NOTES ON CPCA BYLAWS DISCUSSION, 8/18/10
Sixteen people (Ruth Caplan, John Chelen, Robbie Cronin, Peter Espenschied, Gabe Fineman, Jim Goff, Ann Hamilton, Pam and John Korbel, Peter Lande, Greg New, Ana and Gary Rasmussen, Di Stovall, Susie Taylor, and Nancy MacWood) met at Ann’s home on August 18th.

Ann, who is in charge of coordinating the revision of the Bylaws, outlined a proposed process and timetable, with a view to completing the revisions by February or March.  She asked for suggestions as to how to ensure that any interested members should have an opportunity to make their views known.  It was pointed out that the listserv now includes some 200 members, and that this number is likely to grow.  It was also noted that we should not rely only on the listserv as our communication vehicle.  Inclusion of the subject in future mailings would also help, as would future postcards to announce meetings on important issues.  However, one participant observed that the listserv is likely to be the most important vehicle for active members and those most likely to participate.
Noting that she had initially intended simply to start drafting bylaws, Ann said that she had been convinced that some structural questions about how decisions are made in CPCA had to be addressed first.  Some participants disagreed with this approach, saying we should have one or more drafts to which to react.  The basic structural question was identified as where the organization should position itself on the spectrum between the present (direct democracy) approach, in which the membership makes or ratifies all decisions, and an approach (representational democracy, or republic) in which most decisions are made by the elected leadership team.  Some participants agreed that the problems with the current approach boil down to a lack of participation, which is in turn due in part to a lack of communication.  Participation also partly depends on a member’s perception of the relative importance of the issue being discussed. The Bylaws are quite clear that the leadership makes decisions between meetings; what is missing is information about what decisions are being made, which limits the opportunity for membership participation in decisions, either before or after the fact. Also the leadership needs to have some sense that the membership will support a given action and not vote after the fact to censure the decision, thus undercutting the moral authority of the leadership.  Some felt that the present system has worked well for decades and just needs to be implemented with more involvement of the membership, via the listserv, the website, and meetings.

There was some discussion about the types of decisions that need to be made – from the smallest and most “transactional” (paying bills, setting meeting times) to the largest and most “structural” (electing the leadership, amending the Bylaws).  Decisions could also be divided between those that are “reactive” – in response to an external initiative, and often severely time-bound – and those that are “proactive” – based on our own initiative and with more time available.  In response to a question about how many important reactive decisions are made in a typical year, it was suggested that there are not more than two or three.  Many examples were discussed, both real (the replacement of the People’s Counsel, the cut-backs in library staff) and hypothetical (the closing of the Uptown, a significant budget cut in a program important to our neighborhood).

In response to the suggestion that part of the problem was the remnants of suspicion and distrust of the leadership, one person pointed out that the changes in the past two years – a doubling of the membership and much greater involvement -- had been very positive.  In response to a complaint that voter turn-out was very small, it was pointed out that this, too, could be seen as positive, since it suggested that most members were satisfied with the way things are going and the election was not contested.  The key is the accountability of the elected leaders; the members elect people whom they trust to represent their interests, and the leaders are held accountable for that trust.  It was also pointed out that accountability requires prompt feed back to the membership of decisions made by the leadership and an opportunity for the membership to endorse or disagree with those decisions. It was suggested that minutes of leadership team meetings be published on the listserv within five days and that new business always be recognized at meetings.

The meeting turned to a discussion of the structure of meetings, and the difficulty of combining an informational meeting and a business meeting, either before or after.  It was agreed that there was no synergy between the two topics; people who came to hear a speaker didn’t stay for the business meeting,  and the combination made the meetings so long that it discouraged attendance.  While speakers could be arranged at predictable times, the importance of business meetings is unpredictable.  There was a suggestion that they should not be combined, but that some meetings should address CPCA business and others should involve outside speakers.  

As for the structure of the leadership team, a case was made by one participant for a large (21-person) board which would be responsible for all decisions except for elections and Bylaws amendment, with a smaller Executive Committee that would meet monthly and would bring issues to the board.  Members could participate in the organization in many other ways. It was pointed out that a larger team could be entrusted with a larger range of decisions.  Others said that there was no correlation between the size of the group and its sensitivity to the concerns of the membership; moreover, a larger group would lead to very heavy dependence on the Nominating Committee, since it would be hard to find a large number of people willing to serve.  

Another participant spoke in favor of ad hoc, subject-specific committees to address and make recommendations to the leadership team about specific issues as they arose; these could also be self-activated by the members. There were very mixed views as to whether committee chairs should serve as voting members of the leadership team.  It was noted that part of the problem is that currently the President appoints the committees chairs, which gives the President a great deal of power. One participant suggested a committee should select its own chair who would then automatically serve on the leadership team.  Another participant noted that this ran contrary to the principle of accountability, since all members of the leadership team should be elected by the members.  Another approach, used this year for the Greening Working Group, is not to burden the chair with having to serve on the leadership team, but rather to have a liaison from the leadership team to the committee/working group; the liaison works together with the chair as a team.

Turning to the question of who should be allowed to vote, and how, it was observed that there are many levels of participation -- from simply paying $15 or $20, to subscribing to the listserv, to being active on the listserv, to attending meetings, to chairing committees – and that our objective should be to move people up that ladder. If we were to move away from requiring attendance at a meeting in order to vote -- e.g., by allowing electronic or absentee voting -- it would be a mistake to draw any kind of line for eligibility to vote (for example, requiring participation in a listserv discussion on the topic in advance of an electronic vote), which would also be extremely difficult to administer.  The pros and cons of electronic voting were discussed, and it was suggested that the Bylaws should not deny the leadership team the option of permitting any type of voting if they choose to allow it.

The members of the Executive Committee who were present assured the group that a principal goal for the coming year is to broaden the level of participation on the part of the membership, and noted that this would require a significantly improved level of communication, both before and after meetings.  Another goal was for the organization to serve as an instigator, enabling members to come up with an idea and run with it.  The Connecticut Avenue Coalition Committee and the Greening Cleveland Park Working Group were areas where this had been done successfully.  Areas still needing “ownership” included Neighborhood Watch, Aging in Place, and the development of resources for families with young children.  The Executive Committee will be reviewing the membership renewal forms in the very near future to see whether members have volunteered in any of these areas and then follow up with them.

With the feedback from these two very helpful meetings with interested members, Ann will take a two-pronged approach. She will turn her attention to what needs to be revised in the Bylaws, keeping in mind that bylaws should not constrain the organization unduly, e.g., by specifying when meetings should be held or the amount to be paid in dues.  She will also follow up on the proposal to provide alternative conceptual frameworks on major issues for consideration by the members.

The meeting concluded with a very upbeat report from Susie Taylor on Cleveland Park Day to be held 
October 2 on Connecticut Avenue with much merchant participation  and activities for kids.  Also the soon-to-be-announced September membership meeting will feature Rokey Suleman, the new Executive Director of the DC Board of Elections and Ethics, on the new voting procedures for the September 14 primary election.
