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INTRODUCTION

On August 8, 1994, Guyana successfully conducted local council elections
in its six municipalities and 65 neighborhood districts, electing 1,238 officials
nationwide. The local elections represented a major step forward in
Guyana’s democratic development, building on the foundation established
in the pivotal 1992 national elections.

Building Effective Local Governance: A Guide for Local Councilors is designed
to provide you, the newly elected official, with the basic tools to perform your
job as effectively as possible. This Guide is a practical approach to providing
better services for your community — it attempts to demonstrate how to turn
your thoughts and ideas into reality.

Building Effective Local Governance: A Guide for Local Councilors is one ele-
ment of the National Democratic Institute’s (NDI) ongoing effort to assist
Guyana’s transition to democracy. NDI began working in Guyana in 1990,
when the Institute joined with the Electoral Assistance Bureau (EAB) to con-
duct Guyana’s first national election monitoring effort and implement a
voter education program.

In November 1994, NDI worked with officials from the Ministry of Public
Works, Communication and Regional Development to conduct orientation
seminars for the Neighborhood Democratic Councils. Throughout the pro-
gram, councilors asked questions, many of them raising similar concerns
about their role as elected officials, their relationship with their community,
and their role in community development.

This Guide directly responds to requests made to NDI by local officials in
Guyana who asked for a resource guide explaining local government laws,
the responsibilities of local councilors and the tools necessary for local coun-
cilors to perform their job effectively and responsibly. Although the resource
guide is available to every elected official in the country, it is the first such
reference tool written especially for you, the local leader in Guyana.

Working for the public good requires a cooperative effort, which is not
always easy to accomplish. As an elected official, you will be measured by how
you handle meetings, how you work as a team within your council and how
effectively you address citizen concerns. Ultimately, you will be judged by
how efficiently you and your council provide services for your community.
This Guide attempts to build individual skills, which will in turn build the
skills and effectiveness of each council.

Most local councilors serve out of a sense of commitment and responsi-
bility to their community. With little or no pay, you often work long hours to
accomplish the development goals residents have long needed. As your com-
munity’s leader and decisionmaker, you can use this guide to work with your
elected team to reach these goals.




WHAT Is DEMOCRACY?

SERVING THE PEOPLE: LocAL DEMocCRACY AT WORK

The word democracy stems from the Greek language: demos (the people)
and kratos (govern). Essentially, democracy means rule by the people. While
each country must apply universal democratic principles to its own situation
(to build institutions and develop ideals that make sense in light of its own
unique growth and development), every genuine democracy shares certain
fundamental beliefs.

The hallmarks of a democracy include the following principles:

w individual rights: protection of each individual by the gov-
ernment — the government ensures equal opportunity for
all;

m cilizen participation: citizens may vote, attend council meet-
ings, pay taxes, challenge government decisions, and other-
wise involve themselves in their government’s affairs;

m political tolerance: majority rule obliges the majority to
respect the rights and interests of minorities of all kinds;

® {ransparency/openness in gov-
ernment: citizens have the
right to witness, examine and
challenge government deci-
sionmaking and actions; and

LOCAL
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m citizen protection: the rights
and liberties of citizens are
protected from unjustified
action from any individual
arm of the government.

Democracy is a group activity. It
involves working, collaborating and
negotiating with the people in your
community. Success depends on
elected officials (such as you) inviting
and welcoming public comment into
your activities and decisionmaking.




A democratic society is based on equality for all. Equality means that all
people are accorded equal opportunity, and will not be discriminated against
because of their race, political beliefs, religion, ethnic group, gender or sex-
ual orientation. It also emphasizes tolerance of all political parties, and
ensures citizens' right to organize and speak out. Democracy does not end
with free and fair elections (although elections are an important element) —
but it is a series of beliefs by which the government and its citizens live.

Am | UpHOLDING DEMOCRACY?
lAm I inviﬁng citizens to attend all council meetings’?
‘-_ D(l).I make .my décisions éfter considering the wants ana ﬁeeds of citizens?
IDO I invite citizens to challenge or debate my decisions?
- Dé :I‘vrespect all citizens, despite my personal beiiefs?

s As an elected representative, do I try my best to inform citizens of my
-activities? ' ' ’

"uDo I tolerate and ré;becf the beliefs of other pdliticaj partiésb?
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WHAT Is ... A NElHBORHOOD DEMocRrATIC COUNCIL?

Neighborhood Democratic Councils (NDCs), which were legally estab-
lished in 1990, replaced all previously existing forms of local authorities —
such as village, country and rural districts. While NDCs were created in
1990, elections were not held until August, 1994, when a total of 1,131 coun-
cilors were elected. In the year since elections, approximately 65 of the 129
statutorily established NDCs have begun operating. Each of the 65 NDCs has
elected its own chairperson and vice-chairperson.

