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     Chairwoman Coe, members of the Committee: 
 
      Thank you for your service to the City of Columbus, and for 
this opportunity for me to provide some historical background 
and context for your deliberations. 
      As a newspaperman for 38 years at The Columbus Dispatch, 
and over the past four years as a state representative, I’ve long 
tried to study and report on the evolution of our state and city 
governments. 
     In 2014, I had the privilege of serving as one of five 
members of a Charter Review Commission that recommended 
several charter revisions that were approved by the voters of 
Columbus in the Nov. 4, 2014 election. 
     One of the least noticed but most important of those 
revisions, in my view, was the addition of Section 236 of the 
Charter, requiring that a Charter Review Commission be 
empaneled at least once every 10 years commencing in 2022. 
     This requirement reflects the Jeffersonian notion that, to 
properly serve the people, our constitutions and charters 
cannot stay fixed under glass, but need to adapt to changing 
times and circumstances, and be examined at regular intervals 
to give citizens an opportunity to voice concerns over the 
structure and workings of their government. 
     This philosophy is why, every 20 years, Ohioans are asked to 
vote on whether to hold another state constitutional 
convention to consider revisions in our state’s founding 
document. 
      



     That we now have a similar requirement in our Columbus 
City Charter, albeit on a decennial schedule, is a healthy 
provision. 
     The purpose of this committee is a limited one – to examine 
Section 3 of the Charter, stipulating that the legislative powers 
of the city shall be vested in a council consisting of seven 
members, elected at large. 
      I commend the effort to thoroughly study this provision, 
which has been in place for a century and today stirs spirited 
debate across our city. 
     Over the 200-year history of our city, the question of the 
proper structure of the legislative body has inspired debate on 
a number of occasions. 
     On Feb. 10, 1816, when Columbus was organized as a 
borough, the act passed by the General Assembly gave 
governing authority to nine council members, all elected at-
large. Those council members were responsible for choosing 
among themselves a mayor, a recorder and a treasurer. Council 
terms were three years. 
     Two decades later, when Columbus was elevated from a 
borough to a city, the council was converted from an at-large 
system to a ward system. 
     This was done by the Ohio General Assembly, which on May 
3, 1834, passed an act incorporating Columbus as a city. The 
act divided the city into three wards, and provided for 12 
council members – four from each ward. It also provided for 
the independent election of a mayor. 
     All cities in Ohio were governed by the Ohio General 
Assembly, which authorized cities to add wards as they grew, 
and to adjust the size of councils accordingly. 
     By 1855, for example, Columbus had grown to five wards 
but reduced the number of council members to two per ward, 
for a 10-member council. 



     By 1894, Columbus had grown to 19 wards and had 38 
council members, a size that was viewed as unwieldy. So, three 
years later – in 1897 – the city reduced the council to 19 
members – one per ward. 
     At the turn of the century, Columbus adjusted the size of 
council again, by consolidating some wards and reducing their 
number to 12, and adding three at-large members. Thus, the 
city had a 15-member council – and its first hybrid council. 
     This turn-of-the-century period, as we all learned in school, 
is known as the Progressive Era – generally defined as the 
period spanning the 1890s to the 1920s. 
     It was a period of great social activism and political reform, 
targeting corporate ownership of politicians, urban political 
machines and their bosses, vote buying and selling, and a 
variety of other corrupt practices. 
     Columbus, as a much smaller city, did not have the big-city 
political machines that Cincinnati and Cleveland did, but 
Columbus newspapers in the Progressive Era regularly 
complained about city politics being ruled by the brewers, 
other liquor interests, the utilities and the owners and 
managers of vice districts. 
     George S. Marshall, our city’s 35th mayor from 1910 to 1911, 
wrote, “The brewers and other liquor interests and the public-
service corporations dominated the life of the city . . . (and) the 
spoils system ruled most everywhere.” 
     It was in this environment that Ohio held its fourth state 
constitutional convention, at the Statehouse in 1912, which 
produced 42 proposed amendments to the Ohio Constitution, 
34 of which were adopted by the voters. 
     One of the most important of the adopted amendments  
established municipal home rule – for the first time allowing 
Ohio cities to craft their own charters and escape 
micromanagement by the state legislature. 



