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Charter Review Committee 
Minutes 

November 10, 2016 6:00 p.m. 
Barack Recreation Center 

580 Woodrow Avenue, Columbus, Ohio 
(audio tape and closed caption record available in the City Clerk’s office) 

 
Committee Members in Attendance:  
Stefanie L. Coe, Chair 
Jennette B. Bradley 
Frederick E. Mills 
John C. Rosenberger 
Robert Vitale 
Rev. Tyrone A. Lawes  
Keary McCarthy 
 
(Lourdes Barroso de Padilla, Frieda L. Gilyard absent 
 
Welcome and Opening Remarks 

Committee Chair Stefanie Coe opened the meeting at 6:10 p.m.   
 
Approval of the Minutes  
Chair Coe asked for a motion to approve the Minutes, as submitted.  Bradley moved, McCarthy 
seconded.  All in favor, no one opposed. Motion carried and Minutes were approved.  
 

Summary of Public Comments received to date 

Stephanie Megas reported on public comments received electronically via the website. 

Committee Discussion on previous public comments and presentations 

Chair Coe reiterated that the focus of the committee is related to the vacancy and appointment 
process, structure and size of Council. Upon conclusion of the public meetings, the committee will 
make a formal assessment for charter amendments or items to study further.  

 
Future meetings:  
Chair Coe stated that the committee has two more scheduled meetings at this point in time. One on 
Nov. 17, the topic of which will be districts, and then the final meeting on the schedule currently is 
December 15th.  That meeting will be a follow-up to all the topics the committee has discussed and 
there will be working meetings scheduled after that.  All meetings are open to the public and all 
discussions will continue to take place in an open setting.  
 
Presentation and Discussion 

Chair Coe called upon Edward Johnson, Council’s Director of Legislative Affairs.  Mr. Johnson 
referred to a spreadsheet that had been provided to committee members containing the most current 
comprehensive list of 298 civic associations in the City of Columbus that support and work with area 
commissions.  Additionally, Mr. Johnson referred to a spreadsheet prepared per the committee’s 
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request (following comments by a speaker at the previous meeting) containing research that in 96 
actions taken by Council in zoning matters during the previous year there were only two instances 
where Council voted for an ordinance that had disapproval from the area commission.  
 
McCarthy asked about the difference between civic associations and area commissions.  Johnson 
replied that civic associations vary and don’t always represent just a geographic territory, but can also 
be a homeowners/condo association or an interested group of residents or citizens coming together 
for the betterment of the community.  Area commissions, however, were established and authorized 
by City Code to serve in an advisory capacity to City Council.  Currently that happens by keeping 
Council abreast of neighborhood activities and looking at zoning matters that fall into the geographic 
territories.  If the project fits with community wishes, they grant approval and if it does not fit, they 
state they are in disapproval. 
 
Bradley asked when boundaries are drawn for area commissions if civic associations are 
automatically included within that boundary or do they have to formally petition to say they want to be 
a part of the commission.   Johnson replied that when an area commission is formed, it's usually 
through a petition process where they're polling residents about being included.  There could be a 
civic association that decides as a group, but primarily it’s formed based on a certain number 
residents that are in agreement.  Chair Coe stated that for the area commission that she works with, 
civic associations are not automatically included however there are some area commissions where 
civic associations have a member elected to a seat on the commission.  Each has different bylaws, 
etc. Bradley added that there are some large civic associations that are somewhat independent and 
Johnson added that there are large parts of the city that are not covered by an area commission but 
very well served by a civic association.  
 
Chair Coe called upon Bryan Clark, Chief Policy Advisor for Mayor Andrew J. Ginther.     
Clark stated that is presentation is based on dialogue from the last meeting and involves some of the 
data we already have coming out of the 2016 election that may shed additional light on voter 
satisfaction here locally. (Presentation on file in the records of the Charter Review Committee)  
 
Vitale questioned whether any members of Council lived in the areas on the map that voted no on 
any of the bond issues.  Clark responded that Council Member Hardin lived in the near south side 
and Council member Stinziano represented one of those areas prior to joining council.  Vitale replied 
that he thought there may be a correlation with people's satisfaction if they don't live by anyone that is 
in City Hall.  Clark responded that looking at elections over time, the general sense is that these 
areas are more conservative areas and are more likely to vote no on tax issues and that there may be 
more of a correlation between political ideology versus any relationship to that individual and a given 
council member. 
 
