Executive Options
A Review of One Alternative: A City Manager

An article in CITY MAYORS  (a publication written for, yes, mayors of cities) pointed out the following in 2005.

By 2000, as reported by the Executive Director of the International City/County Management Association (ICMA), the council-manager form had become the dominant one operating in 63 per cent of cities with populations of 25,000 or more; in 57 per cent of cities with populations of 10,000 or more; and in 53 per cent of cities with populations of 5,000 or more. This included an average of 63 US local units per year that had adopted the council-manager form of government between 1984 and 2000.

As the article shows, there is a distinct trend in our nation to move towards a form of government in which the chief executive is a professionally trained manager. Although there are communities that choose to move in the opposite direction – from a manager to mayor – the trend nationwide is very clear:  more and more communities are choosing to have a trained executive at the top.

Here are the key reasons why this trend exists:

· Municipal government is far more complex today than it has been in the past.  High pension and health costs present problems that require a set a professional skills that many mayors simply do not possess.  Issues like collective bargaining; grant preparation and documentation; and complex issues of property development all require skills that are developed through professional training and experience.  
· Sometimes because they are not adequately prepared to deal with the complexity of modern regulations, elected mayors make unfortunate decisions.  Locally, consider the havoc caused by the failures to understand the legalities associated with the Crow Lane landfill. And consider the potential future risks involved with having an unskilled executive sitting in the corner office when a professional operation like Steve Karp’s waterfront development arrives in town.  This is not to denigrate any mayor.  All of our mayors have worked hard, and have had Newburyport’s interests at heart.  However, in the twenty-first century being the executive of a city with a budget of over $54 million is a difficult professional job.  
· As the article in City Mayors also point out:  

The trend toward growing popularity of professional management reflects not only the growth in the number and complexity of local government services, but also the growing demands placed on local governments, both large and small, in the form of federal and state mandates and reporting requirements. In fact, the growth in external demands, in particular, may also be a primary reason for the growing number of smaller mayor-council cities that have also hired professional managers.

….In North Carolina, the state with the highest proportion of AAA-rated local governments, the council-manager form has been a staple that has facilitated the management of its unique local government finance monitoring system. The largest city in the state, Charlotte, is also recognized as being the country’s leading innovator.

For the reasons cited above (and there are others that could be added), the Charter Commission should consider which option might be preferable:  An elected mayor, or a professional manager appointed by the city council.

There are of course, hybrid models.  The most common is one in which there is a professional manager, and a mayor (often the head of the city council) who serves as the city’s ceremonial head.  
-- Hugh Kelleher, Charter Commissioner
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