NDCs operate under Local Government Laws, Chapter 28.02, which were
written in the late 1940s, before the country achieved independence. Like
many local governing authorities throughout the world, NDCs were
designed to provide services to their communities and to represent citizens
at other levels of government. They were established to resolve the immedi-
ate problems of the community as well as to move the community forward,
toward meeting larger development goals. Finally, they were designed to be
accountable to the people in their neighborhood, the people who elected
them.

NDCs are authorized to do many different things — they can enter into
legal contracts, borrow money, set fees and issue licenses. NDCs have the
authority to collect rates and taxes from the citizens within its
area (or “jurisdiction”). Taxes collected from citizens are used to
pay for services such as water and electricity, and operating costs
for the council. Taxes collected by the council can also be allocat-
ed for specific development projects that benefit the entire com-
munity, such as a new school or bridge.

Councilors do not implement projects themselves, but rely on
the local government administrator, more commonly known as
the executive officer or the overseer to administer them. The
executive officer, hired by the council, acts only at the direction
of the council and is accountable to the council for all projects.

WHAT Is ... A REGIONAL DEMocRrATIC COUNCIL?

Regional Democratic Councils (RDCs) were established in
1980 under Section 73 (1) of the Constitution to manage and
develop each of the country’s 10 regions. An RDC comprises
between 12 and 36 elected members. A total of 203 Regional
Democratic Councilors were elected on October 5, 1992, at the
same time national parliamentary elections were held.

RDCs, which operate under Local Government Laws, Chapter




28.01, are designed to carry out the policies of the central
government and to represent the citizens of their region.
RDCs work with their region’s Neighborhood Democratic
Councils to understand the needs of each neighborhood and
to represent the NDCs accurately to the central government.

Parliament funds the activities of Regional Democratic
Councils, each of which provides a budget to Parliament,
which then approves and appropriates the money. The law
stipulates that once approved by the Parliament, those monies
can only be expended for the purpose for which they were
budgeted. The RDC monitors the expenditure of funds
appropriated by Parliament. Section 76 of the Constitution
allows RDCs to raise their own revenue, but this is not
presently enacted by Parliament.

The execution of projects and the delivery of services is conducted by the
administrative or executive arm of the council, which is directed by the
regional executive officer, who is accountable to the RDC and ultimately, to
Parliament. All RDC councilors have a right and a duty to question the pro-
priety of any expenditures authorized by the regional executive officer.

Regional and Neighborhood Democratic Councils maintain a cooperative
relationship. RDCs hold some degree of authority over the Neighborhood
Democratic Councils in terms of their budgets and development proposals.
Since Neighborhood Democratic Councils represent a new governing
authority, however, some aspects of the relationship between the two remain
under review by the government.

}How Do Nsleuaonuoon AND REGIONAI. 00uncu.s D||=r£n"

“:Sizes . Nexghborhood Democratlc Counc1ls (NDCs) encompas amuch’ smaller area. and fewer people than thelrv_
regxonal counterparts. The number of: nelghborhoods varies from Tegion to region. Region 1, for instance,includes -
‘two neighborhood councils. Regxon 6;thowever, encompasses 16 neighborhood councils. Because of the small area
(or Junsdxctxon ') over which they govern, vnexghborhood councilors are expected to be in close contact with their -
neighbors (or “constituents”).. NDCs were: desxgned to receive ideas and proposals dlrectly from the people ldeas }
"ongmate from the local community,: bt just the’ nanona] government in Georgetown. o
- “Income:+ Neigliborhood Democratic Counc1ls receive their revenue directly from residents.in order to pay for
services such as trash removal and road ‘maintenance. The.income is derived from taxes, property assessments, -
-tolls, and’ fees for providing other services.  The national government funds Regional Democratlc Councils in order .
to carry out the pohc1es and dec151ons of the natlonal government : :

’How ARE NDCs AND RDCs Auxs’

“Projects for both councils are executed by the admxmstrauve or -executive arm. An RDC is staffed by a region- -
'al executive officer; each: of the NDCs-is administered by an overseer or executive officer. The executive arm of the
»_‘councﬂ acts only at the ‘request of the council, and only upon the majority decision of that council. Both councils *
report the activities and ﬁnances of the councxl to.the citizens they represent through public forums. )




ErrecTiVE COMMUNICATION

Your RoOLE

Whether you live in an area without telephones or in a place that
exchanges information through electronic means, communication is, and
always will be, your most effective tool to get things done in your communi-
ty. In other words, communication gets results.

Elected officials are expected to know the people in their area: their
needs, their opinions and their attitudes. As their representative, you will
need this information to make informed decisions. Likewise, you will want to
keep citizens informed of what you are doing, and how you are solving the
community’s problems.

Understanding your community is one of your primary responsibilities as
an elected official. You can measure your job performance through citizen
complaints, their expressions of gratitude and their suggestions. Elected offi-
cials should act like sponges — they should soak up information from citi-
zens and use that information on which to base good decisions. How you
communicate with citizens is vital to your ultimate success.