McCarthy stated that his notes reflect that district elections had a higher degree of competitiveness 
and questioned if that was accurate.  Clark responded and gave some detail based upon research 
results and concluded by responding that at large elections are more competitive than the ward 
elections in the same city and stated that this is common in cities across the country. 
 
McCarthy followed up with a question relating to voter turn-out and competitive elections and Clark 
stated that staff did not present data on turn-out, because it is subject to the “eye of the beholder” as 
to what constitutes low or moderate turn-out, and it is not uncommon to see single digit turn-out in 
district and in at-large elections. Discussion continued regarding voter turnout in recent elections 
locally.  
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Mills asked what was being used as the definition of competitiveness.  Clark responded two things - 
margin of victory (average gap between winner and the loser) and contestedness. What staff found 
was that there is a correlation between the best cities index and having more competitive, contested 
elections and a smaller margin of victory. In field races you see a greater likelihood of a non-
incumbent winning in a field race than you do in that same city in a head-to-head race in the district.  
 
Mills asked based on that definition and research with regard to competitiveness, had staff ranked 
elections for City Council here as to whether or not they're competitive.  Clark replied that they took a 
snapshot of elections but did not do a longitudinal analysis.  Elections here are relatively competitive 
because there are cities where the winner is decided by 80 plus percent in the district elections and 
that is not uncommon.  McCarthy asked about the last council race and what the margin of victory 
was for the winner in the field race versus the first person that wasn’t successful, and also the same 
figure for the head-to-head race.  Clark stated the average of the last two cycles was roughly 12% in 
the field race and 40% for the head-to-head race and referred to results back in 2007 where there 
was a similar outcome where the margin of victory in the head-to-head race was much larger than the 
margin of victory in the field race. 
 
Rosenberger commented that it comes back to accountability and referred to a previous presentation 
about what percentage of single member district races went uncontested.   Clark stated that an 
extreme example was that in Philadelphia, a highly democratic city in a presidential election it's not 
uncommon for 80% of the electorate to vote democratic and 60% of their districts were not contested.  
Staff felt it was very important to talk about contestedness and margin of victories.  The notion would 
be that the more competitive your elections, the broader the marketplace of ideas and the greater the 
likelihood that important issues can actually be discussed. He also discussed Mr. Rosenberger’s 
question about why someone would run for office and stated that generally, there are four reasons 
that a person would choose to run for office, and the first is a personal reason, it's the right time in 
your life, right place.  The next is psychological, could be ego, could be a vendetta or anger, but it's 
not because you're happy with how things are going.  There is opportunity, or maybe an individual 
who sees an opportunity as a stepping stone, it’s not really about that particular office, but more about 
getting their foot in the door or taking the next step in the ladder.  Last reason and unfortunately the 
rarest, is a person who's a true believer, feels a deep commitment to a set of ideals and feels 
compelled to run to see that put into action.   
 
Vitale stated that it doesn't matter if the race is competitive or not, someone’s first hurdle to getting 
into office is to be appointed to City Council.  He stated that five of our seven city council members 
were appointed. The two elected last year are the first two who were elected by the people in 18 
years. Every council vacancy, every Member who left City Council between that time resigned and a 
successor was appointed by Council.  He stated that someone might be inspired to run for office but if 
he/she can't get the six members who are left to appoint them they can't get into office.  He is looking 
forward to the information and about the appointment process because the issue of non-
competitiveness is raised. 
 
Mills followed up with a question on the Philadelphia research and in the 80% of races that were non-
contested, whether they had primaries.  Clark discussed that most cities with districts use a runoff 
election and explained how that works. 
 
