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SUMMARY OF MODEL CITY CHARTER, EIGHTH EDITION

In this Second Printing (2011), Eighth Edition, of the Model City Charter, NCL has expanded
diversity and inclusiveness language in the charter preamble to underscore the right of every
individual to equal opportunities and establish policies to prohibit discrimination based on race,
color, religion, national origin, gender, age, sexual orientation, gender expression, marital
status, military status or physical or mental disability. Also, there is now an addendum featuring
the diversity and inclusiveness language currently being used by Colorado cities and the results
of a survey of Colorado municipalities conducted in 2010/2011. The survey and the Second
Printing, Eighth Edition, of the Model City Charter were made possible with the support of The
Gay & Lesbian Fund For Colorado.

In 2002, the Model City Charter, Eighth Edition, First Printing (2002), presented a number of
important changes made in accordance with the changing needs of communities in the 21°
Century, including, diversity, community engagement and collaboration The Model itself is now
more than a century old, but its importance as a guide for communities remains as relevant as
ever.

The Model City Charter has exerted enormous influence over the structuring of municipal
governance for more than a century. Published in 2003, the eighth edition recommends the
“council-manager” structure of municipal government first proposed in the 1915 model. It has
become the most widely used governmental structure in American cities with a population over
10,000. The model has been refined over the years, but the fundamental principle, that all
powers of the city be vested in a popularly elected council, which appoints a professional
manager who is continuously responsible to and removable by the council, remains the same.

City Council: The model does not advance a preferred method for electing the council but does
underscore the value of at-large elections. In keeping with the seventh edition, the eighth edition
recognizes that the use of single-member districts remains popular for selecting council
members as a means of ensuring compliance with the Voting Rights Act, and the benefits of the
mixed form (combining at-large and single-member elections) are highlighted.

City Manager: A new emphasis was given to recognizing the professionalism of the city
manager. A new emphasis on promoting long-term goals, regional and intergovernmental
cooperation, and greater citizen participation is exemplified by the addition of the following tasks
to the duties of the city manager: 1) Assist the council to develop long-term goals for the city
and strategies to implement these goals; 2) Encourage and provide staff support for regional
and intergovernmental cooperation, and 3) Promote partnerships among council, staff, and
citizens in developing public policy and building a sense of community.

Mayor: The Eighth Edition emphasizes the need to further clarify the role of the mayor. It
specifies certain duties of the nonexecutive mayor that are entirely consistent with the basic
concept of the council-manager plan. The mayor in the council-manager government is the chief
legislator, the leader of the policy-making team. The model presents two alternatives for
choosing the mayor without stating a preference: direct election of the mayor by the voters and
election by and from the council.

Regionalism: In the commentary sections of the eighth edition of the model charter, particular
attention is paid to the increasing salience of regionalism, new information technologies,
improvements in performance measurement, citizen participation in public life, and the fostering
of interaction among neighborhoods.



A MODEL FOR THE 215" CENTURY

The realization that the Model City Charter has exerted enormous influence in promoting the
municipal reform agenda for more than a century made those responsible for the Eighth Edition
acutely aware of the Model's evolution and of the obligation to make it an effective force for the
future. Reforming reform is a delicate undertaking. To make revisions in the specifics of reform
measures and to suggest alternatives to strongly held positions should not be viewed as
rejecting the past but as building on it to meet changing circumstances with the benefit of wider
experience. Institutions must be adapted to address new priorities and new concerns, and to be
useful, models must assist in the process of adaptation.

As the National Civic League's Model City Charter Revision Committee undertook development
of the Eight Edition, participants considered the concept of a model. Back in 1944, on the
occasion of the National Civic League's 50th anniversary, Harold Dodds, then president of
Princeton University and a former executive director and president of the National Municipal
League, described the purpose of a model as being:

“... to set patterns clearly and specifically, delineating the best practice and the best
thought on a problem, to correct existing defects, to set high standards which provide
something to fight for instead of against ... the model laws brought stability, dignity and
scientific fact to ‘reform.” They made readily available to officials and citizens the product
of the able thinkers on governmental problems.”