WAys To COMMUNICATE: TALKING AND LISTENING

Good communicators are good listeners. Citizens will want to know that
you are, in fact, listening to them. They want to know that the person they
have elected has heard them, and that their concerns will be taken even
higher in the government.

Become an active listener. When listening to citizens (particularly their
complaints), make sure that you:

m Ask “why” — public officials need to get to the
root of an opinion or complaint; by asking
“why,” you can delve further into the reason
behind an issue, which in turn helps you
understand and clarify the problem.

w Repeat their statement — condense it, then
repeat it; this action shows that you under-
stand the issue, and gives the citizen an
opportunity to correct any misunderstand-
ings; and

w Thank them for speaking up — it is only
through listening to and understanding citi-




zen input that you, an elected official, will begin to really
comprehend the needs of your community.

When speaking to one person, to a crowd, or to the council, remember:
be focused and be brief. Focus on making your case convincingly and con-
cisely. Be brief and do not ramble; less is more. Make sure to explain the
benefits that a given course of action will mean to your audience. Try to
understand your audience, and make your point.

PusLic PERCEPTION

Public opinion about different issues can help guide you in doing your
job. The public’s perception of how you and your local government system
work together is equally important. Whatever you do or say contributes to
the image of the entire council, regardless of your political party. Often, the
gap between public perception and reality can be very wide. Remember, as
an elected official, you must always be aware not only of reality — what you
think or what may actually be happening on any given matter — you must
also be aware of how an issue will appear to the public.

How SHouLb You TALk TO THE PusLic?

w Publicly support the performance of your administrator (clerk or
overseer): do not criticize your civil servants in public —
negative comments concerning their performance should
always be made in private.

® Respect council decisions, even if you do not agree with them: do
not criticize other councilors in public — citizens want to
know that council members are working together to solve
community problems; it is appropriate to express alternative
views, but it is unseemly to attack the motives or the charac-
ter of other councilors.

w Have facts on hand: provide citizens the facts on which you
or the council based your decision (i.e., “We only have
110,000 Guyana dollars remaining in the budget for main-
tenance projects. Although we understand the road needs to
be repaired, the majority of citizens we polled support fixing
the bridge first.”)

m Acknowledge problems and explain the options for solving them:
let the public consider ways to solve their own problems.




® Base arguments on fact: never base
an argument on personal disagree-
ments. Debates, particularly dur-
ing public council meetings, should
be based on the merits of the issue
at hand, not the personality con-
testing the issue.

HANDLING COMPLAINTS

Elected officials should establish an
— organized method to handle complaints.
By creating a uniform system, you also cre-
ate a neutral process to which each citizen
can approach with confidence that his/her
concern will be handled fairly and in the
same manner as a neighbors concern.
Consider appointing one or two council
members to draft guidelines for respond-
ing to complaints. Some councils adopt a
“response time,” or a maximum amount of time (i.e., two weeks) within
which the council will respond to all complaints. Whether or not the council
has resolved the problem, a short note acknowledging the citizen’s complaint
and explaining actions taken to date is usually appreciated.

)
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If Mr. Cita
. Citizen were t
otholes t 0 expre. .
potholes in the roads, you maypwzjs ta complaint (either written
nt to consider sending him/he or verbal) concerning
7 stating the followi
owing:

Dear Mr. Ciazen:

Thank you for your letter dated January 5,1995. The Blue Sky
Neighborhood Democratic Council understands that there are
many problems concerning the poor condition of the roads in our

community: Like you, many residents are frustrated with the state of
road disrepair. We agree that patching up and resurfacing the roads
should be our npumber one priority over the next year.

In response to your concerns, W€ have written/spoken with the
appropriate officials in the Ministry of Transportations and they
have told us that they hope t© provide us with an answer soon. We

expect 2 reply within the next few weeks, and we will be in contact

with you shortly.
1t may be necessary for us in the Blue Sky community © utilize

our other resources 10 fix the pavemem at Main Street ourselves.
This would mean using revenue generated by the new market stall

to hire a construction company © make the necessary repairs. This

option will receive further consideration at the public hearing sched-

uled for February 1.
Thank you for taking the ume 10 express YOU concerns. W€
look forward t0 seeing you at the next monthly coundil meeting on

January 24.

Sincerely,
Blue Sky Neighborhood Democratic Coundil
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EFFeCTIVE MEETINGS

Your RoOLE

As a community leader and elected official, you will spend a lot of your
time in meetings. While they are sometimes tiring, meetings are also neces-
sary. How then, can you make the most of your time and reach decisions in
the most effective and painless manner? Holding better meetings can pro-
duce more informed policies, and more accountable government; they can
also lead to more public confidence in local decisionmakers.

Ask yourself (and the council):
uDo our meetings often last far longer than they should?
#Do we forget the rules more often than we use them?

s Does the chairperson only acknowledge certain people
(usually of his/her own party)?

sDo the same people dominate every meeting?

m Do some people go on and on (often making the same
point over and over)?

mDo you delay action on some items only to hold them over
to the next meeting?

aDo you sometimes make decisions without having all of the
information?

s Do members of the audience act bored, restless or angry?