Bradley stated that being a former elected member of Council, she knows the perception can be that 
only the people who have been appointed eventually go on to win and part of that is the power of 
incumbency, but there are instances when an individual decides to challenge an incumbent.   
Although there have been a number of appointments who have gone on, that's not to say that people 
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cannot challenge that incumbent to be a Member of Council.  McCarthy asked if it is the power of 
incumbency that gives the advantage or the slate card.  Having worked in the state legislature, he 
stated that he could see how you would argue that incumbency may give some level of advantage but 
he felt it seems like running as a ticket allows for success. 
 
Vitale commented that when he covers these stories, he doesn’t write that someone was up for 
reelection.  The City Charter calls for nonpartisan elections but the only thing nonpartisan is the ballot 
doesn't say what party they belong to.  He stated however, that he didn’t think there would be a way 
to make our elections nonpartisan without limiting someone's speech.  Everything goes back to the 
fact that people can't run for office unless they're supported by a party.  He stated that he had friends 
who have gone to the Democratic Party to ask about running for office and they were told they should 
volunteer for campaigns and then they will get their turn. 
 
Chair Coe stated that she thought the points had merit but wasn’t sure how this process will address 
some of those philosophical issues.  Rosenberger commented that the conversation is relevant about 
the incumbency and how it gets bestowed.  Bradley stated that the power of incumbency, depending 
on the candidate can be good or bad and one shouldn’t automatically assume that the power of 
incumbency is going to be a shoe-in.   It is basically a two-party system and some may think their 
chances are pretty slim, but the reality is that there is the opportunity.   
 
Staff pulled up the data and gave some statistics on recent Council races and percentages of votes 
and research on the impact on margins of victory in partisan and nonpartisan elections. 
 
Committee took a five-minute break.  
 
Chair Coe called the meeting back to order and called upon Adam Friedman, Senior Policy Advisor in 
the office of Mayor Ginther for his presentation:   (presentation on file in the records of the Charter 
Review Committee) 
 
Chair Coe questioned the difference between a true appointment to Council and a hybrid, versus a 
special election.  Friedman responded that in Columbus, we don't have to call for a special election.  
We have a straightforward process where someone is appointed and then they run for election at the 
next regular election and there is no requirement to do so in a special election.  
 
Chair Coe referred to recent process in which Council Member Hardin had to run for election after 
being appointed that same year.  Bradley stated that may be the area of confusion, and that the 
Columbus system is a hybrid of sorts because there is a process and a timeline for when that person 
would have to run for election during the next municipal election, but it is not a special election as we 
did for Issue One.  Friedman commented that he categorized it more as an employment process 
where we don't have a standalone special election for a particular Council Member; they stand for 
election at the next regular election.  Conversation continued about running for election in a municipal 
vs. special election.   
  
Chair Coe asked about other cities and the frustration and anxiety that comes from the appointment 
process and how they handle some of those issues.  Retchin replied that if you look at some of the 
comparable cities like Charlotte and San Francisco, they both have an appointment process.  Seattle 
matches Columbus closely, it ranks 18th in terms of population and in the top 30 on the best cities 
index, and also has a mayor-council form of government and it has an appointment process as well. 
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Friedman continued with the second part of his presentation, an analysis of the largest charter cities 
in Ohio.  (presentation on file in the records of the Charter Review Committee)   
 
Rosenberger asked about the option of having a person who just missed getting elected being 
appointed in the event of a vacancy.  Discussion followed regarding the research on other 
comparable cities, and about choosing a successor in the event of a vacancy. 
 
Vitale stated that each city has different traditions and ours seems to be that people resign before 
their term is up.  Chair Coe asked if there was any data about what other cities experiences are with 
the appointment process and if they too, have frequent vacancies and if so, do they have controversy 
surrounding their appointment process.  Vitale stated that he has been critical of this appointment 
process and recalled that a lot of council members had resigned for good reasons.   
 
Mills asked about the 1.3 million cost of the recent election and who bears that cost?  Clark replied 
that in the 2009 august special election for the income tax increase, there were also southwestern city 
school issues on the ballot so we shared the cost of those precincts.  Cost is determined by how 
many other items appear on the special election ballot. Clark also commented in response to Chair 
Coe’s previous question that it is important to note that not every city has four-year terms and 
followed with comments on the hybrid system and appointment processes and concluded by stating 
that over 2/3 of the cities in the nation allow an appointment prior to either a full time, a special 
election or in the City of Columbus, the next regular municipal election. 
 
