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Executive Summary1 
 

 In this report, a majority of the Charter Review Committee [CRC] recommends 1) 
a change in the form of Tacoma’s government, 2) stronger links between 
General Government and Tacoma Public Utilities (TPU), 3) immediate enactment of 
Council decisions in emergencies, 4) the inclusion of the Landmarks Preservation 
Commission and Neighborhood Councils in the City Charter, 5) the opportunity for City 
employees to take part in homeowner conservation programs, 6) creation of a Salary 
Review Commission, 7) expansion of financial disclosure for employees and 
appointees, 8) implementation of gender-neutral language previously passed by the 
voters, and 9) a series of housekeeping items to ensure the Charter complies with 
controlling laws and accepted practices. 
 
 We greatly appreciate the contributions of current and former elected officials, 
representatives of civic organizations, and members of the public, who shared their 
views with the Committee. As you will see, many of our recommendations were 
triggered or shaped by this input. 
 
 The CRC wants to thank staff from General Government and TPU for their 
responsiveness, and in particular thank the following individuals for their collaboration, 
support and leadership in this process: Jeanne Harris, Charter Review Liaison, 
Deputy City Attorney Martha Lantz, April Larsen, Environmental Services, Marisa 
Tetrault, Public Works Department, students from the University of Puget Sound, and 
the staff from the City Clerk’s Office: Nicole Emery, Jennifer Joyce, Linnea Meredith, 
and Wendy Fowler, and City Clerk Doris Sorum.  
 
         

                                                 
1
 Recommendations 2-9 were approved by the CRC to be included in the majority FOG recommendations, as well as 

the alternate.  
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Table of Recommended Changes, Noting Fiscal Impacts 
 

 This table highlights substantive changes; all changes, line by line, are attached. 

 

Category Topic Proposed Change Fiscal   
Impact? 

Preamble  announces the new form of government  

City Council     

 composition seven members, five from districts and 
two at-large 

possible 
lower cost 

 term limits two consecutive terms on the Council and 
two consecutive terms as Mayor 

 

 Mayor-Pro Tem Council selects each year  

 Council staff Council may hire or retain staff, including 
legal, budgetary, and administrative 

possible 
higher cost 

 Investigatory powers Council may investigate the conduct of 
any department, with subpoena and other 
powers 

 

 removal of the Mayor Council may remove the Mayor under 
special circumstances 

 

 veto over-ride Council may over-ride a Mayoral veto  

 appointments Council approves Mayoral appointments, 
including department heads and City 
Attorney 

 

Executive 
Branch 

   

 Mayor becomes top executive possible 

higher cost 

 Chief Administrative 
Officer 

equivalent experience to city manager; 
reports to mayor 

possible 

lower cost 

 veto  Mayor may veto Council action  
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Category Topic Proposed Change Fiscal   
Impact? 

Tacoma Public 
Utilities 

   

 Board terms three-year terms, max of three terms  

 strategic review required every ten years beginning 2015; 
for all utilities in TPU and General 
Government 

possible 
higher cost 

emergency 
measures 

timing effective immediately [rather than on 
publication] 

 

cemeteries prohibition removes prohibition  

financial 
disclosure 

broader requirement individuals with cumulative annual 
approval authority over $50,000; members 
of boards which authorize spending 

higher cost 

Landmarks 
Preservation 
Commission 

inclusion    

Neighborhood 
Councils 

inclusion   

Salary 
Commission 

Establishes the 
Commission 

for elected officials higher cost 
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The Charter Review Process 
  

Our process had three elements: public testimony; subcommittees; and the CRC 
acting as a whole. 
 
Public Testimony 
 Public testimony was an essential element to our process. The CRC held three 
widely publicized public hearings, including a telephonic town hall with over 200 
participants listening and asking questions. Almost 40 people commented at these three 
hearings. 
 
 At meetings the CRC and its subcommittees heard from more than 
25 individuals, including members of the public, current and former elected and 
appointed officials, representatives of civic organizations, and scholars. Additionally, the 
CRC received written, electronic and recorded input from some 30 members of the 
public. 
 