If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, then ... your council
needs to improve its meetings.

Fach meeting should set certain defined goals. Avoid holding a meeting
just to meet: meeting is not a goal in itself. Will the council make final deci-
sions on a project? Do you need to share information with other council
members or the public? Do you need to make a decision on staff salary?
There are different meetings for different purposes, and you need to think
through the goal of each meeting. In addition to statutory monthly meet-
ings, some councils also hold: special council meetings, committee (or work-
ing groups) meetings and public hearings.




According to the Local Government Laws, Chapter 28.02, special council
meetings may be called by the chair or by three members of the council to
take immediate action on specific items. Special council meetings are used
only for emergencies, and should be called sparingly.

A committee (working group) meeting, more commonly known as a
select committee, is designed to study a specific issue. This small, multiparty
group gathers information, debates the issue and votes on a course of action
to be recommended to the entire council. Once that recommendation is
made, the council debates the issue again, questions are raised and
answered, and the entire council votes on the proposal. Working groups and
committees are ideal for handling difficult issues or making tough decisions.
Like regular council meetings, committee meetings should be open to the
public. )

At a public hearing, citizens are allowed to address the council — to air
their feelings about an issue. No decisions are made at this time. The coun-
cil invites anyone who is interested (e.g., citizens, community group repre-
sentatives, school/church leaders, etc.) to publicly provide their opinions on
a proposal or project. A public hearing examines one issue at a time and is
designed specifically to allow the community a chance to put forth its opin-
ions. Hearings allow you to learn how citizens think about an issue and
obtain information before making a decision.

How to improve your meetings:

s plan your agenda carefully and circulate it in advance of the
meeting;

& consider time limits for each comment (e.g., two-five min-
utes);

m keep the discussion focused on the question at hand,;
s remember the goal of the meeting at all times;
m record the proceedings of the meeting accurately; and

m thank participants for attending, for contributing their
ideas and for listening to one another.

Agenda — an agenda is an action plan. It informs both the councilors and
the public of what to expect and for which issues they need to prepare.
Agendas are crucial to the organization of your meeting, and particular care
should be taken in drafting it. It need not be lengthy or detailed, but it
should be clear. Each member should be provided a final agenda at least

N
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three to seven working days before the meeting. All agendas should be avail-
able to the public.

m Designate someone to draft the agenda.

m Establish regulations about where (e.g., council office, com-
munity center) and when (i.e., three to seven working days)
meeting agendas will be posted for the public.

m Designate responsibility for posting the agenda for the
public.

m Plan carefully — consider different aspects of an issue
before determining where it should be placed on the agen-
da, such as the immediacy of the issue, public opinion and
relative cost to the entire neighborhood.

Time Limits — Time limits help focus discussion while conserving the
council’s meeting time and energy. Consider time limits for public comment
and/or for each member of your council. A standard time limit practice
allows each councilor to speak once for a specified amount of time, and twice
only after everyone has had the opportunity to speak once.

m Designate a time keeper.

# Vote on the amount of time each councilor may speak
(i.e., five minutes for minor issues, 10 for controversial
issues.

Stay Focused — Remember to debate only the question at hand. Be opti-
mistic and upbeat. Do not dwell on past problems or insist that everyone sup-
port your ideas. Rules of procedure (like parliamentary procedure) for meet-
ings are meant to keep assemblies focused.

m Allow debate only on the question or motion that is before
the council.

® Follow an order: permit each councilor to speak once;
councilors may speak a second time only after everyone else
has had one opportunity to speak. Asking questions repre-
sents the only exception: councilors may question the cur-
rent speaker (or the person who has “the floor”) concerning
their viewpoint.




u Speak only to other members; do not allow disruptions or
comments from anyone outside of the council.

Remember the Goal — What should be the end result of this meeting? Is
it a decision, is it a plan, or is it to delegate respon51b1ht1es?

s Ensure each councilor understands the goal of the meet-
ing.

® Alert the chairperson if the council sways from the intend-
ed goal.

Record the Meeting Accurately — People who are engaged in debate are
sometimes unable to remember the actions or decisions made by the coun-
cil. Meeting records (or “minutes”) are designed to accurately describe the
actions taken at a meeting, not what was said.

Meeting minutes should include: the date, time and place of the meetmg,
the names of those present; action taken on the minutes of the previous
meeting; exact wording of each motion and the name of the person who
made the motion; the result of votes on the motions; names and topics of
guest speakers (if any) and the time of adjournment.

®m Designate someone to record the meeting (e.g., secretary,
administrator, etc).

® Provide copies of the minutes to each councilor several
days prior to the next meeting.

