TO: Citizens' Commission on Elected Official Compensation
FROM: John Tannous, Chief of Staff, Columbus City Council 
SUBJECT: Roles and Responsibilities of Columbus City Council
DATE: March 19, 2026
The goal of this document is to explain the roles and responsibilities of the Columbus City Council and provide context for how those responsibilities relate to compensation. As prior Commissions have emphasized, this is not simply a question of salary benchmarking, but about: 
· The scope and complexity of the public offices,
· The expectations we have for our elected officials, and
· Ensuring that public service remains accessible, effective, and representative.
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[bookmark: _Toc224801097]Executive Summary
· Columbus City Council is not a small-town part-time board—it is the governing body of one of the largest and fastest-growing cities in the country. As the City has grown in size, complexity, and prominence, so too has the scope and expectation of its legislative branch.
· Today, Councilmembers serve as legislators, policy leaders, and community representatives, all at once. The most visible aspects of the role (Council meetings and legislative votes) are only a fraction of the work. Behind each vote is the work of policy development, committee leadership, constituent services, communications, and community and stakeholder engagement. 
· The work is continuous, multifaceted, and performed under constant public visibility and accountability. Each Councilmember is effectively responsible for a policy portfolio—such as housing, public utilities, or public safety —within a billion-dollar municipal organization.
· Councilmembers are expected to maintain a high level of accessibility and responsiveness, with evenings and weekend commitments not as exceptions, but as a routine part of the role.
· The position of Council President carries additional and distinct responsibilities. The President functions as both a legislative leader and an organizational executive—overseeing staff, setting the legislative agenda, appointing committee leadership, and representing Council publicly. The President is responsible not only for policy direction, but for the process of how those decisions are made.
· Over time, the role of City Council has evolved from what may once have been viewed as part-time and limited in scope into one that is effectively full-time in practice. As the city has grown, the job has grown with it. Previous Citizens’ Commissions have tended to feel that compensation has not kept pace with the expanding responsibility of the role.
· Compensation shapes access to public service. If the role requires a full-time level of commitment but does not pay commensurately, it creates barriers. Public service should be accessible to individuals from all economic backgrounds, and pay levels directly influence who can serve. In this sense, compensation is ultimately about access, equity, and representation. Compensation also shapes available talent, and what quality of leadership and representation the City can afford. 
[bookmark: _Toc224801098]What is Columbus City Council?
· Columbus City Council is the chief policymaking body of the City.
· It is analogous to Congress at the federal level, the Ohio General Assembly at the state level, or a Board of Directors for a large and complex organization.
· Under Section 3 of the City Charter: “The legislative powers of the city… shall be vested in a council, consisting of nine members elected from districts by the electors of the city.”
· The structure consists of nine members, elected citywide at-large from districts, who serve four-year terms, with staggered elections, and are led by a Council President, who is elected by the Councilmembers. 
· To understand the role of Council, it is important to understand the scale of the City. Columbus is the 15th largest city in the United States, the fastest-growing region in the Midwest, with a population of approximately 940,000 residents (2025). Council oversees a $1.26 billion operating budget (2026), a $2.9 billion capital budget (2025), a Triple-A bond rating and ~$110 million in Rainy Day reserves, over 10,000 city employees, and 221.5 square miles of jurisdiction. 
[bookmark: _Toc224801099]Responsibilities of City Councilmembers
· The role of a Councilmember is simultaneously legislative, administrative, policy-oriented, and constituent-facing. Councilmembers enact ordinances and resolutions to take formal City action; approve and oversee the budget and spending; and establish programs, rules, and laws governing residents, businesses, and city operations. 
· Council meets most Monday evenings at 5 PM for our regular meeting. In 2025, we held 64 meetings of the regular Council meeting and of the Zoning meeting (sometimes on the same night, so this works out to at least 35 distinct evenings). Monday evening meeting commitments last 2 hours and 30 minutes on average. 
· At those meetings, Councilmembers sponsor, discuss, and vote on legislation annually. In 2025, that encompassed 2,339 ordinances, 50 policy-setting resolutions, 156 ceremonial resolutions, and 177 appointments. Some of these are as simple as authorizing the purchase of a piece of equipment or allowing a property owner to build something. Others are as complex as amendments to the city budget, the creation of new laws, or the development of new programs.
· A defining feature of Columbus City Council is its committee structure. Every Councilmember serves as a Chair or Vice Chair to lead at least two committees; some lead more. Committee Chairs function as leaders of legislation, budgets, and policy for the departments and areas their committees oversee. Standing Committees include:
· Rules & Policy
· Finance & Governance
· Zoning
· Workforce, Education, & Labor
· Economic Development & Small and Minority Business
· Housing, Homelessness, & Building
· Public Safety & Criminal Justice
· Public Service & Transportation
· Public Utilities & Sustainability
· Health, Human Services, & Equity
· Neighborhoods, Recreation, & Parks
· Committees also conduct hearings, which are policy deep-dives. In 2025, Council held 41 hearings averaging one hour and 30 minutes each. So far this year, Council has held 13 hearings, so we seem on track to exceed last year’s figure. These hearings are meant to engage community members and stakeholders and inform legislative decisions.