 The CRC also had the good fortune to be the subject of several print and 
electronic articles, editorials and letters to the editor in the Tacoma Weekly and The 
News Tribune. This media coverage was given appropriate consideration. 
 
 Despite all this input, however, we had neither the mission nor the means to 
measure public opinion in any reliable way. These recommendations simply reflect the 
CRC majority’s best judgment, independent as that may be. The task of aligning policy 
with public opinion lies with the City Council, which has the burden of deciding which 
topics, if any, are important enough to be forwarded on to the voters. 
  
Sub-Committees 

 In January, the Chair invited volunteers for five subcommittees: 
 

•  Form of Government 
•  Administrative [Executive] Branch 
•  Legislative Branch  
•  Tacoma Public Utilities 
•  Human Resources  

  
The Chair also created an Agenda Subcommittee to develop the work process. 
  

The subcommittees used best management practices to develop their 
recommendations. More specifically, each sub-committee: 

 

•  analyzed public testimony to define issues for consideration 
•  identified criteria for decision-making 
•  benchmarked other municipalities  
•  created options 
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•  assessed the options in light of the criteria 
•  and made recommendations to the CRC as a whole 

 
The subcommittees, combined, met about 40 times; individual members and staff 

gathered data outside of meetings. All sub-committee meetings were noticed, open to 
the public, invited public comment, published agendas and minutes, and provided 
audio recordings. 

 
The CRC as a Whole 

 Each subcommittee’s recommendations were brought to the CRC in a standard 
format and discussed. Those recommendations approved by a majority of the CRC 
were then drafted, and the draft language approved. The City’s legal staff then reviewed 
and in some cases questioned or modified the drafts, and the CRC addressed these 
questions or proposed modifications. 
 

Rationale for Change: Tacoma Public Utilities2 
 

 The first set of substantial recommendations, relate to TPU. With physical assets 
of over $2 billion and annual revenue of more than $500 million, TPU is by far the City’s 
most substantial operating unit. 
 
 Additionally TPU has a significant impact on the physical environment, on the 
business climate, and on the quality of life of our citizens. TPU operates outside the City 
boundaries, engaging Tacoma with its neighbors, with regional entities like the 
Bonneville Power Administration, with state and federal regulators, and with investors 
and rating agencies nationally and globally. 
 
 In the vernacular, TPU is a big deal.  
 
 For most of its history TPU has operated at arm’s length from 
General Government, for two reasons: first, to protect rate-payer revenue from diversion 
to non-utility uses; and second, to appropriately insulate the private sector culture of the 
utility from political considerations. 
 
 As part of this separation, TPU is governed by an appointed board of five 
members, serving five-year terms. The Utility Board hires, reviews and, if necessary, 
removes TPU’s senior executive.  Furthermore, the Board develops a budget and 
recommends it to the City Council for approval, as well as, adopting overall strategies, 
and operating decisions.  

                                                 
2
 These recommendations were, for the most part, approved by the CRC by general 

consensus or by more than a two-thirds vote.  Thus, they are included in the majority FOG 

proposal as well as the alternate.  
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 The CRC values the strength and integrity of TPU’s operations and governance.  
The CRC did not consider recommending selling TPU to a public utility district, 
converting TPU to a consumer-owned cooperative, or selling TPU to an investor-owned 
utility. The CRC is intent on preserving TPU as a vital part of the City of Tacoma, and in 
this regard, has made recommendations to keep TPU and General Government 
well-aligned.  
 
 The first of these recommendations relates to the length of TPU Board terms, 
currently five years. The CRC recommends reducing the length of these terms to three 
years, limited to three terms. 
 
 This change would allow the City Council to stay more closely involved with 
Utility Board members and their decisions, attitudes, and challenges. In the fast-moving 
world of utilities, these shorter terms allow the Council to refresh the Board more 
rapidly. 
 
 The second recommendation is a thorough strategic review of all the City’s 
utilities every ten years, to include both TPU and utilities in General Government. 
Because technology, competition, consumer requirements and regulations move so 
quickly and because the assets and revenues at stake are so substantial, the CRC 
believes it is essential Tacoma’s citizen-owners be assured our utilities are 
appropriately organized and carrying out the most effective strategies. 
 
