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City invites local councils to gathering 

By Rick Orlov

Staff Writer, Daily News 

The city's experiment in getting neighborhoods involved in municipal government -- and keep

the Valley from seceding -- will be celebrated this weekend with the inaugural Congress of

Neighborhoods. 

Mayor James Hahn will be joined Saturday by City Attorney Rocky Delgadillo, Controller

Laura Chick and other officials at the Sheraton Universal Hotel in Universal City, where they

will be speaking to the members of the city's 39 certified advisory neighborhood councils. The

350 council members expected to attend also will participate in workshops on how to gain and

use their influe nce o n the adviso ry panels. 

"This  is our firs t meeting of a ll neigh borhood  councils an d it's important for them  and the city

to realize how much inf luence they will have," said Ha hn sp okeswom an Ju lie Won g. 

"The  mayor is committed to seeing that ne ighborhood councils work, that they have a  say in

decision making, from evaluating department heads to participating in budget priorities." 

One of the topics Hahn is expected to discuss during the daylong session is how the upcoming

budget will be reviewed by neighborhood  councils, which will give  input on the ir priorities . 

Hahn has said h e believes that even with  only  advisory p owers, the neighborhood  councils will

be a fo rce in fu ture city  decis ions. 

"The  elected  official who ignores the neighborhood  councils does so  at his or  her own peril,"

Hahn said. "These are the community leaders who can influence what the city does, how it does

it and when it does." 

Hahn also has instructed department heads to meet with the councils at least every three months

as he  wants the groups invo lved in eva luating  the general managers. 

But Richard Close, head of the Sherman Oaks Homeowners Association and chairman of

Valley Voters Organized Toward Empowerment, the group that led the drive to put Valley

secession on the Nov. 5 ballot, is skeptica l of the p rocess. 

"What I am hearing is there is a lot of frustration out there," Close said. "This was a good idea

when people approved the charter three years ago, but nothing much has happened. The

neighborhood councils have no real authority and no budget to do anything." 

Close said he believes the problems he hears about the neighborhood councils will help the

secession effort. 

"If people  want real change, they  will have that opportunity  on Nov. 5 ," Close said . 

Hahn's operating budget for the Department of Neighborhood Empowerment -- the agency

overseeing the councils and their formation -- was nearly doubled to $4 million this year. Also,



DONE has an extra $3 million in grants available to the neighborhood councils for various

projects. 

Another voice of criticism comes from a leader of a group that has seen its certification delayed

for mo nths. 

"We were one of the f irst grou ps to su bmit an  application  and we still haven 't been  certified ,"

said Kim Thompson of the proposed Granada Hills North Neighborhood Council and a

longtime activist in the North Valley Coalition that has been fighting to keep closed the

Sunshine  Cany on lan dfill owned by Browning-Ferris Ind ustries. 

Thom pson  said the certification h as been delayed because of arg uments over those who sho uld

be co nside red stakeholders and  a mem ber of the co uncil. 

"We agreed to give BFI a seat on the board and other businesses as well," Thompson said. "We

just want to get started. We think neighborhood councils are a good idea, whether the Valley

secedes or it doesn't." 

Bill Christopher, chairman of the DONE Commission, said part of the problem with the

councils has been the  raised  expectations. 

"This is not something you can judge in 12 months or 24," Christopher said. "This something

that will evolve over five o r 10 years as the neighborhood  councils lea rn their way and City

Hall adjusts to the councils." 

After getting o ff to a slow start, the pace of ce rtification  has p icked  up. Ch ristoph er said  the city

hopes to have 7 0 neighborhood councils certified by  December. Those would co ver ab out half

the city . 

Coun cilman D ennis Zine, an advoca te of the neighborhoo d grou ps when he  served  on the  city's

elected Charter Reform Commission, said he is moving to shift decision making by including

the thre e certified neighborhood councils in his  City Council district. 

"I am sending them anything that could be controversial, like planning decisions, and telling

them to let me know what they wa nt," Zine said. "We  had on e issue with the location of a fire

station  and they re solved it. 

"I am telling any develo pers that they  had better deal with  the ne ighborhood councils first.

Deve lopers and lobbyists may mean contribution s, but ne ighbo rhood  councils mean  votes. I'm

going to listen to the neighborhood councils." 

Christopher said he believes the same will hold true for other officials and help overcome the

skep ticism many have. 

"As you get more and more people involved, it will be hard for elected officials to ignore the

advise that is coming their w ay," Christop her sa id. "It will be through  their ab ility to

communicate with officia ls and  each  other  that will put the p ressure on  elected  officials  to

follow their advice." 

IF YO U GO: 



The city's first Congress of Neighborhoods will be from 8:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. Saturday at the

Sheraton Universal Hotel, 333 Universal Hollywood Drive in Universal City. For information,

call toll-free: 1 (86 6) LA HELPS, or (213) 473-4890 . 


