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CLEVELAND PARK CITIZENS ASSOCIATION

MEMBERSHIP MEETING

March 16, 2010

A meeting of the Cleveland Park Citizens Association (CPCA) – the re-scheduled meeting postponed from February 9 due to snow – was convened at 7:00 p.m. at Adas Israel Congregation on Tuesday, March 16, 2010.  Approximately 35 people were present at various times during the meeting; 30 of these signed the list that was passed around.  John Chelen, CPCA President, thanked Adas Israel for providing the space, and announced that Gabe Fineman would be recording the meeting for a podcast.  He said the meeting would be structured around the six questions that had been distributed earlier on the CPCA listserv and the CPCA website.
The following questions were discussed at length: (1) Can a better leadership structure be created to enable CPCA to make more effective and deliberative decisions? (2) How should decisions be made on what sorts of issues? (3) What should the boundaries be for purposes of membership?  (4)  Should there be a new class of non-voting members? (5) Should the membership list be shared? (6) How should voting take place?
The meeting was adjourned at 9:45 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,



Ann Hamilton, Recording Secretary

 -------------------

If you want to know more (be careful what you wish for!), read on.  Feel free to get in touch with me with any comments or corrections.

Q1: Can a better leadership structure be created to enable CPCA to make more effective and deliberative decisions?  Ted Thomas, leading the discussion of the first question, said the papers on Leadership and Decision-Making, prepared by himself and Mark Rosenman, would be combined into one.  Alan Weinstein said he preferred to leave well enough alone since “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”  Robbie Cronin asked about the governance structure of other citizens associations.  Rick Nash noted that the proposed structure was similar to that of the Cleveland Park Historical Society (CPHS), whose board was more of an assembly of members than a real board, and suggested that we retain the current structure.  Greg New said other civic associations do not have a board.  Although it sounds good as a business model, it tends to lead to self-perpetuation of leadership, unless officers, including those nominated from the floor, are elected by the membership.  Gabe Fineman pointed out that direct democracy wouldn’t work unless a way was found to get more members involved in meetings or allow absentee or electronic voting. Margie Siegel said questions of the role and purpose of the governing body should be addressed before its structure.  John Korbel, noting that he was on the Governance Committee, read a draft Mission Statement which he claimed provided the essence of the purpose; Siegel said it indicated why people join but not how the organization operates.  Thomas pointed to several reasons cited in the draft White Paper as to why the current Bylaws are “broke” and need to be fixed; the objective is to open the organization to more views, making it more transparent and more engaged.
Chelen, noting that he was both President of the CPCA and Chair of the Governance Committee, said his views on the subject had not yet crystallized.  Although it is conventional wisdom that non-profits are run by boards,  he is torn between the values of keeping the Executive Committee small and efficient and creating a larger pool of people doing the Association’s work on a daily basis.  Fred Dyda said he is on the board of Tilden Gardens; based on that experience, he feels that the 30 or so people who show up at meetings should constitute the CPCA Board.  Pete MacDonald agreed, noting that electronic voters who don’t attend meetings don’t hear the nuances of the discussion; he said the gap between this reality and the need for broad-based democracy represents a dilemma.  New said the remedy doesn’t lie in a more powerful and less democratic board.  Anne Large objected to the equation of attendance at meetings and involvement, stating that policy should not be made by the very small group that shows up to vote on issues.
Thomas said the discussion had moved into the decision-making process, the subject of the next question.  He pointed out that there was no real difference between the current situation (7 elected officers + 5 standing committee chairs + the former President and chairs of other committees) and a Board of 15 or so.  Ruth Caplan asked for a definition of a Board vs. an Executive Committee. Thomas replied that there was no difference; either was a policy body or an executive team, a group of people chosen to guide the Association.  Weinstein asked if the Board or the membership would elect the officers, or if they would be appointed by the President.  Ruthanne Miller asked about the problem being addressed: is it that the Executive Committee is not representative enough, or that the President has too much power in naming committee chairs?  Emily Vargas-Baron said the bottom-line issue is about democracy, noting that a 20-member board isn’t dysfunctional if a small, experienced group is elected to an Executive Committee to handle administrative matters.
Q2:  How should decisions be made on what sorts of issues?  Mark Rosenman said the draft White Paper was based on the assumption that there would be a Board elected by the membership, with officers elected either by the membership or by the Board, and an Executive Committee to handle certain matters.  A key value would be deliberation, by or on behalf of the membership.  David Isaacs asked if members would vote, other than for the Board; Rosenman said it depended on the type of decision, noting that the membership could revisit any decision made by the Board or could recall the Board.   Margaret Lenzner spoke of the value of membership discussions, not all of which required decisions by a board or executive committee.  She asked who would nominate Board members; Rosenman replied that nominations would be made by a Nominating Committee or from the floor.