Bradley asked if, under the hybrid system, the appointee was prohibited from running for that 
particular seat.  Friedman indicated that they did not come across any provision that used, what could 
be considered a caretaker role (a person who is appointed that position but agrees not to run or is 
prohibited from running). 

 
Rosenberger stated the discussion on the appointment process is intriguing and hopes we will 
continue to look into it. He commented on a situation where the runner up gets it, for example, if 
voters thought that individual was the next best person, maybe that has some appeal and also 
suggested the question “do we really need to appoint anybody”?  He added that staff had shared that 
there are a few places in the charter that require a super vote of Council to get something done so if 
we don’t have a full complement of Council, that would put the city in jeopardy.  
 
Chair Coe stated that she tries to figure out what the real problem is and will the changes we're 
thinking about actually change how we feel when those processes take place.  The reality is, people 
will resign, there are a lot of good reasons and you’re not going to stop that.  Someone will fill that 
seat whether appointed or the group that's running designates them to be part of the group.  Either 
way, do we get to a different feeling than we have right now? 
 
Vitale stated if an appointee is filling more than half the term left of the council member who resigned, 
there's an election at the next municipal election and stated that he doesn’t care how much a special 
election costs, because that's democracy, and we elect people. He referenced primaries and how 
they cost money, but don’t elect anybody.  We have an election every year in Ohio, municipal, 
gubernatorial, congressional, a presidential election every four years and there's always a primary 
and fall election in Ohio.  We could have an appointee run for the seat or have the seat elected at the 
next scheduled election, whether it's a primary or a general and save that cost of a special election. 
 



6 
 

Clark clarified that if a person steps down from council in the first two years of their term, there would 
be a mid-term election.  If they stepped down during the second two years, it would be the next 
regular election for that office. One important note to make though about the number of elections we 
have here in Ohio, most of these are nonpartisan elections and followed by explaining about the 
inability of a nonpartisan candidate to appear on the ballot with a partisan candidate. Discussion 
continued on the subject     
 
Retchin added that when this committee was formed, they were given the option of not necessarily 
making only changes to the City Charter, but there may be recommendations for modifications 
through ordinance or policy.  One thing to keep in mind in the case of the caretaker or substitute 
member until an election is that there is already de facto policy in place because we have had 
someone appointed and serve for a limited period of time until someone else ran. This is basically 
more of a policy as opposed to putting it in the charter which goes to the electorate and becomes 
imbedded as part of the Charter.  
 
Bradley asked what the current process is now for selecting the candidate to be appointed.  Johnson 
replied with an overview of the process.  Vitale questioned the current process vs. what it was in 
2007.  Johnson clarified that prior to 2010 Council did not have the authority to utilize executive 
session.   
 
Rosenberger requested that staff work on the notion of care taker and present a more sound 
presentation about advantages and disadvantages and also the notion of leaving the seat vacant until 
the next municipal election.  
 
McCarthy added perspective from the state legislature and discussed appointment process, caucuses 
in private and public votes that follow, a degree of transparency at every level of the process and 
lastly, the importance of making sure there is outreach along the way related to what local officials 
and key stake holders in the district thought about a particular candidate, etc.  
 
Chair Coe followed up on Ms. Retchin’s comment that the committee doesn’t necessarily have to 
suggest only charter amendments, but can think about other creative recommendations that can help 
with this process, like transparency that may help the community feel more engaged, maybe giving 
the community an opportunity to ask questions, or a public interview process.   
 
Vitale commented that people elect who they want to elect and we can't make elections competitive 
with a charter change.  Coe stated that the response comes down to the person and that we can add 
people and can change processes, but it really does come down to that elected person and how 
they're responding,  how their staff responds.  She questioned what the value is that we are going to 
get from the change we may or may not propose and that it ends up being the person we actually 
elect that will influence whether they're responsive to the community.  
 
