Beware the Lure of
The “Strong™ Mayor

mercians love the quick fix. We want to take a pill and lose

20 pounds. We would like to buy one lottery ticket and be-

come millionaires overnight. And we would like to change

city hall into an organization that instantly can reduce

crime, create jobs, and enable us to live happily ever after.
Unfortunately, life is not that simple. No magic diet

pill can take off 20 pounds. Only one lottery ticket in 16

_ zillion ever wins. And switching to the strong mayor sys-
tem of government will not solve all of our local govern-

ments’ problems. In fact, it may make things worse.

Rob Gurwitt’s article in the July 1993 issue of Governing

There Are magazine, entitled “The Lure of the Strong Mayor,” ex-
llllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll amines some of the discussions taking place on the sub-
Two Sides ject of U.S. local government structure. Gurwitt suggests

that “boosting the powers of the mayor” through a
change to the strong mayor system can help larger com-

To the ) g mayor e can help g

munities to deal more effectively with their complex

problems. He writes:

It may not be possible to end poverty, house the home-
Terrell Blo dgett less, disband .gangs,.repl?ce corroding streets, find the

money to revive a withering economy, or put an end to
civic squabbling. But one thing citizens clearly can do is re-
fashion local government with the hope that someone—a
mayor, an elected county executive—someone—can as-
semble the political authority to grapple better with those

problems.

6 January 1994


iqintern2

iqintern2

iqintern2

iqintern2

iqintern2


What is the “strong mayor” form
of government that proponents feel
gives a local government the political
leadership necessary to make things
happen? Under this type of charter,
the mayor has the authority to hire
and fire department heads, prepare
the budget for council considera-
tion, administer it after adoption,
and veto acts of the council, which
can override that veto only by an ex-
traordinary majority. That is concen-
trating a tremendous amount of
power in one person! And it can go
even further. In the consolidated
city/ county of Denver, Colorado, the
mayor can:

e Award any contract up to $500,000
without reference to the city council.
¢ Remit any fines or penalties levied
under any ordinance passed by the
city council. The only requirement
is that the mayor must notify the
council of the remittance and the
rationale behind it.
Submit an annual budget to the
city council, in which not one line
item can be changed without a two-
thirds vote of the council.
Appoint the heads of all administra-
tive departments (some 50 in num-
ber), the county judges, and all
boards and commissions under his
or her jurisdiction. No city council
. advice or confirmation is provided
for any of these appointments.

Gurwitt argues that to exercise po-
litical leadership, a mayor has to have
administrative authority similar to that
described above. In contrast to the
councilmanager form of government,
the strong mayor form relies on a sin-
gle, powerful leader who often forges
coalitions by exchanging benefits for
support and uses his or her power to
gain leverage over opponents.

This approach has built-in limita-
tions. There are too many actors
whom a mayor can not control and
too little power and too few re-
sources to compel or buy support
predictably. Leadership that uses
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A number of highly

..............................................

responsibility.

power to forge coalitions is not nec-
essarily responsive, particularly to
those outside the ruling coalition.
On the contrary, a number of
highly regarded American mayors
have demonstrated that mayors can
achieve political clout without being
granted administrative responsibility.
Two outstanding examples from
large council-manager communities
come immediately to mind: former
San Antonio Mayor Henry Cisneros,
who possessed the strong leadership
skills necessary to become Secretary
of the U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development; and for-
mer Charlotte Mayor Harvey Gantt,
who continues to reside in that city
and runs his own architectural firm.

Two Case Histories

When Cisneros took office as mayor
of San Antonio in 1981, he inherited
a sleepy, lower-income city with major
problems in its educational system.
Cisneros envisioned San Antonio as
an international economic and tourist
attraction, however, and he worked
tirelessly to achieve that dream.

Although he had no responsibility
over the city’s public or higher educa-
tional system (in Texas, school boards
are elected separately and are respon-
sible for their own budgets), Cisneros
recognized that education was the key
to the realization of his vision. He un-
ceasingly lobbied the University of
Texas System and the State College
Coordinating Board to locate an engi-
neering school at the University of
Texas at San Antonio, and he pushed
the Texas legislature for more money
for public education. He then went
on the road to sell San Antonio as a
biomedical headquarters.