 
 
 The third recommendation encourages the TPU Board and City Council to 
engage in vigorous discussion about the TPU budget. This change simply underscores 
state law, which according to an April 26, 2014, opinion from City Attorney 
Elizabeth Pauli, prevents the Council from delegating utility budget authority to any 
other entity, and so automatically makes the Council the final authority on the TPU 
budget. [Please note a minority report on this topic.] 
 
 The CRC is aware budget discussions are more vigorous in some years than in 
others; this change seeks to set a standard of on-going Council engagement, not only to 
approve the whole budget but to understand it at a more granular level. 
 
 Another recommendation is for regular performance audits of TPU, under the 
lead of the Council and Utility Board. The value of performance audits - as distinct from 
the strategic review, above - is to gauge how well TPU is accomplishing the tasks it sets 
for itself. 
 
 A final recommendation requires that the Utility Board’s initial appointment of the 
Director be subject to a confirming vote of the Council. The Director would go through a 
Utility Board directed annual performance appraisal and a reconfirming vote by a 
majority of the Board every two years. The purpose is to provide a closer relationship 
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between the Utility Board, City Council and Director of Public Utilities. There was 
testimony in favor of this proposal from a former and a current member of the Board, as 
well as, a number of current and former elected officials. 
  
 

Rationale for Change: Form of Government 
 

 This topic was the focus of the most study, the most public testimony, and the 
most CRC discussion. At its final meeting, on Monday, April 28, 2014, the CRC voted 
9 - 5 with one member absent, to recommend the City Council place a new form of 
government on the November ballot. 
  

This discussion has three parts: 
 

  1) how the recommendation was developed 
  2) reasons for the recommendation 
  3) concerns and responses. 
  
1) Process to Develop the Recommendation 
 Even before the Form of Government [FOG] subcommittee was created, the 
CRC heard extensive testimony and public comment on the subject. This testimony 
helped frame the choices. 
 
 The FOG subcommittee met seven times. First it developed 13 criteria to use in 
evaluating forms of government. These criteria included measurable outcomes as well 
as civic values: 

• accountable, responsive 
• transparent 
• promotes diversity 
• organizationally clear 
• sustainable 
• prompts public participation 
• provides strategic or visionary capacity 
• power of the people to change leadership balances power 
• correlates with corruption 
• correlates with household income or poverty  
• correlates with crime 
• correlates with race, age or education demographics 
• correlates with appeal to investors 
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 Using a set of 86 benchmark cities and critical analysis, each form was evaluated 
in terms of the criteria, and on a 6 - 1 vote, a hybrid Mayor-Council-CAO form became 
the preferred option. 
 
 The subcommittee then reviewed its research and analysis with the overall CRC. 
On a 10 - 5 vote, the subcommittee was instructed to move forward to develop 
language to operationalize the hybrid Mayor-Council-CAO concept. 
 Specific charter amendments were brought before the CRC as they were 
developed, and were consistently supported for legal review and final drafting. 
  
2) Reasons for the Recommendation 
 Looking at 86 benchmark cities, the subcommittee sought correlations between 
form of government and its measurable criteria; no such correlation was found. 
 
 The form of government does not correlate to municipal bond rating, to corruption 
among elected or appointed officials, to crime, poverty, education attainment, ethnic 
mix, prevalent political party, or size of city. There simply is no correlation. None. The 
subcommittee found no data to suggest the form of government causes or is caused by 
these factors.  
 
 This left one of two conclusions; either the form of government is simply a historic 
accident; or it is an expression of political values. The subcommittee chose to believe 
the latter, and so evaluated the forms of government in light of a set of values likely to 
be important to most Tacomans. 
 
 The subcommittee first and foremost believed the right of the people to elect 
those who govern. This is a basic tenet of American democracy. In the Council-
Manager form of government, the Chief Executive Officer is appointed by a majority of 
nine citizens acting on behalf of 200,000 individuals. 
 