& Maintain a file of all meeting minutes.

m Allow the public to review the records.
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THE ROLE OF THE
CHAIRPERSON (Pnssmme
Omcm]

The chalrperson of the
counal conducts the meetmg :

‘He/she supervises the organi--

zation’s: business and activi- |
ties. During the meeting, a
chalrperson sroleisto:

- ca]l .the meeting to ordér '.
and_ follow the agenda; -

m maintain order;

u keep debate focused on the

‘question at hand;

® maintain objectivity;

m ensure that personal com-

ments are avoided;

= allow everyone (who wants -

to).to speak once;

m allow councilors to speak a
second ‘time only after every-
one else has spoken once;

m promote tolerance; be fair

to all, regardless of political
party or personal opinion;

m abstain from voting unless
needed to break a tie; and

m always, always remember to
thank people for attending,
and remember to introduce
any newcomers.  Encourage
participation. :
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INTERGOVERNMENTAL RELATIONS

Your RoOLE

The principal purpose of local government is to provide services to the
people who live within its jurisdiction — services that help make everyday
life easier, more tolerable, and sometimes even more enjoyable. Often, pro-
viding services can be more effectively and efficiently handled as a group
project rather than as an individual endeavor.

Local governments all over the world are performing their jobs under sim-
ilar circumstances — their citizens are demanding more services while their
central governments are providing less and less financial and practical support
to help them meet those demands. As a result, councilors and local administra-
tors must always be looking for ways to do more with less. Councilors should
also try to protect, as best they can, local needs as a priority on the national gov-
ernment’s agenda.

National governments worldwide are often quick to lower support to
local governments, but slow to provide local governments with increased
authority to carry out their projects. Since the national government will
always be in the position of providing funding to the local jurisdictions, local
officials should establish strong working relationships with their national
counterparts. If the local community maintains a sound and solid partner-
ship with the national government, it stands a better chance of receiving
favorable support.

ESTABLISHING STRONG WORKING RELATIONSHIPS

= Develop close personal and political relationships with national gov-
ernment officials who can influence local affairs and budgets.

One of the jobs of 2 member of the national legislature is to represent local
interests. Build a strong relationship with the regional councilor for your
area; meet with your region’s representative as regularly as possible concern-
ing local government issues that require national government attention.

Similarly, introduce your fellow councilors to contacts you have made at
the regional or national levels; as you build your relationships with other
officials, it is important that everyone be able to associate names with faces,
regardless of political party. Local officials are more likely to gain access to
elected or appointed national officials if they are familiar with alt of the mem-
bers of the council.

When meeting with national officials, try to limit the discussion to a sin-
gle issue. State your case clearly and repeat it at the end of the meeting.




Leave a brief written summary of the points you have made and a short
description of the action you hope the meeting will produce. Follow up a day
or two later with a letter that expresses your appreciation to the official for
having arranged the meeting and a request that you be advised of any action
that may be taken concerning the issue.

mEncourage stronger ties with other neighborhood or regional councils

No matter how effective your neighborhood or regional council may be,
working together with other councils makes you even more effective. When
you combine your jurisdictions, you speak for more people, which results in
greater influence on national decisionmaking. If you are a member of a
neighborhood council, be sure to visit the regional democratic council office
when you can, as well as the district development office.

In many countries, the national government lacks the resources (e.g., as
time, money and personnel) to adequately help local government do its job.
Your constitution mandates a “marriage” between national and local govern-
ments — for better or for worse. Establishing a good working relationship
with the national government makes both national and local government
operate as effectively as possible.
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WY SHoutp We ALLow
CimzeNs TO PARTICIPATE IN
" (GOVERNMENT?

As an elected official, you
want the support of the peo-
ple — not just the backing of
your political party, but the
support of other parties and
of many people within your
community. By involving

citizens, you and your coun--

cil can:

s allow citizens to share
responsibility for develop-
ment plans;

s increase citizen under-
standing of community
needs;

w increase citizen support;

= improve citizens’ lives; and

= make better decisions with

.more. information... ...
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CITiZEN PARTICIPATION

Your ROLE

Democracy depends not only on elections, but also on a political envi-
ronment in which citizens actively participate in the public decisionmaking
process. Democracy allows competing interests to express themselves freely.
In order to accomplish a dialogue, citizens must be informed about govern-
ment plans and activities so that they can participate.

Your responsibility as an elected official is to ensure that citizens have
every opportunity to become involved — that all of your meetings and finan-
cial records are open to the public, and that citizens have an opportunity to
tell you what they think about different proposals. Although opening your
doors may seem intimidating at first, increased openness in government usu-
ally leads to trust — citizens trusting and empowering you to do the right
job. By involving citizens in the political process, you are also able to demon-
strate your responsiveness and accountability.

Some officials are reluctant to provide a forum for civic participation in
government, believing that citizen participation may lead to criticism. Freely
expressed ideas and opinions, including dissent and disagreement, are part
of democracy. Citizens should be allowed to scrutinize and criticize ideas and
proposals. Remember, though, that the majority of criticism is directed at an
idea, not at you.