· Beyond policy work, Councilmembers are expected to maintain a high level of accessibility and responsiveness. That might mean responding to constituent concerns; attending community meetings and events; working with neighborhood organizations; and engaging with media proactively or as inquiries arise. For example:
· In 2025, the Council Community Engagement team hosted ~45 events at City Hall or in neighborhoods. In 2026, they anticipate hosting ~65. Not every Councilmember attends each one, but they go to as many as they can. 
· In addition, on their own, most Councilmembers maintain an active scheduling of evening and weekend commitments in the community. 
· Since the establishment of at-large districts starting in 2024, Councilmembers also spend additional focus and time on the neighborhoods within their District and tend to receive more constituent feedback and inquiries from those residents. In one sense, they are each accountable to all ~940,000 residents, and then further accountable to ~100,000 of them in particular. 
· Columbus City Council and/or individual Councilmembers appear in hundreds of media stories a year.  
· Each Councilmember has two staff directly working for them: a Legislative Aide and a Legislative Analyst (formerly called Legislative Assistant).
· City Council also appoints and oversees the office of the City Treasurer. 
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· Beyond all the roles of Councilmembers above, the Council President is elected by their colleagues for a two-year term to serve as the organizational leader of City Council. 
· While all Councilmembers share legislative authority, the President has distinct responsibilities that make the role substantially different in scope and greater in time commitment. 
· The President oversees the entire City Council operation, which consists of 48 full-time staff, across the offices of the City Clerk; Legislative Research Office; Communications; Community Engagement; Member Offices, and HR. Like any executive leader, the Council President oversees priorities, processes, strategy, etc. for the Council staff, but also exercises broad oversight for all City government and staff. 
· The Council President leads every Monday meeting. 
· The Council President establishes Council’s legislative agenda: 
· At a high level, the Council President appoints Councilmembers to their Committee leadership roles and directs the timing and prioritization of policy initiatives; shapes the policy direction of the city; drives Council-wide priorities; coordinates and mediates across committees, the Mayor’s Administration, the City Auditor, City Attorney, and other intergovernmental and regional parties. 
· Week to week, that means overseeing what ordinances and resolutions go forward, when, and in what committees, and facilitating deliberation, decision-making, and consensus across Councilmembers and staff. 
· Just like every other Councilmember, the Council President responds to constituent requests, communicates with news media, and engages the community, sometimes with added visibility and workload.
· The Council President often acts as the primary spokesperson for the City Council – and to frequently, the City, to a degree second only to the Mayor. 
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· Although not formally designated as full-time or part-time, the roles of the Council President and the Councilmembers extend well beyond standard business hours to include evenings, weekends, and emergencies. 
· The 2022 Commission concluded that, in practice, the expectations of the role align much more closely with a full-time professional position than historic notions of a part-time ceremonial one. However, they decided that was both a legal consideration for the Charter as well as a compensation consideration for this committee. 
· Going forward, Columbus will continue to grow and place more demands on Councilmembers and the body as a whole. Issues like housing, infrastructure public safety, and economic development will only get more complex, while the public’s expectation for transparency, responsiveness, and access will only enhance. Particularly under the new district-based system, residents expect direct and consistent engagement from their Councilmember.
· It is desirable to reduce the need for Councilmembers to pursue outside employment, which can distract from public office and pose real or perceived conflicts of interest. For example, Councilmembers might have work travel that causes them to miss meetings, or they might abstain from votes or policy conversations that intersect with the subject matter of their day jobs. 
· As of 2026, I believe that 4 Councilmembers maintain outside employment with standard hours, and another 3 Councilmembers have more flexible outside employment where hours and workload can vary. 
· Council President Hardin has not held outside employment since his election to that role, despite there not being a restriction on that in the City Charter. The approach of his predecessors varied. 
· A Councilmember who does not need outside employment can arguably display greater effectiveness, with more time to spend on the job, and more independence, with fewer other priorities. 
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· Council isn’t just a job. Elected office is an aspirational community leadership role that we should allow every resident to equitably seek and hold. That means making sure people from all walks of life, age, and background can afford to be in public service: not just retirees, people with wealthy spouses, people without caregiving responsibilities, people who had a lucrative career before public service, etc. 
· Moreover, we should want elected office to attract talented, skilled, energetic people who could likely earn much more in other lines of work. Those in elected office have a tremendous impact on the direction of the community where nearly 1 M residents live. To put it bluntly, if “you get what you pay for,” as the saying goes, then we should want quality leadership. Moreover, many elected leaders in Central Ohio – both in the City and outside the City – previously served as Councilmembers. 
· It has been the consistent conclusion of past commissions that there is a gap between Council compensation and responsibilities. Most recently, in 2022, the Committee recommended a 40% increase for the Council President and a 13% increase for Councilmembers. (Council only partially accepted the recommendation, accepting a 13% raise for both the Council President and Councilmembers). Moreover, their salaries are much lower than that of other city officials. For context, in 2026, the salaries are as follows: 
· Council President: $116,032
· Councilmembers: $96,453
· For comparative context: the Mayor earns ~$273,000, the City Attorney and Auditor earn $248,000, and municipal court judges earn $161,000