His efforts to attract .tourism also
succeeded: San Antonio became only
the fourth site in the country to boast
a Sea World. His mayorship culmi-
nated in a drive to build the domed
sports stadium that opened this sum-
mer to capacity crowds for the U.S.
Summer Olympic Festival.

Cisneros also possessed the leader-
ship skills to build consensus among
highly divergent city factions. He used
a series of bond elections and other
strategies to bring together the city’s
business community and Hispanic
neighborhoods.

Strong leaders such as Henry
Cisneros realize that they are most ef-
fective when they are supported by an
effective professional manager. Cis-
neros has said that San Antonio’s
greatest successes “can be attributed
directly to our council-manager form
of government, characterized by top-
flight professionals with a corruption-
free, fiscally sound administration.”

Harvey Gantt’s record in Charlotte
as the city’s mayor from 1983 to 1987
is no less impressive. He was instru-

7


iqintern2

iqintern2

iqintern2

iqintern2


mental in the construction of the
24,000-seat Charlotte Coliseum and
helped the team owner win an NBA
franchise for the new facility. He also
spearheaded the construction of a
performing arts center in downtown
Charlotte in partnership with Nations-
Bank’s construction of its new 60-
story corporate headquarters.

Through the city’s neighborhood,
small area, and district land planning
processes, Gantt provided citizens
with a voice; he also led the creation
of a public-private housing partner-
ship that leveraged private-sector
funds to increase Charlotte’s supply of
affordable housing and promote
home ownership.

Gantt is clear about his views on
the different forms of government:

The council-manager form of govern-
ment is absolutely the best form...par-
ticularly because it leaves the mayor
and council free to focus on the big
policy issues. The day-to-day opera-
tions of the city do not distract the
mayor from this focus; they are left to
a professional city manager and pro-
fessional staff. Therefore, the council-
manager form is a better and cleaner
form because roles are clearly
defined.

Rob Gurwitt makes a second assump-
tion, namely, that the council-
manager form of government is out-
dated because it can not respond to
the new demands of highly diverse
communities. In speaking with citi-
zens in Dallas, Texas, however, a dif-
ferent story emerges—that what eth-
nic minorities really want is more
participation in the process, not poli-
tics as usual. Gurwitt assumes that po-
litical clout and responsiveness can
and should come from only one indi-
vidual, rather than from the entire
city council or county commission.
Reformers always intended that
the council-manager form would

strengthen the quality and respon-
siveness of service delivery and
would address basic citizen needs.
The council-manager form is not less
responsive; indeed, the strongest ex-
amples of citizen participation can
be found in council-manager com-
munities. The city of Dayton, for ex-
ample, was the first large city to
adopt the council-manager form,
and it remains a strong advocate of
professional local government man-
agement. For years, Dayton’s neigh-
borhood boards have been cited as
models of citizen involvement. Simi-
larly, the city of Cincinnati has a
long, distinguished history of neigh-
borhood activism.

And remember the David and
Goliath story about how the city of
Alexandria, Virginia, went up against
Virginia Governor Doug Wilder and
Washington Redskins owner Jack
Kent Cooke? The city had other
plans for the land that Cooke and
the governor wanted to use for a
football stadium. Mayor Pat Ticer
successfully worked with the city staff
and citizens to fight the plan to move
the stadium to Alexandria.

Gurwitt goes on to suggest that
the council-manager form means
“leaderless” government, that “the
more hands on the tiller, the harder
it is to steer.” He discusses the per-
ceived lack of tools that a mayor in a
council-manager community pos-
sesses to bring people together to-
ward a common purpose—particu-
larly people of widely diverse racial
and ethnic backgrounds. Gurwitt ar-
gues that council-manager mayors
have only “facilitative” leadership to
fall back on, and that this type of
leadership is insufficient to deal with
today’s heterogeneous communities.

But do we really want a mayor’s
leadership tools to comprise trading
votes for services? Political leadership
should not be confused with reactive,
demand-responsive leadership. Too
often, the political leadership in strong
mayor governments encourages con-
flict among elected officials, which, in

turn, produces political gridlock and a
reliance on short-term coalition build-
ing. As a result, officials in mayorcoun-
cil cities are more likely to avoid mak-
ing hard choices. An article recently
published in the Toledo Blade, for exam-
ple, assesses the current condition of
Rochester, New York:

[S]ince Rochester adopted the
strong mayor form of government in
the mid-1980s, council allocated to it-
self a growing amount of resources to
place a check on the power of the
mayor. That figure has loomed as
high as $500,000, or about .002 per-
cent of its annual budget.