Peter Lande expressed concern about the potential for a group of 12 or 13 people to make decisions; Rosenman said a larger group would also make decisions that might not be universally popular, and that there was always the possibility of a referendum.  He noted that requiring the membership to vote on everything is equally misguided; what is needed is the ability to distinguish between what requires a membership vote and what doesn’t.  The Board would decide which issues are important or controversial enough to warrant a membership vote; policy/structural matters would be decided by the membership, and implementation/transactional matters would be decided by the Board.  Principal decision-making authority would be located within a relatively small group.  Cronin said the discussion was very abstract and asked for examples of what would be decided by whom.  Rosenman replied that, once it was confirmed that a CPCA policy objective is protection of the Historic District, writing to city officials on actions to protect that objective would be transactional; if a policy objective is to support the zoning Overlay on Connecticut Ave., then opposing something inconsistent with the Overlay would also be transactional, unless it is revisited as a policy matter; the Giant issue could be seen either as supporting the city’s land use plan and therefore within the purview of the Board, or as an matter so controversial that membership input should be sought.  The challenge lies in defining policies.
Fineman suggested that a process should be in place to allow a certain percentage of the membership to require that a matter be referred back.  He said that DC non-profit law provides that 5% of the membership can call a special meeting.  Rosenman said this was suggested in the draft White Paper, noting that the process to reverse a Board decision ought to have a high threshold.  Weinstein said it wasn’t clear how the membership would take action, how the 5% would be determined, or how the proposed action would be identified.  Nash again sought clarification of the problem we are trying to solve, commenting that CPCA is a membership organization, comparable to a New England town meeting.  He pointed out that there is no substitute for attendance at meetings, which inevitably involves some sacrifice for all involved, but is essential to being an informed citizen.  The proposal under discussion moves the organization away from such direct democracy.  Isaacs supported this point, noting that CPCA is a voluntary neighborhood association, intended to bring neighbors together and having them vote directly on issues.  Representative government is all about having people show up and engage in the work of the organization; not voting is not the same as not participating.  Ruthanne Miller said that policies easily become outdated, and that members shouldn’t be forced to take a step as dramatic as recall.  Rosenman said that all Board meetings would be open to the full membership, and that attendance at meetings is simply a question of priorities.  He noted the need to strive for consensus versus “calling the question” and moving rapidly to vote.
Siegel said she would trust a democratically elected board to make decisions on her behalf, since they could be assumed to be better informed on the issues; the complicated question  is what issues would be decided by whom.  MacDonald apologized if he had inadvertently offended anyone with his earlier comment; his view is simply that anyone who cares enough to show up and participate in the exchange of ideas should have the right to vote.  Dilys Lande said she remains uncomfortable with both solutions, until she knows whether members need to be present to vote or whether electronic voting will be allowed; a Board structure wouldn’t be necessary if it is allowed.  Rosenman reiterated that deliberative process – working toward consensus on terribly complex issues – needs to be a key value.  Peter Espenschied endorsed the view expressed earlier by Nash and Isaacs, noting that the relatively small number of people who show up at a meeting are not the same people for all meetings, since people come for topics in which they are interested, and that CPCA draws more members to its meetings than any other citizens associations.   Miller pointed out that, when she was on the Zoning Board, members often asked testifiers how many members they were representing and how many had voted; the response influenced the members.  Vargas-Baron stressed the importance of an outreach effort, using many means to gather input.  Lenzner called attention to the CPHS model, in which the Board was not nominated by the members.  Barry Winer said that as long as the process is clear and transparent, it can be effective; what matters is how input is gathered and how decisions are made.
Q3: What should the boundaries be for purposes of membership?  And Q4: Should there be a new class of non-voting members?  Chelen described the current boundaries, pointing out that CPCA’s boundaries are not the same as those of the Historic District.  Espenschied noted that the Bylaws explicitly include both sides of the street, including the National Cathedral.  He endorsed the suggestion that people be allowed to enroll as supporters or friends, without voting privileges.  If CPCA ever becomes a tax-exempt organization, their contributions would be tax-deductible.  Cronin asked about the common understanding of what is Cleveland Park.  She pointed out that McLean Gardens has a condo association but not a membership association.  Bridget Brink asked why the boundaries were different from those of the Historic District; the response was that CPCA defined its boundaries first, and that it covers a much larger area.  Lenzner provided some historical background, noting that there is still some overlap between CPCA and the Woodley Park Citizens Association.  She suggested that the boundaries be extended west to Massachusetts Ave.  Miller asked about the official boundaries of Cleveland Park.
Nash endorsed the idea of associate members, so that the Executive Committee no longer had to decide whether individual out-of-boundary members should be admitted.  He urged that the existing boundaries not be altered, since expansion would make it harder to focus on issues of common interest – e.g. McLean Gardens residents aren’t likely to be interested in pedestrian safety on Connecticut Ave., and people who live east of Connecticut Ave. aren’t likely to be interested in issues on 38th and 38th Streets.  The ANC is the appropriate body for covering the larger area.  Fineman said the focus should not be on geographic limits but on level of interest and participation in Cleveland Park and CPCA issues; there could be a relatively expensive voting membership and a relatively inexpensive way to join the listserv and remain aware of what is going on.  Espenschied argued that expansion of the boundaries was a slippery slope, and that any out-of-boundary members should be explicitly approved, as the current Bylaws provide.  He stressed that non-voting participants – City Council members, people who have made a major contribution to the Association, people who have moved away – should not be called “members” of any sort.  Weinstein harkened back to the draft Mission Statement, suggesting that anyone who believes in that mission should be allowed to join.