There have been two views as to how best to fulfill this purpose. One insists that a model
presents the ideal structure of local government, while the other sees a model as being based
on a general principle of organization or process. In the latter case, the Model presents
alternative means for achieving the basic end.

The first view was an essential part of the tactics of the zealous reformers of the Progressive
Era. They were promoting new approaches with limited proven records, and they advocated the
adoption of the new package in its entirety to ensure that the innovative logic for government
reorganization was given a chance to work. At a time when the council-manager plan was a
novel form of government, this view of the Model City Charter was quite understandable. The
successors to the Progressive reformers advocated what they considered to be a tried-and-true
approach and felt that alternatives deviating from this ideal were invitations to dilution and
distortion that could undermine the basic reform goal. With the widespread acceptance of the
council-manager form of government and its use in communities of varying size and
circumstance, the current situation is quite different. A more pressing need today is to consider
whether and how the council-manager plan might be adapted to respond to contemporary
challenges. Such response may include using alternatives that depart from the original reform
formulation.

Beginning with the 1964 edition of the Model City Charter, a modification of the view of the
earlier reformers was evident. The foreword to that edition stated:

“For the first time, the Model presents, in addition to the preferred provisions,
alternatives on such matters as the compaosition and election of the council and the
selection of mayor. Some advisors and consultants objected to the inclusion of legal
texts which depart from the stated preferences, but the overwhelming majority agreed
that it is advisable to provide guidance for adapting the council-manager plan to a variety



of local circumstances without sacrificing the fundamental principle that the top
professional serves at the pleasure of the governing body.”

The Eighth Edition of the Model City Charter continues to endorse the council-manager plan,
but it presents alternatives for certain key provisions without indicating an absolute preference.

A Model with Alternatives

One of the changes made in the Eighth Edition is the inclusion of a preamble, which
emphasizes that the charter is the constitution of the municipality adopted by its citizens. Some
of the more important changes to the model provisions dealing with the council and the mayor
are considered below:

The Council. Out of a concern for increasing the capacity for governance, the Second Edition
stressed the importance of a small council whose members had a perspective that was greater
than that of a particular neighborhood or small section of city. At the same time, proportional
representation from the city at-large, or from multi-member districts in “great” cities, was
included to insure that the governing body provides “fair representation of all large minorities”
and is “truly representative of all elements and groups of opinion.” The option of using districts
was dropped until the Sixth Edition, but through 1941, the Hare system of proportional
representation was endorsed as the preferred way to elect the council. The current edition offers
five alternatives. The importance of the at-large principle is emphasized, but the need for
geographical representation or even more flexible proportional representation under certain
circumstances is explained.

There is strong support for the all at-large council alternative in smaller municipalities and in
those cities where assuring fair representation of minority populations is not an issue. In cities
where minority representation is enhanced by election from districts, consideration of the
alternatives for mixed systems, with some council members elected at large and some by
districts, is recommended.

It is also recognized that councils elected entirely from districts frequently have been mandated
by the U.S. Justice Department or by court decisions to assure equitable representation of racial
minorities. Therefore, the all-district alternative is included in the article on elections and a
special emphasis is given to districting criteria and procedures. The proportional representation
alternative is continued. Concern for representation of minorities and the possibility of
technological improvements that will simplify the voting process have renewed interest in
proportional representation.

Whatever the alternative used to determine the composition of the council, the wide use of the
council-manager plan has emphasized the central importance of the municipal council in local
government. The basic principle that the executive is appointed by and responsible to the
council has meant that particular attention is given to the composition of the council when local
charters are under review.

The Mayor. The basic theory of the council-manager plan, which rejects the separation of
powers concept with powers divided between the council and an elected chief executive, has
been ambivalent on the role of the mayor in council-manager cities. Beginning in 1915, the
Model City Charter provided that the mayor would be chosen by and from the council and would
be the presiding officer of the council and head of the city for ceremonial purposes and for
purposes of military law. No consideration was given to the role of the mayor as a policy leader.



