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Charter Review Winds Up
By Barry Bridges

After thirteen meetings and public forums to review Newport’s Charter and to recommend potential changes to City Council, the Charter Review
Commission (CRC) has submitted its final report for consideration.

Empaneled last year, the CRC has engaged in a months-long process to determine whether amendments to the Charter could result in more
efficient city operations. The effort culminated with the presentation of the panel’s final report to City Council on Wednesday, May 28.

While speculation has often centered on hot-button issues such as whether Newport’s mayor should be directly elected or whether School
Committee members should be appointed, sweeping changes to these established processes were not among the ideas submitted to the
council.

Perhaps acknowledging the interest in these topics, CRC Chair Isabel Griffith, in personal comments to the council on the panel’s efforts, wrote
that, “In my opinion, decisions not to change the Charter send a strong message. The Newport City Charter is a useful document that generally
functions well for the governance of the city. Change for change’s sake is not likely to improve how the city is governed.” She continued on to
describe the inherent limitations of the “basic rules” established by the Charter. “How well Newport is governed depends on the good will,
cooperative efforts, hard work and commitment to the welfare of the city of all our elected and appointed officials.”

Of course, the CRC did make numerous suggestions. Among them is a proposal that the number of city wards should be expanded from three
to four, leaving three seats voted on an at-large citywide basis. Both school committee members and city councilors would be elected on the
new fourward system.

Griffith said that the public seemed to be view ward representation very favorably, telling Newport This Week that citizens like to have their “own”
councilperson. “We listened to these comments and tried to accommodate them,” she said.

Echoing a similar sentiment, CRC member Lauren Carson wrote to the council and acknowledged the importance of public comments during
the panel’s deliberations. “We heard from neighbors and residents many times. In fact, we took steps to further empower the neighborhoods, by
asking for ward representation on the School Committee. And we proposed expanding the number of wards to four. We decided that more
neighborhood participation is good for local government.”

Griffith is pleased with the views that Newport residents injected into the broader process as well. “We can never have too much input,” she
said. “We heard quite a bit from the public, and it made a difference.”

Regarding elections, the CRC also recommends that the terms of office for councilmembers be moved to begin on the first day of December
following the election in November. The report notes that “the change to an earlier date for terms of office and the beginning of the working year
for the elected municipal government will be more efficient and save time ‘getting ready to start work in January.’”

Among its other proposals, the
CRC also advised:
* Gender-neutralizing the Charter’s provisions;
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* Filling City Council or School
Committee vacancies by appointment from a list of applicants, as
opposed to tapping the next-highest vote-getter in the last election;
* Clarifying language to make it
clear that decisions regarding contracts are made by the entire council, not the mayor alone;
* Mandating that the council
review all of its boards and commissions for effectiveness and
functionality and requiring annual
reports from those entities;
* Creating a new section in the
Charter to permit the merging of
the city’s financial department with
that of the School Committee;
* Requiring the School Committee to submit financial figures
to the city on a regular basis, even
if figures are estimated; and
* Implementing strategies to
produce a more useful and comprehensive strategic plan.
While the time frame for City
Council’s response to the CRC recommendations is not set in stone,
Griffith felt that any action impacting the November election would
likely have to be taken by August.
The CRC is composed of Griffith,
best known for her work as past
president of the Point Association
and Alliance for a Livable Newport;
Vice Chair Mary Ann Marin, former
Hospitality Commission chair; attorney David Martland; Carson,
from the Energy and Environment
Commission; former First Ward
Councilor Charles Duncan; Rogers
High School teacher William Kimes;
and Terry Nathan, president of IYRS.
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