Charter Review Committee
Meeting Minutes, Thursday, July 14, 2011

I. Call to Order:  Meeting was called to order at 6:00 PM by David Long, Chair.
II. Roll Call:  The following members were present:  Robert Ullrich, Julio DiGiando, Sav Rebecchi, Susan Little David Long, and Michael Schnack

Daniel Wright arrived at 6:05 PM
Also present by invitation:  Peter Ruggiero, Town Solicitor (PR)
III. New Business:

A. Approval of Minutes:  June 30, 2011:  Moved by Julio DiGiando, 2nd: Sav Rebecchi.  Approved 4 – 0, Long and Little abstain, Wright not present for vote.
· July 7, 2011 meeting was cancelled.

B. Review of Documents/Information/Legislation.

David Long polled members regarding their view on documents regarding FTM and Budget Referendum, and documentation provided.  Comments included:

· Current process works, but could use some adjustments

· No other towns have procedures that members would adopt as is

· Public would be served by more education/ notice regarding the budget process and opportunities for input

· There does not seem to be a need for a change to the Charter

· Some participants/voters may feel intimidated speaking at the FTM or during the budget process.

· FTM appears to be too long for some people to sit thru and we may find more participation in an all day referendum

· Questions arose regarding process for rejection of the budget if we went to an all day referendum

· We might consider raising the threshold for bringing a warrant notice before the FTM from 1 person to 5% of voters.  A higher threshold would demonstrate more commitment to a warrant notice and be more meaningful.

· The current process works.  The budget is the responsibility of the Administrator with input from the Department Heads and consent of Council.  The process takes a lot of work and time, is very deliberative, and allows for public input.  We shouldn’t change it.

· There does not seem to be a better system.  We haven’t had issues with the process, except for the last few years.

· The FTM is valuable link to our small town roots.

C. Review of State Law re: Financial Town Meetings

· Discussion re: State Law – The committee discussed the following and would like legal comment on: 
· What constitutes a ballot?  PR:  A ballot under FTM rules can be any method which properly and accurately indicates the voter’s intent.  This could include any technology at this time, since FTMs do not currently fall under RI election law.
· With the advent of improved technology, does state law restrict the term ballot to mean “paper ballot” or do other forms of voting – not voice or hand vote – constitute a ballot? PR: Not currently
· Voting on Motions – discussion re: 20% to move to ballot:  appears that this would apply to each motion individually and not to all votes cast at the FTM, and only take effect at FTM.

D. FTM/ Budget Process:

· Discussed issues of procedures at FTM – 
· Question arose regarding whether or not voters can direct budget cuts or increased expenditures to budget line items versus to total expenditures – See Sections 103 and 1106 of Charter  PR:  The Charter is ambiguous on this issue, but the current Moderator has notified the voters during recent past FTM that they cannot make changes to line items.  He also noted that citizens do not have a method of initiating and directly voting on any change to the Charter.  The Charter only specifies Ordinance changes (Sections 218 – 220).
· Not all members agreed with the interpretation that FTM vote could not dictate a change in a budget line item.  Members discussed recommending a change to the charter which would clarify this issue, but decided against a change because proposing the change might be more controversial and subject to more interpretation regarding the change.  This section would need to be challenged if a line item is voted by the FTM and the Council does not implement the line item change, but a change in the total budget.

· Questioned PR regarding the recent legislation regarding FTM’s under the procedures of RI Election law.  PR is investigating.

· Discussed issue of Moderator control of meeting.
· Moderator is in charge of meeting and form of votes taken

· Board of Canvassers assisted in improving the voting process in the last two FTMs.  More improvement including adding more voting machines may be warranted.

· Can the Council dictate to the Moderator the order of business at the FTM?  PR:  The Council may be able to pass an ordinance outlining the order of Business conducted at the meeting, but it would be at the Moderator discretion whether to follow them or not.  
· Options to FTM discussed.  The goal of the FTM is to have an approved budget at the end of the process.  What would happen in a referendum process in which the budget was rejected?  

· The consensus of the Committee is that under the time restraints provided by the Council, the Committee does not have time to develop an alternative to the current process, and no other options currently employed by other cities and towns are acceptable in their current form to be recommended by the Committee.  The Committee agreed that a recommendation to process improvements to the current system would not be appropriate at this time.  Vote was 6-1 in favor of this recommendation.  Little opposed.
E. Recalls/ Referenda

David Long polled members regarding their views on recall referendum. 
· Consensus was that the voters should be paying attention during the election cycle

· Two year terms are short enough and implementing a recall provision would be counterproductive – creating a never ending election process.

· PR:  noted that there are no provisions in the Charter to remove an elected official for any reason except residency and voter qualifications.

2. Motion was made by Schnack, 2nd by David Long:  To recommend to the Council not to add a Recall provision to the Charter.  Passes, 7 – 0.

F. Communications: No communications
IV. Other Administrative Issues, as needed.

The consensus of the committee is to draft a letter to the Council including the following recommendations:

· No changes to the Charter regarding the FTM.
· No recall referendum

· Adoption of an Ordinance to codify the Order of Business of the FTM.
· Improve procedures/process for secret ballots, i.e., increase the number of voting machines

· Thank the council for the honor of serving and recommend discharging the committee. 

V. Adjournment

Meeting adjourned at 7:35 PM

Next meeting scheduled for 7/21/11, 6:00 PM, Rosamond A. Tefft Council Chambers.

Minutes Edited and Approved, 7/21/11

Respectfully Submitted, 

Michael Schnack, Secretary
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