The 1964 edition recognized that in practice more than half of the council-manager cities had
mayors elected directly by the voters. A direct election alternative was provided, but the
preference for election by council was continued.

The 1964 commentary on the mayor did take notice of the policy leadership role of the mayor
and cited the fact that many mayors elected by the council --the preferred model --had provided
dynamic leadership. One such mayor was Murray Seasongood of Cincinnati, who in the early
1960s said, “| am on record over the years as believing that the mayor should be a person of
real importance in the council-manager plan and is as essential to its proper operation as is the
manager.... The emphasis should be on giving the mayor greater stature than he now
possesses in the ordinary council-manager government.”

This edition of the Model Charter emphasizes the need to further clarify the role of the mayor. It
specifies certain duties of the non-executive mayor that are entirely consistent with the basic
concept of the council-manager plan. The office is quite different from that of the elected chief
executive in a system that separates executive and legislative powers. Rather, the mayor in the
council-manager form is the chief legislator, the leader of the policy making team. This mayor
can be a “strong” mayor who, not having to overcome the offsetting power of the council or not
being bogged down with the details of managing the city's staff, can focus on facilitative
leadership. The mayor is effective by helping the council and staff perform better. High
involvement by the council and the manager and constructive relationships among officials are
indicators of successful leadership by the mayor. Effectiveness does not mean charting an
independent path or taking over tasks from the manager.

The new Model also specifically addresses the importance of strong political leadership and the
potential for such leadership by the mayor in council-manager cities. This is based on three
premises. First, relationships among officials in council-manager cities are cooperative rather
than contentious because powers are not divided among officials. Second, this approach to
mayoral leadership stresses the contributions of all officials rather than focusing on the mayor
as the driving force in city government. Third, the potential for mayoral leadership is inherent in
the council-manager form so long as the office is not actually hamstrung by arbitrary limitations.
The mayor occupies a strategic location shaped by his or her close relationships with the
council, manager, and individual citizens and groups in the community. The mayor is able to
promote communications among officials and with the public. Unusual powers are not needed
for leadership and may actually curtail leadership by separating the mayor from other officials.
Any augmentation of the role of the mayor must not be construed as reducing the power of the
council but rather as a way to provide focus and leadership in the development of city policy.
Nor should the role of the mayor intrude on the management of the city's operations by the
manager.

The Model presents two alternative methods for choosing the mayor without stating a
preference: direct election by the voters and election by and from the council. Communities are
advised to consider the local situation in choosing between the two alternatives, determining
which would be most conducive to the development of strong political leadership and effective
professional administration.



Looking Ahead

The Eighth Edition was undertaken with the recognition that most municipalities now operate in
a regional context that makes intergovernmental cooperation a necessity. This understanding
led members of the revision committee to specify that along with his or her other duties the city
manager should encourage regional and intergovernmental cooperation. A greater role for
citizen participation in local governance has also been emphasized in the new model. While a
time will certainly come for this edition to be revised in turn, there is no doubt that it ensures
continuity with the purposes of the Model City Charter even as it recommends changes to
meet the challenges of a new century.



MODEL BUILDING: A CONTINUING PROCESS

The influence of the Model City Charter, direct and indirect, can be measured in the ever-

increasing use of the form of government it advocates. When it was proposed that the National
Municipal League (League) endorse the council-manager plan as its model form, fewer than 50
cities had adopted the plan; by 2002 the number exceeded 3,000. Hundreds more communities
operate with essential features of the plan, particularly the provision of responsible professional
management. It has always been made quite clear that the model is not an absolute. It must be
tailored to fit local circumstances, traditions, and legal restraints, and features of it may be used
to strengthen governments, even those that do not follow the basic council-manager form.

The Model City Charter through its several editions has been the product of many minds and
has reflected an enormous diversity of experience and preferences. It has always been
informed by an abiding and unanimous commitment to the strengthening of self-government in
America.