     Columbus created a special commission to draft a city 
charter for voter consideration. It was led by noted reformer 
Washington Gladden, pastor of First Congregational Church, 
and William Oxley Thompson, president of The Ohio State 
University. The report of that commission is attached to my 
testimony. 
     Among other things, the commission called for a charter that 
would: 
 

 Remove party labels from the ballot. 
 Provide citizens with the power of the initiative, the 

referendum and the recall. 
 Lengthen the terms of office from two years to four years. 
 Combat the spoils system with a strong civil service, and 
 Provide for a seven-member council with all members 

elected at-large. 
 

     The rationale given for the at-large system was: “The most 
democratic form of government is certainly that which secures 
to each individual citizen the right of voting for or against any 
candidate for an office in which, if elected, he would be 
invested with the power of imposing a tax on, and regulating 
the conduct of, all citizens.” 
     On May 5, 1914, Columbus voters approved the proposed 
charter. The new council system went into effect in 1916. 
     Over time, the at-large system was viewed as having both 
positive and negative effects. These perhaps were best 
summarized by Columbus Citizen-Journal reporter Betty 
Garrett and Columbus historian Ed Lentz, in their 1980 book, 
“Columbus: America’s Crossroads.” 
     They wrote: “This innovation (the at-large council) was 
supposed to eliminate political corruption and ensure that 
every council person would be responsible to every voter. But 
it also eliminated entire classes of persons from the 



opportunity to hold office. Many of the poorer and ethnic 
minority neighborhoods had representation on the old council 
simply because candidates could afford to run in a small area 
like a ward. Now without independent means or the support of 
a political party, a candidate from one of these segments of the 
population simply could not get elected.” 
     The most obvious example of this exclusion was that, from 
the adoption of the new charter in 1914, until 1969 – a period 
of 55 years – no African-American was elected to the at-large 
city council. 
     Between 1916 and this year’s special August election on the 
question, Columbus experienced two major election debates 
focused on the at-large vs. by-district council. The first was in 
May 1968; the second was in November 1975. 
     The 1968 effort was led by a first-term Democratic 
councilman – James L. Baumann, and John E. Jones, a political 
director for then-Mayor Maynard E. (Jack) Sensenbrenner. 
     Baumann and Jones persuaded the council, then controlled 
5-2 by Democrats, to put a charter amendment on the ballot to 
create a 13-member council, with seven elected by district and 
six at-large. Mayor Sensenbrenner supported the amendment; 
the Franklin County Democratic Party remained neutral. The 
Franklin County Republican Party opposed the amendment. 
     The arguments made in that 1968 campaign would sound 
familiar to you today. Those in favor cited greater 
representation of neighborhoods and a better chance for the 
little guy to get elected. Those opposed cited efficiency of 
government and the principle espoused in the 1914 charter 
proposal of every councilperson being responsible to every 
voter. 
     The charter proposal was defeated by a 60-40 ratio. Across 
the city’s 36 wards, it carried in 7 and was defeated in 29. The 
7 wards in favor were concentrated in the minority 



neighborhoods of the East Side, and the Ohio State University 
area. 
     Seven years later, in 1975, Democrats in control of council 
(again by a 5-2 majority) put another hybrid plan on the ballot. 
This charter proposal called for an 11-member council, with 
six members elected by ward and five at-large. The Democratic 
candidate for mayor – Dr. John H. Rosemond – championed the 
issue. The Republican incumbent, Mayor Tom Moody, opposed 
it. The arguments for and against resembled those of 1968. 
     And, the proposed amendment failed by the same ratio – 60-
40 – as it had seven years previously. Support for the 
amendment was concentrated in 13 of the city’s 59 wards – 
again predominantly in the East Side and University-area 
neighborhoods. 
     Chairwoman Coe, members of the committee, this question 
of the optimum structure of Columbus City Council – as you 
can see – is one that persists over time. The question needs to 
be examined anew from time to time, in the light of the new 
realities of an ever-changing city, and is never permanently 
answered. 
     I commend you for your study, and I hope this historical 
overview is of some help. I would be happy to try to answer 
any questions.  
      
      
   
      
      
      
      
      
      
 
       



      
      
      
      
      