How SHoulp Cimizens BE INVOLVED?

There are many avenues for citizen involvement. You can conduct an
informal public opinion survey, hold an open forum at your regular council
meeting, or hold public hearings, among other options.

A public opinion survey is as simple as taking a piece of paper, a pencil,
and walking around your neighborhood asking questions. Ask objective,
non-threatening questions about the needs, wants and opinions of citizens of
all political parties, ages, genders and ethnic backgrounds. Ask the questions
using the same words for each person — if you change the wording, you
might also change the intent or slant of the question, which will result in dif-
fering interpretations. Do they support spending the available money on the
bridge repair or on the potholes? What project do they think the council
should work on next? How can the council be more responsive to their con-
cerns? The information you gather will help guide you and your fellow coun-
cil members in setting priorities.

Open forums are usually conducted before regular council meetings,
during which citizens may raise any issue they believe need action. An open
forum normally runs 30 minutes to one hour. Whether a period for dis-




cussing a road repair or new paint for
the school, this is a time set aside for cit-
izens to raise these issues. A councilor
should be assigned to compile a list of
concerns raised so that they may be
addressed at some point during regular
council meetings. Look for patterns to
‘the questions — do most people bring
up crime as a pressing need or do they
complain of bad roads? Finding a pat-
tern can help guide you in determining
your goals for the coming year. Open
forums are easy when they are held
before a regular council meeting —
councilors are already assembled and
the forum is set.

Pustic HEARINGS

Public hearings are often used for
controversial or important issues —
issues that require additional input
from citizens, experts and administra-
tors. Consider, for instance, holding a
public hearing on development issues
before the council budget is drafted.
Ask for citizen input on priorities for
the upcoming year — is there more
support for increased educational facil-
ities or more support for infrastructure repairs? A public hearing may be
informal or formal — any format with which you, your council and your
neighbors are most comfortable.

Why hold public hearings?
m to communicate with citizens;
® to inform and educate citizens;
m to gather information from new sources;
m to allow citizens a voice in matters that affect them;

= to highlight an issue;
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| NEIGHBOURHOOD _MEETING m to learn the
scope of the prob-
lem;

® to judge the
political climate;

® to defuse a con-
troversial subject;
and

® to learn how a
proposal may
affect citizens

As for any meeting, there are three basic steps to holding a public hear-
ing: prepare, implement and follow-up.

Prepare
m Set a date (two to three weeks in advance of the hearing).

® Post a notice of the hearing; if possible, send it to interest-
ed individuals.

m Personally invite citizens (or “witnesses”) to speak; tell them
that their views are important and that they should organize

their presentations carefully in advance.

& Make 2 list of the witnesses; follow the list; make it available
to everyone.

s Consider imposing a time limit for statements.
Implement

® Introduce the council; explain the purpose of the hearing.

m Have witness lists available.

® Respect and acknowledge all witnesses, despite their views.

18




s Take notes and ask questions.
= Ensure everyone has been heard.

s Do not allow any disruption; everyone deserves to be treat-
ed with courtesy and civility.

a Use active listening skills.

Follow-up
mProduce a short report on the citizen remarks.
m Make these

reports available
to the public.
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ETHICS IN GOVERNMENT

Your RoOLE

Public office is a public trust: citizens trust you for the term of your office
to represent them and their collective interests. As an elected official, you will
be expected to be a model citizen: to pay your taxes, to involve yourself in
neighborhood projects, and to live your life within the law. A public servant,
whether paid or unpaid, is held to a higher standard than the average citi-
zen.

As an elected official, you will be involved in the policy decisionmaking
process that affects the citizens in your neighborhood. How you make your
decisions will determine whether you will continue to enjoy the support of
your community.

The public must have confidence in its government and believe that its
elected officials are working for the community and the nation. As an elect-
ed official, you will want to reassure your community that you are basing
your decisions on what you believe is good for the entire community; you
must be fair and impartial. They want to know that you are working for their
benefit, not just your own. You are entrusted with the authority and the
resources to work for your community, and they need reassurances of your
integrity and fairness.

Elected officials are constantly faced with tough ethical issues when mak-
ing decisions. Decisions that will benefit you personally (i.e., by increasing
your personal income or improving the street in front of your house) can be
very tempting. Favors, gifts or promises of financial bonuses are sometimes

used in an attempt to influence elected
officials. As a decisionmaker and as a
“’mi‘g&?ugt'—" leader of your community, you may be

BUS SHE faced with such temptations. Yet, are
those gifts and promises right? In
accepting such gifts, are you working
to benefit you or your community? In
accepting such gifts, how will the com-
munity perceive you? Only you can
answer these questions, and only you
can establish your personal ethical
standards. In determining what is
right and wrong, elected officials must
constantly think through each situa-
tion. Consider asking yourself certain
questions. In accepting this gift, who
will benefit — me or the community?
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If T accept this gift, will I still be trusted by the community? What will the
person or business seeking my favor want in the future? Will I be considered
fair and impartial by the community?