The Beginning

The publication of this new edition of the Model is the latest stage in the continuing process that
began in 1894 with the establishment of the League. At the conclave that launched the
organization, Theodore Roosevelt told his fellow founders, the leaders of municipal reform:
“There are two gospels | always preach to reformers.... The first is the gospel of morality; the
next is the gospel of efficiency.... | don't have to tell you to be upright, but | do think | have to
tell you to be practical and efficient....”

These 1894 reformers agreed that to be practical and efficient” more was required than
Roosevelt's exhortation for the “vindication of public virtue and popular rights of conscience and
duty in public life....” They had a determination “to change the conditions which prevent good
government [and] to simplify the machinery which interferes with free expression and practical
enforcement of the intelligent will of the majority” (Horace E. Deming, City Club of New York).
This group of farsighted leaders was clearly focused on the new century just ahead. They knew
that they must develop a method for addressing not only the immediate crisis in city government
but also a means for giving systematic attention to the fundamental elements in the machinery
of local government. Thus began the process of model building that has endured for over a
century.

The “elements of a model charter for American cities” were first laid out by Edmund James
James, then a University of Pennsylvania political scientist and later the president of the
University of lllinois. He emphasized that “a model city charter must be...adapted to local and
temporal conditions...That scheme of government is the ideal one...which under any given set of
conditions makes the working of good influence easy and of bad influence hard --a form of
government under which all the excellences of which a people or community is capable in a
political sense can be realized...a city charter should give the people of the city the greatest
degree of self-determination, both as to the form of government and as to the things which the
government shall do....”

The First Model City Charter
In 1897, a committee of distinguished scholars and civic reformers was given the task of
developing a municipal program embodying “the essential principles that must underlie

successful municipal government and ... set forth a working plan or system ... for putting such
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principles into practical operation....” In 1899 the committee reported its recommendations,
which were published in 1900 as A Model Municipal Program. It included a proposed state
constitutional amendment defining the relation of the municipality to the state and a model
charter in the form of “a municipal corporations act.” This first Model City Charter called for a
council elected for six-year staggered terms, a strong, elected chief executive system with very
extensive powers assigned to the mayor, including appointment of all major municipal officials
(except the comptroller) without advice and consent of the council. An independent civil service
commission and civil service regulations were also recommended.

The recommendation of a strong elected executive was such a drastic departure from prevailing
practice that it gained little acceptance. Indeed, there not only was an unwillingness to entrust
such extensive powers to a mayor but there were also strong movements to interpose boards or
commissions between the executive and the operating department heads to provide protective
cover for many services, e.g., boards of public works, health, parks, recreation and planning.
The desire was to prevent scandal, but the result was to diffuse responsibility.

A New Municipal Program and a New Model Charter. In the same year (1900) that the League
published its first Model City Charter, the reform agenda was affected by the aftermath of a tidal
wave in Galveston, Texas. The special commission used to deal with that emergency evolved
into the commission form of municipal government. The legislative and executive functions
were merged in a commission. The ballot was shortened and separately elected and
independent boards were eliminated. It became a popular reform in the early years of the
century. There was pressure for the League to endorse the commission plan model. Then as
now, however, the League rejected the commission plan because it fragmented the executive
and permitted too little attention to policy development. The question was how to combine the
"short ballot" result that characterized the commission plan with the integrated, responsible
executive provided in the League's first model.

The answer to this question was seen clearly by Richard S. Childs as he built on the short ballot
principle that he had been espousing with Woodrow Wilson and others. He promoted the
ingenious combination of experience in commission-governed cities and the basic
organizational feature of private business -- the appointed chief executive officer.

The Childs position was most persuasive in the deliberations of a new League Committee on
Municipal Program, which was established in 1913 to review the first Model and other reform
experience. The committee's first report in 1914 endorsed what became known as the council-
manager plan. In 1915 the League adopted a new municipal program presenting the second
Model City Charter, which provided that all powers be vested in the council and that the
administration of the city's operations be by a city manager appointed by and serving at the
pleasure of the council.

