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/ Mayor’s new rules aim to shorten
meetings that can last up to 11 hours

By GENEVIEVE BOOKWALTER
SENTINEL STAFF WRITER
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what topics, members of the public can
address the council. For those who con-
tinue much longer than the new limit of
_SANTA CRUZ — The mayor has had two minutes — or pontificate on subjects
hlS finger on the City Hall microphone’s not related to the issue at hand — Coon-
“off” switch lately to ensure constituents erty is quick to mute the volume, even
comply with new rules limiting public mid-sentence. s . e
comments at council meetings. At this week’s council meeting, the Sl thewer/ Sentriel

SincePecember, when Ryan Coonerty

took over the mayor’s chair, he has laid

ground rules limiting how long, and on
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in an effort fo rein in council
meetings that often last 10 to 11
hours.

“I don’t think long council
meetings are necessarily bet-
ter council meetings,” Cooner-
ty said. “They were starting at
1:30 [p.m.] and most of the time
finishing at 11, 11:30 [p.m.].”

In famously liberal Santa
Cruz, residents passionate
about a host of causes, ranging
from the war in Iraq to home-
lessness, regularly share their
views at the local public forum.
That means council meetings,
which in other towns attract a
handful of participants except
on the hottest issues, regularly
draw a crowd.

Even at sparsely attended San-
ta Cruz City Council sessions, a
handful of regulars dominate
the public comment periods and
share their thoughts on almost
every issue at hand.

By comparison, county
Board of Supervisors meet-
ings, which have looser rules
governing public comment,
begin at 9 a.m. and often finish
before lunch. There, audience
members have three minutes
to speak.

To move things along at the
city, Coonerty also has asked
staff members to shorten their
presentations, stopped coun-
cil members from engaging in
duplicate discussions on the
same topic, and blocked audi-
ence members from pulling
items for discussion from the
consent agenda — the portion
of the council’s workload typi-
cally approved with one sweep-
ing vote and little conversation
— without support of a council
member.

Before, some residents reg-
ularly would pull as many as
eight items off the consent agen-
da and speak for three minutes
on each one, Coonerty said, sig-
nificantly extending the meet-
ing.

Still, some of the council’s
most vocal audience mem-
bers have declared the new
rules unconstitutional and
an affront to their freedom of
speech.

“You are cutting off public
comment on a number of items,

which is completely inappropri-
ate and I believe illegal,” said
homeless advocate and long-
time council gadfly Robert
Norse.

The issue even dogged Coon-
erty as he ran for a county
delegate slot to support pres-
idential candidate Barack
Obama at the Democratic
National Convention in Den-
ver this summer.

Activist Metteyya Brahmana
encouraged Democrats to deny
Coonerty the position, as his
new council rules “contradict
one of Obama’s central prem-
ises of his campaign concern-
ing getting'ordinary ‘citizens
involved,” Brahmana wrote in
an e-mail to Obama support-
ers.

But council members say the
ones complaining the most arg
usually the ones the rules were
put in place to control. .

Norse, for one, has:a reputa-
tion for long-windedness that
goes back years. In 2001, for
example, he complained that the
minutes taken during a council
meeting did not include all his
comments.

“If we did that,” then-Council-
man Keith Sugar quipped, “we
would have to call them ‘hours’
rather than ‘minutes.””

In Berkeley — another city
known for its outspoken res-
idents — assistant manage-
ment analyst Raquel Molina
said similar rules governing
public comment are in effect.
Speakers there are limited to
two minutes, and only coun-
cil members can pull items
off the consent agenda, Moli-
na said.

Other members of the Santa
Cruz City Council seem support-
ive of the changes.

When staff or audience mem-
bers are waiting to deliver
a report or speak out on an
issue, said Councilwoman Cyn-
thia Mathews, it’s important
“that they aren’t forced to wait
through inordinately long com-
ments over and over again by
the same people.”

Coonerty said he hopes the
new rules will encourage other
city residents to run for office,

as the position won’t require'

such a time commitment on
Tuesday nights.

Contact G. Bookwalter at 706-3286 or
gbookwalter@santacruzsentinel.com. .
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