Discussion followed regarding insiders selecting other insiders, running as a group and leveling the 
table and whether that would change the community feeling and encourage them if they show up to 
vote, it may make a difference.   Bradley commented that there is a selection process and people 
aren't going to be happy if they're not selected, and that the actual application process has become 
more formalized over the years 
 
Mills stated that there is only so much we can do to make people feel included because it is an open 
process.  The committee still has to look at the fact that this city has to do its business and that is the 
bottom line as to why we are making appointments, and we do have a process that the person 
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appointed does have to stand for election to the public.  Clark added that Council Member Mitchell 
Brown served under Republican Governors, is well respected in both parties, is not viewed as a 
partisan and was unanimously appointed to Council.  His party was not taken into consideration, but 
instead, it was his ability to serve.  
 
Public comments 
 
Chair Coe indicated there were comments submitted by Judy Box who had to leave, but is providing 
written copies of her comments.  (Comments on file in the records of the Charter Review Committee.  
 
Chair Coe called upon the second speaker, Jonathan Beard.   (comments are summarized) 
 
Mr. Beard gave his address as 1815 Franklin Park South and commented that we have a system 
that's broken.  We have a small City Council that is all at large, which is discrimination.  The question 
is whether it's unlawfully discriminatory, which is being looked at in the wake of Issue One's defeat. 
Lieutenant Governor Bradley is only black elected official since 1969 that was elected to Council 
without being appointed.  We have four black City Council members right now, three of whom were 
city employees in their last job, which is an issue.  When looking for the best and most qualified, it's 
not necessarily going to be a city employee. John Rosenberger's points were on target.  Columbus is 
becoming more and more democratic, the county is democratic, and you have a party that does not 
like competition and punishes office holders who choose to compete against incumbents.  With the 
levels of hurdles you have to overcome, we are going to get to a point where smart people don't want 
to run for City Council; people aren't going to want to risk future political career going against an 
incumbent.  Politics is like everything, it's corrupt.  We have partisans that make the rules to benefit 
themselves, and that's not what citizens want.  Citizens deserve fair and competitive elections and 
this committee has an opportunity to understand all the data and information presented and then do 
something that makes sense.  He continued by asking if that is the way we want to choose our 
council member, that they have to have a family connection to raise the money and get the type of 
publicity that makes them competitive in city-wide elections.  He gave some statistics on votes in 
recent field elections for Council and stated they were not competitive and encouraged members to 
figure out what make sense for Columbus. 

Chair Coe called upon a speaker from the audience, Deborah Diggs. (comments are summarized) 
 
Ms. Diggs thanked the committee and residents for their time. She stated that the problem is a 
popularity contest where you put your application/resume in and spend $80,000 to get a $40,000 job 
and stated that if you were truly running for the office to be a representative of the people, you don't 
spend that kind of money. She stated that these are politics, politicians that talk and have smiled in 
her face and then do what they want because the people that write the checks are who they're 
working for and not her.  She indicated she could put her name on the ballot and get elected as she 
has been on the battlefield a long time fighting for her community, but it's like the draft.  You play 
good and get out on the playing field, they see your talent and skills and go to the draft, and the 
commission calls your name, you go up and get your hat and jersey and play book and you play like 
the book says or sit on the bench.  They make good money for a part-time job. They need to get out 
and talk to the community and represent us.  We have to stop the “get in line, wait your turn”, that’s 
not fair to citizens and that's why she stopped canvassing and phone calls, because it is not fair. She 
indicated she ran for ward person in her area and we need to all work together.  She commented that 
if you are a democrat and support the party, following the primary the person with the most votes 
should be the person that's endorsed and stated that if you run for an office and the office said you're 
committed to four years, you should stay in your chair and serve those people that elected you. 
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Vitale commented that Deborah has worked with the south side area commission for a long time and 
has been so responsible to people in this neighborhood and thanked her for her efforts.  

 
Adjournment 
 
Hearing no further questions or concerns, Chair Coe asked for a motion to adjourn.  
 
Rosenberger moved, McCarthy seconded.  
 
Meeting adjourned at 8:30 p.m.  

Next meeting is next week, November 17th. 