The committee was not only convinced that the new form of government was sound in theory
but was also able to observe it in operation in a few pioneering cities. The committee was
unaware of a proposal made by the first secretary of the League of California Cities, Haven S.
Mason, in 1899 for a “distinct profession of municipal managers” to administer the affairs of a
city or the fact that the small town of Ukiah, California, in 1904 established the position of
“executive officer,” who was responsible to its governing body, to administer its activities. The
committee was aware that beginning in 1908, Staunton, Virginia, had a general “city manager”
serving a two-house council and sharing the executive function with the mayor. The first city to
have a manager responsible to a single elected council was Sumter, South Carolina, in 1912. It
was followed two years later by Dayton, Ohio, the first city of substantial size to adopt the plan.

Vi



By the end of 1915, the council-manager plan had been adopted by 82 cities, with the number
almost doubling by 1920.

Unquestionably, the League made the important shift in its model charter from endorsement of
an elected chief executive to advocacy of an appointed manager because of the conviction that
the latter provided the most desirable arrangement for securing a responsible chief executive. In
describing the 1915 Model, it was stated: “ ... the most distinguishing characteristic of the form
of city government advocated in the New Municipal Program is to be found in the concentration
of administrative powers and responsibilities in the hands of a city manager ... declaring that the
city manager shall be the chief executive of the city.” It was clearly recognized, however, that
the new Model rejected the “separation of powers” concept which characterized the national and
state governments, stating: “The dominant note in our new Model City Charter is elimination of
the system of checks and balances in the organization of our cities and the substitution
therefore of responsible government under a small legislative chamber which in turn selects a
single administrative head. The city manager plan not merely represents the type in common
use in business corporations but also in parliamentary government.”

The Model has continued to endorse the unitary structure provided in the council-manager plan,
although alternative approaches within this structure are now provided.

Evolution of the Reform Agenda

In addition to the provisions for the basic form of municipal government --the legislative body
and executive structure -- the Model has addressed other aspects of the reform agenda.

Civil Service. The architects of the first two model charters included some of the leaders of the
civil service reform movement. Indeed, the chairman of the committee that developed the 1915
Model was William Dudley Foulke, who served as a member of the U.S. Civil Service
Commission under Theodore Roosevelt and was president of the National Civil Service Reform
League. Thus, it is not surprising that the early models contained detailed provisions for
municipal civil service systems, including an independent civil service commission with
extensive rule making authority with respect to “the appointment, promotion, transfer, layoff,
reinstatement, suspension, and removal of city officials and employees ... [and the duty] to
supervise the execution of the civil service sections [of the charter] and the rules made
thereunder....”

The manner in which municipal personnel organization and procedure are treated in the
successive editions of the Model City Charter (1900, 1915, 1927, 1933, 1941, 1964, 1989, and
2002) shows how the reform agenda evolved during the 20th century. From the first two
editions with an independent civil service commission, the Model moved in 1927 to an
organization with a personnel director appointed by the city manager and a personnel board
with limited powers. This was the approach followed in the 1933 and 1941 editions, but the
provisions continued to be extremely detailed, covering classification procedures, promotions,
pay plans, pensions and retirement systems. Notes accompanying these provisions indicated
that some advisors were even then urging greater simplicity. This was done in the 1964 edition,
which contained only a listing of the elements of personnel rules, restricted the personnel board
to an advisory role, and recommended that details of personnel organization and procedure
should be included in the administrative code.

The Model now recognizes that personnel systems in some states are controlled in large part by
state law and everywhere are subject to certain federal regulations. The charter simply states a
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commitment to the merit principle and mandates the council to provide by ordinance for a
personnel system based on the merit system and consistent with state and federal law. Thus,
the Model's treatment of municipal personnel administration has evolved from prescribing in
detail an organization and procedures concerned with the elimination of spoils to a general and
flexible provision permitting the city to provide by ordinance an adaptable system that will
increase the competence of the public service in meeting changing needs.