Q5: Should the membership list be shared?  Fineman said the question should be addressed in two parts:  (i) the provision of names and addresses (not necessarily including email addresses) of all members for a proper and valid purpose, i.e., to a candidate for office, including a suitable confidentiality agreement – a requirement of DC law and a request to which he’d had no response since December, and (ii) a membership directory, including additional information – e.g., on committee memberships, interests, email, phone number – from which people could opt out.  Espenschied responded that he is opposedto this suggestion, since he believes any assumption of confidentiality to be pure fantasy, and since the requirements of law are not compatible with the wishes of many of the membership.  Winer said that even the alleged requirements of law are not clear, since the definition of a proper purpose is based on very old case law, decided before privacy statutes and cases.  In the case of a directory, he said the best way to protect the members’ interests is by asking them to opt in; if only half the membership does so, that should simply be considered the price of doing things the right way, and might be better than nothing.
Cronin said that a directory could be an important tool for engaging people.  It could be sold for a nominal sum to defray the costs of preparation.  Di Stovall said that all the information in a directory was readily available online, so who would object to adding the information that someone is a member of CPCA.  Collette Chabbott said she felt differently about having her information made available to a group of 100 people and a group of 800 people; she didn’t feel comfortable with the latter.  New endorsed the idea of allowing people to opt out of inclusion in a directory, and said the availability of a membership list should be strictly limited and subject to a pledge as to use and confidentiality.  Miller agreed with this position.  Ruth Caplan reported that the Executive Committee was preparing a questionnaire to collect more opinion on the matter.  Lenzner stated that a membership directory is an historical artifact left over from pre-Internet days.  However, a membership list for candidates is key, and should probably include email addresses.  Ann Hamilton said that we used email only for those members who had explicitly given us permission to do so.  Espenschied explained that, for the election, CPCA had given Fineman the opportunity to provide stamped envelopes containing campaign material, to which they had applied mailing labels, which seems a reasonable compromise.  Fineman responded that it had cost him more than $300, and that he had been refused a second mailing because the other slate didn’t want to do a second mailing.  Pam Korbel asked whether the CPCA listserv would serve the purpose of candidates; the reply was that it wouldn’t, because only about 40% of all members had joined the listserv.
Q6: How should voting take place?  Chelen described the options – in-person only, proxies, and electronic voting.  Gloria Cohen urged that CPCA use a broad range of options, noting that inability to be present to vote in person did not mean a lack of interest.  Weinstein said that voting should be in person, but that mail-in proxies, designating a specific person to exercise a member’s vote, should be allowed.  Stovall said that some people just don’t go to meetings, but they should be allowed to vote.  Brink urged that voting be made as broad and easy as possible; this meant that electronic voting should be allowed.  Hamilton said she had read all the material and thought about all the issues, but the discussion at this meeting had changed her thinking on several topics, which reinforced for her the value of in-person participation.  New drew a distinction, suggesting that proxy and electronic voting are appropriate for the election of officers, but not for decisions on complex issues.  Fineman said a deliberative process could take place outside of meetings, and that written comments are often more thoughtful than spontaneous ones.  He stated that the current model of direct democracy, including “drive-by voting,” could survive only with electronic voting; unless a larger and more representative sample of CPCA members could be involved, the model would have to become representative democracy.  Isaacs said he was of two minds on the subject.  The value of showing up and participating, getting to know neighbors who live within a one-square-mile area is very real, but so is an electronic engagement model.  Large said that meetings were vital and help to change people’s minds, but that a broad range of voting methods is important; she called attention to the potential for divisiveness of proxy voting, but endorsed electronic and absentee voting.
Nash thanked Fineman and Winer for their work on establishing and maintaining the valuable listserv, but pointed to the limitations of electronic communication, where people tend to find those who validate their own views.  Lenzner suggested that the Association do a trial of electronic voting on a particular issue – e.g., whether there should be a parking structure behind the Uptown Theatre; this would require that information, and perhaps a recommendation be disseminated in advance.  With respect to elections, Rosenman noted that, as long as the Bylaws permit nominations from the floor, only those present would know who all the candidates are.  He also expressed the view that electronic communication is good for getting people involved, but not for deliberation.  Espenschied warned against increasing casualness, with people voting more and more from ignorance since they had been insulated from the dialogue.  Winer suggested that some ideas about expanding access to voting for officers were “low-hanging fruit,” noting that in-person voting hours could be extended or voting could be scheduled on more than one day.  Stovall said no one should judge why or how anyone else votes.
Other Business.  Chelen noted that the meeting had already lasted more than 2-1/2 hours, and that there was not time for Fineman to introduce the three resolutions he had proposed.  Chelen hoped that the evening’s discussion had addressed those issues to Fineman’s satisfaction.  Fineman demurred, and Chelen promised that a way would be found to address his concerns.  Fineman said that until new governing documents are adopted, the Association should follow the rules in the current governing documents.