Knowing the right course of action to take is not always easy. How do you
make the right decisions while earning the trust of the community? The fol-
lowing case studies will help you review ethical issues that you may face when
making policy decision. The choices you make on these issues will determine
how the public judges your character.

Case Study #1

You are the chairperson of the Public Works Committee. There is a proposal before
your committee to install a new water pipe in your neighborhood. Now you must decide
which construction company will win the contract to do the work. Three businesses have
bid on the project, including your brother’s company. What do you do?

First and foremost, consider how the public will view this project. What
do they want? Naturally, they will want the most economical and the most
efficient contractor to handle the job. After all, it is public money (i.e., their

Five MeTHODS 1O GAIN PuBLic TRusT

= Open all meetings of the council to the public; citizens must be able to observe the process by which decisions
are made if they are to participate in, understand and ultimately support their government.

*m Ensure that the community is adequately informed of all council meetings and of your activities. You and your
council may want to consider adopung a rule to post a public notice about council meetings at least seven days
before any’ meeung

. A]low the public to review all meeting records (or “minutes”). Decisions and actions taken by the council should

be public knowledge. -

= Publicly acknowledge possible conflicts between your personal interest and public responsibilities. Withdraw
from council debate or abstain from voting if it may appear to the public that you will show favoritism. Avoid even
the appearance of conflicts of interest. Refrain from voting if it may appear that you, or your immediate family,
may personally gain from a project.

s Maintain an open door policy. An accessible schedule demonstrates your accountability to the public and your
role as the people’s representative, through which citizens believe they have a voice. Consider establishing “pub-
lic office hours” either at the council office or at home. Ask people for their views and allow them to bring any
issue to your attention. ' o

Even citizens who dzsagree wzth you wzll respect your integrity and honesty if you are open and impartial in reaching your deci-
sions.
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MM@" M A RiK‘ET money) that you will be spending to complete the
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project. Secondly, and perhaps most importantly,
they will want to know that all options were consid-
ered and that all bidders for the project were
reviewed with equal, objective criteria.

As a councilor with close ties to one of the bid-
ders, you will want to consider your role in the selec-
tion process. What role should you play that meets
the highest (and ethical) standards — a role that
gains the trust of your community? Most councilors
would decide to withdraw from the process altogeth-
er. In any discussion about the project, for instance,
they would excuse themselves from the proceedings
LU because of a conflict between their personal ties and

public responsibilities. They would defer to their col-
leagues to decide the issue on its merits.
Acknowledging potential conflicts between your
personal ties and public duties will only increase
your citizen support. By withdrawing from debates and votes on the project,
you take the high moral ground: you cannot be accused of wrongdoing or
favoritism, and will win the support of citizens and councilors alike.

Case Study #2

Mr. and Mrs. Citizen are very concerned, and sometimes even angry, about the dis-
mal state of road repair. There are potholes everywhere. They think that the council has
misspent public money and that councilors are padding their own pockets. It is budget
time again for the council, and the budgets in the past have been drafted in the priva-
¢y and safety of the closed council office. Mr. and Mrs. Citizen want to know where
the money is going and how it is being spent. What do you do?

First and foremost, how do you gain the trust of Mr. and Mrs. Citizen? Why
are they so angry? Why do they believe the council has misspent money? Do
they have any facts to back up their claims? Regardless of how the citizens
arrived at that conclusion, your role as an elected official is to win back their
confidence and support, so that you can work with them toward shared devel-
opment goals.

As a first step, include them in your work. Explain to them how the money
has been spent, and how the budget process works. Next, consider opening the
budget process to the public. If the process has traditionally been open only to
councilors, including citizens will help demonstrate the rationale behind the
expenditure of public money and your role in the process. Set a date for a bud-
get meeting and invite the public. Allow the community to comment and to
express their opinions. In the process, you will: inform and educate your com-
munity; learn the views of your constituents; allow them to be a part of local
decisionmaking; and gain the support of your community.




EFFECTIVE COMMITTEES

Your RoOLE

Most councilors in an elected assembly, such as a council, take part in (or
“sit”) on a committee. Out of a council of 12 members, for instance, your
council may create three committees of four people each. A committee can
be used to examine an issue in more detail; divide work evenly; review pro-
posals before the whole council considers the issues; or perform routine
council tasks, such as drafting agendas.

Committees are an excellent forum for you to learn more in depth about
the needs of your area, as well as examine proposed projects before they are
submitted for formal review by the entire council. In other words, through
committee work you can become an expert, thereby increasing your influ-
ence on the council.

Most councils or assemblies have more work to do than can ever be
accomplished at its monthly meetings. You, as an elected official, want to
have the most information possible before you commit public money or
resources to a project. Usually, additional research or detailed studies are
necessary before the whole council can make an informed decision on an
issue. Committees, each of which perform different tasks, are an effective
way to divide the work evenly among all councilors.