Planning. Treatment of planning in the Model City Charter has had a somewhat different
evolution. In early editions the provisions were quite general, with new sections on zoning and
other detailed aspects of planning not being added until 1927. The 1941 edition had the most
detailed planning provisions, continuing to call for an independent planning commission with
specific powers but with the planning director appointed by the city manager rather than by the
commission. There were provisions for the master plan, official map, subdivision control, plat
approval, zoning, slum clearance, blighted areas, housing, neighborhood redevelopment and
disaster areas.

By 1964, the approach was substantially changed, with the Model indicating that planning
should be considered preeminently a staff function tied directly to the city's executive, with the
planning board's role being exclusively advisory. Further, it was indicated that planning policy is
finally expressed and carried out by the council through various enactments. The Model did
continue to provide procedures for adoption, modification and implementation of the
comprehensive plan.

The 1989 Model recognized that land use development and environmental protection are
increasingly the subject of regulation by state and federal statutes. This continues to be the
case. In order to permit the municipality the greatest possible flexibility to carry out the planning
function effectively, the Model does not provide for a specific structure. The city council is
mandated to establish the planning organization and procedures.

The Eighth Edition emphasizes the importance of integrating municipal planning with the
planning of other local jurisdictions and regional agencies.

Finance. The Model's treatment of financial procedures has undergone an evolution from
relatively simple prescriptions in the early editions to highly detailed and restrictive procedures
in 1941 and back to much simpler procedures in recent and current editions. The 1941 edition
was closer in time to the local government financial crises in the 1930s. Its provisions seemed
overly rigid and unnecessarily complicated to those developing the next edition 20 years later,
when economic conditions and fiscal procedures in local governments were substantially
improved. The 1964 edition emphasized the importance of developing a comprehensive
financial program and maximum flexibility within the boundaries of sound fiscal practices.

The 1989 edition made only minor modifications, clarifying some procedures and taking note of
the need to provide for revenue ordinances covering non-property tax revenues.

The Eighth Edition further clarifies financial procedures, renaming the relevant article “Financial
Management.” The provision for an independent audit, previously found in Article Il dealing
with the city council now appears in Article V with new emphasis. The Model places attention
on long-term goals and community priorities in the budget process and the importance of
methods to measure outcomes and performance.

Initiative, Referendum, and Recall. The enthusiasm for some reform measures has varied over




time. Provisions for the initiative, referendum, and recall were first included in 1915. Initiative
and referendum have been provided in all subsequent editions of the Model but support for their
inclusion has been far from unanimous. The commentary on the 1964 provision stated: “Since
the initiative and referendum are more valuable in their availability than in their use, this Model
sets up an exacting procedure.”

The 1989 and 2002 editions have a simple provision that takes note of the fact that in most
states where the initiative and referendum are available they are governed by the state election
law. The recall was eliminated in the 1941 edition and was considered and rejected for inclusion
in 1964 and 1989 but has been restored in the Eighth Edition.

Ethics. Since its early editions, the Model has had provisions prohibiting municipal officers from
having conflicts of financial interest. The 1989 edition replaced statutory language in the charter
with a mandate for council passage of ordinances covering ethics issues and measures for their
enforcement. The eighth edition continues this approach and provides additional guidance for
the council.

Campaign Finance. The eighth edition adds campaign finance disclosure and limitation
provisions.

Progress and Continuity

The continuity of the model-building process is well illustrated by Luther H. Gulick (then
chairman of the Advisory Committee on the Revision of the Model City Charter and
subsequently chairman of the Institute of Public Administration), in the statement which
introduced the 1964 edition:

“The American people have worked long and hard to achieve good city
government. When the first edition of this Model City Charter was presented by
the National Municipal League in 1900, the chairman of the drafting committee
observed, “It has been confidently claimed by many that the most conspicuous
failure of democracy ... is demonstrated by the American city....”

No one could make that statement today because it is no longer true. We now
have many conspicuously successful local governments.... [A] new or modernized
city charter...not only presents a concise and workable legal framework for the
government but also sets before citizens a clear picture of their own
responsibilities and powers and before the officials and employees a statement of
their duties and mutual interrelations. Thus the adoption of a good city charter is
both an affirmation by the citizens that they mean to have good government and is
the legal framework within which such government can be won and the more
easily maintained.

