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PERSPECTIVE ON CHARTER REFORM

Adv1sory CounCnls Lack Clout to Effect Chang,

§ ._Small wonder

-~ then, that those
who oppose
“reform are their’
~_proponents.
- By smnm,swnuv

{114 ¢ evxsmg the city charter. Mayor_
. Richard - Riordan has proposed the
- establishment -of advisory councils.
City = Council member Mark Ridley-
Thomas favors replicating: his own success
in forming advisory councils in’ the 8th
District to the other 14 council districts.
Council member Joel Wachs has suggested -
advisory eouncils in each of 103 nelghbor—
hoeds:in: Los Angeles. ‘But if the goal is to
significantly improve local government
these plans will fail.

~Fhereiis évidence that advisory: councils

. haye: httle impacton city government or .

outeomes: When- five. U.S. cities, chiosen’
becaiise ‘they:: had well- orgamzed ‘neigh-

berhood councils, were compared to similar
citigs, W hout. councxls, researchers found

* ng greater level of citizen partxclpatlon or

-municate their’ neéds to public officials,
The researchers concluded that “participa-

tory.. democracy demands too much from -

citizens to be broadly appealing.”

Researchers in Europe have studled the -

effect, of, neighborhood councils as well. In’

\1979;vthe Swedish parliament passed legisla-

tmn that, allowed mumcnpalmes to establish all of tl'us at the samte time.

neighborhood councils and other. sub-mu-

Linterest in sub- municipal political
‘based on a desire fo 1mprove

democracy and efﬁclency ‘Extensive exami--

nation.of areas in Sweden with formal
nelg'hborhood rcouncils found no increase in
cmzen part1c1patlon citizens who were al-

ready active simply had one more avenue to ‘

express  their. views,
- There was an increase in the number of
local pohtlcal representamfes in the mu-

mcxpalmes that ‘adopted nexghborhood‘

councils m Sweden, but researchers found
“no wave of citizens waiting -for local

polmclans to speak with.” On- the effi--
eiency front, despite their. decision- making
-power, neighborhood council representa- .
tives were found to have too little actual'-
.control pver. pohcy and implemertation to,

mfluence service provision.
- I Los Angeles; advisory -councils have

been p}‘oposed ‘by those who oppose true

reform, to dissuade residents intent upon
. secessxdn But. the vast majomy of resi-

;. tage. of -lecal:

" bodies’ with- decision-making power. learned. froni America’s- best-run - compa- =

‘mes, A characteristic of successful: firmg'i§’
“‘that they.spin off independent units.as soon
.as size reaches a. certain critical limit.
- These firms apnteclate the ‘importance of

dents do-not want to spend thelr evenings g
and . weekends -at community meetings.

. 'What residents want is to be represented, .

to have a government that can act ‘with

-, only moderate public input to take care of

the basit needs of their: commumty Rather :

" than adv1sory ‘councils; “what is really’
* needed ‘is nelghborhood govemment ‘that

brings'power closer to residents. .

- . The debate over ne1ghborhood govern-
‘ment parallels an -age-old debate over the
beneﬁts of decentralization versus ¢entral
~planning for. the. -economy -as- a. whole
-Nobel Jaureate F‘rnednch A. Hayek argued
that"decentralized: structures ‘take advan-
cnowledge—information of -
“time and ‘place”-—~that "céntral - planners:
cannot know’on a day- to- day basls Hayek:

* pointed out how the individual‘at the local

- level has the most’ knowledge of possible :

alternatives,. of subsmut)on possibilities, ~
For example, if resources need to be shlfted »
mdlvldual makmg dec1s1ons in the commu— . .
‘nity, accountable to the local- populauon

© can’ react quxckly angd is best 'suited- to’

decide. which other tasks can.be: delayed at

_ the least annoyance to local remdents
any. increased ability of residents to com--

or centrahzed government to mumph
over- decentralized decision- -making -
reqmres a central government agency that

. can-absorb a.million details, make; every -
_decision in the interests of the individuals
. “for whom it will have an impact, be able to

fotus on a multitude of local 1ssues—and do

Lessons about local control ‘can” be

Jocal control.
I reform is to offer Angelenos true local'
“control, it must include a system of finan-
cially autonomous ‘neighborhood govern-’
‘ments, taking all major services and shift- -
ing purchase and oversight responsibility

- to the. neighborhood level. If devolution
- occurs through detachment, financial

autonomy will be guaranteed. If devolution

- comes through charter reform, individual

neighborhoods must be given a great deal
of financial autonomy, essentially spending
the lion’s share of the tax revenue raised
‘within their boundaries as they sée fit.
Advisory councils offer none of the. ben-
efits of neighborhood government. It is no
surprise they have come to be favored by
those who oppose reform. : .
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