CommiTTEE TYPES

Standing Committee: a regular, established committee with jurisdiction
over specific subject areas, such as land use, financing and public works.
Each councilor is a member of at least one standing committee, each of which
lasts for the duration of each council period. Sometimes, standing commit-
tees are required by the law of a coun-

try.

Ad Hoc Committee (Select Comm-
ittee): a committee established for a
limited period of time and usually for
an investigative purpose, which when
completed, ends the term of the select
committee.

You may want to consider opening your
committee meetings to the public, or holding
a public hearing on specific proposals your
commiltee is considering.
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CoMMITTEE OVERSIGHT

As an elected official, you will
want to make sure that your
administrator or overseer is car-
rying out the decisions the coun-
cil has made. To accomplish this
oversight responsibility, your
council or committee will moni-
tor (or “oversee”) the administra-
tor or executive officer to ensure
that he/she is fulfilling his/her
duties within the law and that
projects are faithfully being car-
ried out as determined by the
council. Toward this end, you
may want to consider establishing
certain procedures as detailed
below.

® Requiring standard reports from the administrator. Does the
council need additional reports on activities to keep abreast
of progress? Sometimes bi-weekly or monthly reports to the
council can help members informed of a project’s status.

w Inviting the administrator to appear before the council to answer
questions. Provide a specific question and answer period at
each monthly meeting for the administrator to report on
projects and to answer questions from the councilors.

m Visiting sites where council projects are being undertaken.
Schedule council or committee members to visit a project
together, and to talk to the construction foreman or whoev-
er is responsible for performing the work. Through this
activity, councilors will see firsthand how a project has pro-
gressed and what else needs to be done, enabling them to
inform citizens with an up-to-date, first-hand status report.

w Talking to citizens to determine if community services are being
performed to their satisfaction. Is the new water pipe providing
enough water? Has the maintenance crew been by to look
at the repairs that need to be done in the road?
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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

YOur RoOLE

Creating and maintaining a favorable physical and cultural environment
where your community can grow and prosper is the goal of every local gov-
ernment official. Developing your community is what your job is all about.
How well you did it is the standard by which your success as a local govern-
ment leader will be judged.

A good community development effort is usually based on good long-
range planning, so that street and utility improvements, business develop-
ment, population growth and environmental projects can all be handled in
ways that complement each other. If your neighborhood or region already
has a development plan, review it and discuss it with your council colleagues
and with your neighbors. If it needs to be updated or modified, make revi-
sions that produce a relevant management tool.

A development plan will:
mkeep you and your council focused;

m create and image of a focused, action-oriented council,
which leads to increased support from the community; and

m provide your council a guide by which to measure
progress.

CREATING A COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
PLAN

If your community does not yet have
a plan, seriously consider preparing
one. Start by creating a “vision” of what
you want your city to be by the end of
the planning period — for example, an
agricultural center, a regional trade cen-
ter, or simply more “developed” in
terms of creating an accessible, central
location for your community. Once you
have envisioned a plan and a set of
goals, initiate programs and projects
that will help achieve your objectives.
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Drafting a community development plan is
an excellent way to involve and interest the pub-
lic in local government. Through this exercise,
you will find out what direction they want the
community to go. Inviting them to become part
of the project will create more support for the
end product — a useful thing to have when you
are seeking the popular and political support
you will need to implement it in the future.

GoAL SETTING

Start with a vision for your community that
will be acceptable to a majority of your neigh-
bors. People are more likely to agree on a broad
goal, such as “creating a safe neighborhood for
everyone.” In this manner, many people can
contribute, in their own way, their personal
resources and efforts toward influencing the big
picture.

s Adopt the agreed upon goals at the next council meeting.
Formally adopting a development plan or goal will give your
plan more weight and authority within the community.

m Consider establishing a separate committee on your coun-
cil to handle the planning.

s Consider holding public hearings or informal public
forums to discuss and to brainstorm different ways of achiev-
ing your goal. Including the community will give your plans
more support, and new and innovative ideas may surface
from surprising sources.

m Delegate specific jobs to members or volunteers in the com-
munity, as well as to council members. Ensure that a time-
frame has been allotted for each activity, and that a budget
has been established for each step.

mImplement the plan, and use regular evaluations along the
way.
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® Remember to solicit feedback from the community,
through public hearings, public forums, or surveys. In addi-
tion, you may want to consider requiring regularly sched-
uled reports from councilors or from your administrator.

SoMe TuinGs 10 Keep IN MIND

Major problems like crime and unemployment will not disappear
overnight. A community development plan is a long-term process, and often
the results of your work will not be apparent for several years. The pace of
progress is often slow and the improvements incremental. Instant gratifica-
tion is a rarity; try not to become frustrated with a deliberate and cautious
course of action.

And finally, remember that compromise will always be part of creating a
town plan. Achieving consensus is crucial to your plan’s success, and reach-
ing a consensus will always mean compromise.
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