The objective of the Model City Charter is to present in the form of a legal
document a general plan of municipal government which is (a) democratic -- that
is to say responsive to the electorate and the community -- and at the same time

(b) capable of doing the work of the city effectively and translating the voters’
intentions into efficient administrative action as promptly and economically as
possible.



Accordingly, the Model embodies the provisions and tested legal language, which
in theory and practice have helped to realize this double objective --democracy
and effective management. And, following the precedent established by the
founding fathers when they wrote the Constitution of the United States, it does
this with the fewest possible words....

This charter is based on the principles of the council-manager plan because the
National Municipal League has found during many years of experience that this
arrangement of powers, responsibilities and duties best fits the good government
needs of the American city.... There are cities, especially in the largest population
class, where the strong mayor plan is preferred. Provisions of this Model are
appropriate for such a charter, or may be readily adapted....

The machinery of government, designed by constitutions and charters, is not an
end in itself. It is rather an agreed-upon framewaork through which [citizens] work
together to govern and to service themselves. The importance of the machinery is
that these institutions when properly designed facilitate self-government and
encourage effective management.

Participation by citizens will take many forms --as voters, as members of local
political or civic organizations, as elected officials, as appointed officials and
employees, and as members of official and unofficial advisory bodies. The Model
endeavors to present a fabric within which each type of participation and
leadership can have its appropriate place. As [the Model] is used to aid charter
drafting, each city should think in terms of how its particular resources of
participating civic manpower will operate to make a new charter a vital going
enterprise. There will be wide variation from city to city.

Leadership. Those engaged in charter preparation will be particularly concerned
with a search for leadership to achieve municipal progress. Local government
problems today more than ever challenge imagination and courage. The task is
more than one simply of reflecting popular sentiment and administering the
resulting programs. Increasingly, the task must begin with an aggressive
campaign to inform and educate the electorate on new programs. The Model
presents no absolute prescription for the organization conducive to the
development of necessary leadership. Nor can this be done from afar by anyone
for a specific community.

Another problem of overriding importance is how the city fits into the general
framework of government. Few if any functions of government today are the
absolute preserve of a city. Aspects of virtually all functions are distributed

among all levels of government and frequently among several local units. The
Model recognizes this fact of urban life. Again, it offers no formula, but suggests
that charter commissions must look beyond the legal and geographical jurisdiction
of the municipality. The effectiveness of local political leadership may well be
judged ultimately by its capacity to mesh municipal programs with those of other
jurisdictions.

Responsibility. Finally, this Model...asserts that the ultimate responsibility for all
basic policy decisions should be assigned to a single responsible legislative body,
the city council. It also insists that within the executive structure all officials be



appointed by and under the direction of the chief executive...It endorses the use of
advisory bodies, with no operating powers but with significant duties, which can
utilize the talents of citizens to assess the implications of future programs.

This...edition endeavors to refine and update the conception of municipal
government and its component parts presented in earlier editions. It reaffirms the
position that a municipality should have discretion to design the form and
structure of its own local government directly or through a “home rule” charter. It
sounds a warning, however, and emphasizes that home rule today does not mean
isolation from neighboring local governments. The goal of efficient, economic
and progressive municipal government is meaningful only when viewed as part of
the local, state and federal partnership.

Section written by Terrell Blodgett and William N. Cassella, Jr.

Terrell Blodgett is the former Mike Hogg Professor of Urban Management, Lyndon B. Johnson
School of Public Affairs, University of Texas, Austin. He was chairman of the Model City

Charter Revision Committee that developed the seventh edition and was the former chairman of
the National Civic League.

William N. Cassella, Jr., was coordinator for the Model City Charter Revision Committee that
developed the seventh edition, and he is the retired executive director of the National Civic
League.

Blodgett and Cassella were senior advisors to the committee that developed the Eight Edition of the
Model City Charter.
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MODEL CITY CHARTER, EIGHTH EDITION, SECOND PRINTING
PREAMBLE TO THE CHARTER

Introduction.