The council-manager form, on the
other hand, uniquely blends political
and professional leadership. Although
political supremacy of the mayor and
council are assured, the elected offi-
cials empower the manager with the
independence needed to make sound
recommendations to council, and to
manage the local government organi-
zation using the highest professional
standards.

In closing, Gurwitt implies that
communities can switch to a strong
mayor form of government and still
retain the level of professional man-
agenient that citizens have come to
expect in council-manager cities.
One of the big differences in the two
forms, however, is the fact that in
council-manager communities, the
manager is appointed by and respon-
sible to the entire governing body.
Under the strong mayor form, any
chief administrative officer who may
be appointed responds solely to the
mayor. The council has little input in
that individual’s selection or supervi-
sion. Although some CAOs may have
served previously as managers in
council-manager communities, the
average tenure of 2 CAO in a strong
mayor city is much shorter in com-
parison and may undermine the
city’s continuity.

To be sure, council-manager com-
munities also experience turnover.
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But in most cases, these communities
hire experienced managers to re-
place experienced managers. Marvin
Andrews, for example, retired from
Phoenix, Arizona, after serving as
the city’s manager for 14 years. Rich
Helwig recently finished his ninth

year as Dayton’s city manager. And in

Charlotte, North Carolina, Wendell
White has served an even dozen
years in that capacity. This kind of
continuity is less likely to occur in
strong mayor-council communities,
where a single individual frequently
chooses a CAO based on political loy-
alties rather than professional man-
agement abilities.

Professional managers not only
have. the capacity to serve different
types of governments; they also at-
tract other top executives to adminis-
ter their governments’ functions and
activities. Today, the complexity of
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service delivery calls for individuals
with superb organizational skills, a
good sense of strategic management,
and the ability to communicate effec-
tively with disparate city factions—
not inexperienced political loyalists.
In a 1992 issue of Public Adminis-
tration Review, author Irene Rubin ex-
amined the adoption of new and in-
novative budget techniques in six
major U.S. cities over the past 20
years. Of the six cities—Dayton,
Phoenix, Rochester, Tampa, Boston,
and St. Louis—the more politically
reformed were likelier to adopt bud-
get reforms quickly and were more
receptive to trying new approaches.
The less reformed cities, on the
other hand, incorporated budget re-
forms that “enhanced central control
over departmental operations.” For
the purpose of her article, Rubin de-
fined politically reformed communi-

ties as those that operated under the
council-manager form, held atlarge
council elections, and had a weak
history of employee patronage.

It is no accident that for the past
two years, most winners of the Na-
tional Civic League’s All-American
Cities competition have been council-
manager communities. This year,
seven of the 10 honorees were coun-
cil-manager communities. It also is
worth noting that of Financial World’s
nine best-managed communities,
three of the top five, including Dallas
at No. 1 and Phoenix at No. 2, oper-
ate under the council-manager form.

A Closer Look at Dallas

Because Gurwitt showcased Dallas as
a long-time council-manager city that
has considered a change in its form
of government, it seems appropriate
to take a closer look at that city’s po-
litical situation. Lori Palmer, a for-
mer Dallas councilmember who rep-
resented an inner-city district,
describes the impact such change
would have on the city:

If a strong mayor form of govern-
ment were instituted, the real loser
would be all 14 of Dallas’s council-
members. First, councilmembers
necessarily would loose their power
and see it transferred to the mayor.
Second, councilmembers would lose
their access to the city administrators
and department heads, who would
be responsible and beholden only to
the mayor, who would have the sole
authority to hire and fire them.

