will have dealt with your issues.

 Try to learn from the experienced commissioners and from staff. If you genuinely want help, there are lots of people to help you.

 Try to enjoy yourself; it's a unique experience being on the front lines of democracy.

 A lot of people talk about political leadership. Leadership often requires doing the unpopular, and every so often it may be good to be reminded of one’s leadership responsibilities by reciting the following pledge: I pledge to express ideas that need to be heard, to act in ways that need to be seen, and to pursue virtues that need to be sought.