A preamble typically consists of three elements: an identification of the source of authority

for the charter, a statement of the action that is to be taken, and a declaration of the intent of the
charter. The source of authority for a city charter is the state constitution or statutory law. The
action that is to be taken is the adoption of the charter. The declaration of the intent of the
charter comprises subjective statements (not enforceable by law) that underscore or illuminate
the characteristics of a municipality, such as the values of the city, lofty goals, or even the
“personality” of the drafting commission. Charters within the same state often use the same
language in their preambles; the type of language used and the manner in which issues are
addressed often provide a glimpse of regional characteristics.

PREAMBLE
We the people of the [city/town] of , under the constitution and laws of the
state of , in order to secure the benefits of local self-government and to provide

for an honest and accountable council-manager government do hereby adopt this charter
and confer upon the city the following powers, subject to the following restrictions, and
prescribed by the following procedures and governmental structure. By this action, we
secure the benefits of home rule and affirm the values of representative democracy,
professional management, strong political leadership, citizen participation, diversity and
inclusiveness and regional cooperation.

Commentary.
Source of Authority
Identification of the source of authority tends to be standard: “We the people of Your City, under

the constitution and laws of the state. . ..”

Occasionally, however, the source of authority is embellished with descriptive elements that
reflect valued characteristics of the community. Two examples follow:

“We the people of Your City, with our geographical and cultural diversity. . . .”
“Treasuring the many wonders of our unique environment and realizing that the power
and duty to govern and protect this region is inherent in its people, we the citizens of
Your City. .. .”

Action Taken

The standard phrasing for the action statement is “do hereby adopt” or some variation.
Following are two examples of action taken by the source of authority:

. . . do hereby adopt this charter.”

. . . do hereby adopt this home rule charter.”



Intent

This can be the most creative section of the preamble (and of the charter itself). The standard
beginning of the intent section is: “By this action, we . . .” An expression of objectives, goals,
purposes, and/or values typically follows. The intent section can contain merely a reference to
home rule or self-determination, or it can contain a combination of purposes, goals, values, and
even civic aspirations. Preambles typically reflect values such as self-determination, diversity
and inclusiveness, justice, equality, efficiency, responsiveness, citizen participation, and
environmental stewardship. Diversity and inclusiveness references should address the right of
every individual to equal opportunities and establish nondiscrimination rules. Examples follow.

“By this action, we:

provide for local government responsive to the will and values of the people and to the
continuing needs of the surrounding communities. . . .”

secure the benefits of home rule, increase citizen participation reflecting rights or equal
opportunity of the broad diversity of the city, improve efficiency and effectiveness, and provide
for a responsible and cooperative government. . . .”

“each individual shall have an equal opportunity to participate fully in the economic,
cultural and intellectual life of the city and to have an equal opportunity to participate in
all aspects of life...”

“discrimination is prohibited based on race, color, religion, national origin, gender, age,
sexual orientation, gender expression, marital status, military status or physical or
mental disability...”

establish a government which advances justice, inspires confidence, and fosters
responsibility. . . .”

Preambles should contain all three elements. The intent section at the least should contain a
reference to home rule or self-determination (very few do) and could suggest elements of
contemporary governing values such as regional cooperation, economic vitality, diversity and
inclusiveness, comprehensive representation, strong community leadership, and citizen
participation.

Article |
POWERS OF THE CITY
Introduction.
A charter should begin by defining the scope of the city’s powers. It should address the context
in which such powers operate, including the effect of state law and the desirability of
cooperation with other localities.

Section 1.01. Powers of the City.

The city shall have all powers possible for a city to have under the constitution and laws of



this state as fully and completely as though they were specifically enumerated in this
charter.

Commentary.

The city should lay claim to all powers it may legally exercise under the state's constitution and
laws.

Nevertheless, some cities, particularly smaller ones, may not wish to exercise all available
powers. Cities may restrict their own power: (1) by specific provisions in the appropriate parts of
the charter; (2) by ordinance, since the section does not require that 