The bottom line [would be] that
Dallas’s councilmembers, by having
to give up both power and staff ac-
cess, would become less rather than
more effective in representing and
serving their diverse constituencies.
In the end, the citizens would be the
final losers. '

In many council-manager commu-
nities, Hispanic and African Ameri-
can activists have realized that for the
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first time they are being represented
on the council in numbers that re-
flect their communities’ diversity. As
Gurwitt reported in his article, “The
talk of moving to a strong mayor
looks a lot like a ploy by the Old
Guard to shift power away from the
newly diverse council.” ‘

Al Lipscomb is an African Ameri-
can businessman and long-time civil
rights leader who also was, until June
1993, mayor pro-tem of the Dallas
city council. Both he and Lori
Palmer “retired” from the Dallas
council this spring after serving the
maximum number of consecutive
terms allowed by the city charter.
Lipscomb opposes changing the Dal-
las form of government and ob-
served that “every time minorities
get into the loop, the rules are
changed under some pretext or

through some slick scheme.”

At one time, Dallas’s current
mayor pro-tem, Domingo Garcia,
thought he could support a move to-
ward a strong-mayor government.
Today, however, he states that “North
Dallas has the economic and political
clout to continue to elect a mayor,
and under a strong mayor system, we
would be left out. We finally are get-
ting on the city council, and I want to
increase the power and authority of
the council, not decrease it as [a move
to] a strong-mayor system would do.”

Some Concluding Thoughts

To summarize, then, the stressful
challenges facing today’s urban com-
munities definitely call for strong po-
litical leadership. As National Civic
League President John Parr says,

however, “Looking for political lead-
ership does not need to mean get-
ting rid of the council-manager plan
or decreasing the role of the profes-
sional manager. This is not only a
time of new partnerships across old
political and geographical bound-
aries, but a time of new partnerships
within local governments as well.”
But what of the challenge of pro-
viding leadership within a metropoli-
tan or regional framework in which
units of government may number in
the hundreds and special districts also
abound? In such situations as these, is
is not true that communities need a
really strong mayor, who not only has
a vision and can build consensus but
who also has the authority to fix
things, to make and enforce deci-
sions, and to “twist tails” if necessary?
In his new book Citistates, Neal
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Peirce notes that
there’s still a nostalgia for the brand
of decisive leadership exerted by a
few exalted power brokers.” He cites
the work of banker Richard King
Mellon and Mayor David Lawrence
in Pittsburgh, who together spear-
headed a renaissance in that city in
the 1940s. Peirce notes that:

Today, the Mellon-Lawrence Act can
be seen as heavily elitist, a relic of the
time when small power cliques con-
trolled each American city and
brooked little opposition. The old ti-
tans, the small bunch of senior white
males that met in exclusive clubs to
make decisions that swayed cities’
whole futures, are a virtually extinct
species. Power in American communi-
ties seems to have been atomized by
the rise of fresh power groups: upstart
industries and businesses, powerful
developers, ethnic alliances, organized
blacks and Hispanics and Asians, envi-
ronmental and women’s and social
service groups, and many more.

Today’s city or citistate leadership
can not be one of power but rather
one of consensus building and facili-
tation. Gurwitt fittingly quotes Dr.
James Svara of North Carolina State
University, who has studied the roles
of mayors in both forms of govern-
ment extensively over the past
decade. Svara argues that the pres-
sures of civic diversity will produce fa-
cilitative mayors who “lead by empow-
ering others—in particular the
council and the manager—rather
than seeing power for himself or
herself.”

Under the council-manager form,
the effective mayor is a leader who
not only contributes to the smooth
functioning of government but also
provides a general sense of direction.
These individuals enhance the influ-
ence of elected officials by unifying
the council, filling the policy vacuum
that can exist on the council, and
guiding policy toward goals that
meet the needs of the community.
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“in some cities,.

They are actively involved in moni-
toring and adjusting relations within
local government to maintain bal-
ance, cooperation, and high stan-
dards. Contrary to the view of some
that strong mayors are harmful to
the manager, effective mayors en-
hance the performance both of the
manager and of the council.

In the final analysis, what really is
needed in today’s urban communi-
ties are Strong mayors, Strong coun-
cils, and Strong managers. No two of
the three concepts are mutually ex-
clusive; they can and do work to-
gether today in many of the coun-
try’s successful council-manager
local governments. [

Terrell Blodgett is Mike Hogg Professor in
Urban Management, Lyndon B. Johnson
School of Public Affairs, the University of
Texas at Austin.
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