 Accountability is another political value. An often-heard criticism of the 
Council-Manager form is that it obscures accountability. The manager can blame the 
Council, Council members can blame the manager, or each other. The public is left 
without a clear sense of who is in charge and who is responsible. And even if 
accountability is clear, the manager cannot be taken to task by the electorate. In the 
end, the City Manager is accountable only to the City Council. 
 
 Strategic leadership is another important value. Six members of the 
subcommittee believed management and leadership are different, and that a single 
person is rarely skilled in both. If the city’s executive is a manager, then leadership falls 
to the legislative branch. This is challenging in a different way. A group of people 
without the command of resources is hard-pressed to provide dynamic leadership.  

 
 The CRC majority believes good management is necessary for city government; 
but strong leadership is needed for the City as a whole. The recommendation from the 
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majority combines the two, along with strong checks and balances between the 
branches, and a more powerful Council. 
 
 
 
 
3) Concerns and Responses 
 This section highlights the concerns raised in public testimony, the media and 
CRC discussions, and addresses each concern. These point/counterpoints may 
anticipate some of the City Council’s own discussion. 
 
 A) The change puts too much power in the hands of one person; this will 
lead to political favoritism, the loss of skilled employees, and corruption. 
 The CRC majority agrees the strong mayor form entails these risks; and thus a 
traditional strong mayor form is not being recommended. The concern is misdirected. 
The Mayor-Council-CAO model form of government makes the new seven member 
Council a powerful branch of government, sets up robust checks and balances, and in 
no way excuses the Mayor from Civil Service rules, purchasing procedures, financial 
disclosure, or public scrutiny.  
 
 There have been concerns raised about the turnover of skilled employees when 
a new Mayor is elected. Past experience shows, however, that the City has not been 
insulated from turnover under City Managers. Key people are routinely replaced by new 
managers; the practice is accepted. Such turnover might even be reduced in the 
proposed system, since the Mayor would not have a cadre of people to bring from 
another city. 
  
 B) We could elect a Mayor without management skills, and he or she would 
run the City into the ground. 
 Again, this is a concern about the strong Mayor form, which is not what is 
proposed. A CAO is mandated in the recommended Charter, to ensure a skilled 
professional is in charge of day to day operations - freeing the elected Chief Executive 
to use his or her political capital across the community. 
  
 C) This will cost a lot more money. 
 There is no hard evidence to support this concern. In fact, benchmark data 
shows no change in headcount in cities which have transitioned from a manager system 
to this hybrid approach. Any speculation about increased costs in other parts of 
government, outside the executive suite and the Council, is based on speculation. 
  
 D) Why take action now, if we don’t change until 2017? 

There is a reason not to change until 2017:  The CRC was advised by legal staff 
that neither the Council nor the voters may shorten or otherwise modify the term or 
scope of an elected official. This means there will never be a year in which the City 
could immediately transition to a different form of government. 
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 To make a virtue of necessity, the intervening years provide ample time to plan 
transition, both organizationally and in the case of any individuals whose careers may 
be affected. 
 
 
 
 E) If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. 
 This assertion has a folksy charm, but it’s dangerous. The CRC majority ascribes 
to the best management practice of continuous improvement, in which good is never 
good enough. Even if all is well, it could still be better.  
  

This proposal opens the possible - not a guarantee but the possibility - of 
vigorous, high-impact leadership to make Tacoma even better than it is today. 
 
 F) Most of the country has a city manager; it’s the proven, preferred form. 
 According to the International City & County Management Association, about 
40 percent of the cities in the United States with population over 2,500 have city 
managers; about a third of the American people live in this form of government. So 
while popularity may be a good guide, in this case it’s not available to us. 
 
 G) Lots of people told us they don’t want a change. 
 True, many of the people who shared their views urged the CRC to keep the 
manager system. More than 30 of them. Of course, 20-some people encouraged a 
change. 
 
 Neither is a reliable sample of public opinion. And even if they were, the question 
is really whether the citizens of Tacoma will have the chance to be heard. If critics so 
greatly value public opinion, let’s put the recommended change on the ballot and hear 
what the voters say. It is, in the end, their city. Our city. Let’s hear everyone’s voice, the 
way voices are heard in democracy: in a vote. 
 


