MINUTES

Joint Aldermanic Affairs – Legislation                                                        May 30, 2006

Co-chair McCormack called the meeting to order at 5:30 PM in the Aldermanic Chamber of City Hall.  Also present were Joint Committee Co-chair Reyes-Rivera and members Paolillo, Clark, Jones, Rodriguez, Lehtonen, Rawls-Ivy, Shah, Chen and DePino.  Alds. Perez, Goldfield and Jolly also attended.
- From Alderman Perez submitting an ordinance amendment updating the code of ethics for public officials, executive management employees and city contractors.

Ald. Perez introduced his proposal, stating that it is meant to start the thinking process for revisions to the city’s ethics ordinance.  He said that the submission includes ideas adopted by the state last year after various political scandals, adding that the text is an initiative and that colleagues should offer whatever changes they think appropriate.

Ald. Perez then briefly described each section, stating that the intent of the amendments is to prevent city employees and public officials from enriching themselves, their families or friends at the expense of taxpayers.  He said that the measures are aimed at elimination of advantages public officials might have over the general public due to their city duties.

The Committee discussed some of the specific provisions in detail, including the following:
- Public officials must make judgment calls regarding conflicts of interests, including whether it is permissible to accept speaking fees, if the engagement were based on one’s public function.

- Fundraisers and promotional events may present challenges.

- How might ethical judgments be made regarding one’s career interests and light of public office. 

- Avoiding appearance of conflict can be as important as actual conflict.
Ald. Shah asked Ald. Perez how he would deal with city accounts at the bank where he is employed.  Ald. Perez replied that he does not work with city accounts; and if necessary, he could ask the Board of Ethics for an opinion. 

Ald. Rawls-Ivy asked whether the intent were to update the ordinances to comply with statute, or to pre-empt possible violation.  She said that she though the proposal was “heavy handed” when nothing had occurred to precipitate it; and she asked who the “watchdog” would be.  

Ald. Perez responded that he believed that the measures were “common sense”, adding that a city consultant had refused to sign a disclosure form.  He added that he hoped the provisions would inspire “friendly competition” among colleagues and the public toward compliance.   Ald Rawls-Ivy said that she feared this would create “an atmosphere of mistrust”.  Ald. Perez said that is “why rules are good”.

Ald. Goldfield said that complaints should go to an independent body, adding that such complaints might be used to try to damage an opponent in a hot political year.

Ald, McCormack noted that the state elections enforcement commission decided that even frivolous complaints must be investigated.

Ald. Goldfield said that the ordinance should be vetted to determine if fines and penalties could be imposed on “people who don’t work for us”.  He cited the $50 dollar limit on food expense per person as an example of how an outside entity might be subject to penalties.

Ald. DePino voiced concern as to whether there were a viable Board of Ethics.  She noted that the Board of Aldermen does not confirm appointees, and added that the membership should be raised from 3 to 5.

Ald. Chen suggested that the word “knowingly” be removed as it might cover an excuse.

Ald. Clark stated the proposal is “wonderful” in light of scandals at the state level.  However, she said that strict limits on what might be spent to entertain officials might “interfere with the social oil that makes (the city) work”.  Ald. Clark noted that alderpersons might not be aware of important happenings if not for events held by the chamber of commerce, Long Wharf Theater and other groups who entertain with food.  She said such practice “should not be put is a straight jacket”.  Ald. Perez responded that it might be good to exclude events open to all Board members, and group which have no business before the Board at the time of the event.
Ald. Shah added that he and other area aldermen consult with Saint Raphael hospital officials over meals in the cafeteria.  He said colleagues must not limit the ability to communicate this way.  Ald. Perez said that’s the “price” of a strong ethics ordinance.

There was brief discussion regarding the city’s required disclosure forms.  Ald. Paolillo said that he wanted to see disclosure forms from the administration before reviewing the ordinance again.

Committee action
The Committee asked staff to forward the proposal to corporation counsel, and to specifically inquire whether the Board had the authority through an ordinance to remove an elected official from office.  Co-chair McCormack asked colleagues present to submit further ideas, suggestions, comments and questions on the proposal to staff prior to the next Joint Committee meeting.
The Joint Committee voted to adjourn at 6:32 P.M.

Christina Plass, Legislative Aide.

