~ PERSPECTIVES ON CHARTER REFORM

Join the Many, Not the Few

communities. The main issue

An Office of of concern to the coalition is
Neighborhood the neighborhood council, a
E t 1d proposal to empower local
mpowermen WQ“ communities. Of the current
work better thans options, the coalition supports
. the compromise, advisory

elected councils. model and opposes an elected
By XANDRA KAYDEN model because that would ex-

his week is critical for govern-
mental reform in Los Angeles
because.both the elected and the
appointed charter reform commissions

~ will decide whether to accept a single

compromise proposal worked out by
their leaders. If they do, the odds of re-
form passing next June go up immeas-
urably. If they don’t, the odds are
against it.

For two years, the pros and cons of
the reforms were argued by the tradi-
tional voices of the city: business, labor
and homeowner associations. Hach
staked out their territory and their con-

‘ ..cerns: the building trades siding with
. business against elected neighborhood

councils for fear of the NIMBY (Not in
My Backyard) syndrome and the slow-
growth movement; city service unions

E‘siding with homeowners against
¢ business; the mayor wanting more
" authority over the City Council and de-

|

partments; city management fearing
corruption if power is concentrated too
heavily in the executive. )

The debate has led to the emergence
of a new voice, the Civic Coalition for
‘Charter Reform. The coalition repre-
sents 22 voluntary and nonprofit or-
ganizations that make the city work,
caring for the health and well-being of
its people, bridging the ethnic and eco-

. nomic divisions that threaten to divide

clude participation of nonresi-
dents such as busiriess” own-

~ ers, which in turn would add to the

splintering of the city.

The compromise model that most in-
terests can accept provides for an Of-
fice of Neighborhood Empowerment
that would be charged with recogniz-
ing local councils that meet certain
basic criteria, including the participa-
tion of signifi-
cant stake-
holders such as
homeowners,
renters (who
make up 60%
of the city's
population),
business, religi-
ous, educa-
tional, ethnic
and other hu-
man service
and civic or-
ganizations
that serve that
commumty The councils would be pro-
vided with staff and communication
support and meet in citywide con-
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One in an occasional series

gresses during the year. Above all,

they would be a place where conflicts
could be addressed at the beginning—
discussions on a new building, plans for
creating a playground, for example—
instead of years of appeals.
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It would be sad to have gone this far
and not be willing. to risk trusting the
compromise worked out by the com-
mission leaders on those issues that
can be resolved by a new charter. That
goes for the members of the commis-
sions and the city officials who will re-
view the product of the appointed com-
mission. It also goes for the mayor,
who appears ready to risk all of the re-
forms because of his single-minded fo-
cus on wresting authority from the City
Council.

The civic coalition is a general rather
than a special interest. The fact that it
has come together now reflects the im-
portance charter reform holds for the
city’s life. On the one hand, the fear of
elected neighborhood councils made up
only of residents bent on keeping out
any changes—including social service
agencies and -other nonprofit activities
that serve the community—is a direct
threat. But of even greater concern is
the fear that elected neighborhood
councils represent a lost opportunity to
build the civic institutional infrastruc-
ture necessary to bring togeéther so
many of the diverse communities of
the city. For too long, Los Angeles has

" depended on the personal leadership

and commitment of individuals to heal
wounds and support understanding.
Relationships among groups require in-
stitutional connections if they are to
last. The model proposed by the con-
ference committee makes that possible.
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