






Memo 

From:  Joan Carlson 

To:  Charter Commission 

       Kristi Luger 

Tonight you are reviewing the Proposed Financial Reporting Charter Amendment drafted by 

the Charter Commission Subcommittee.   The document was drafted using Mounds View as 

a template and then several changes and additions were made over the course of five 

Subcommittee meetings.  I attended all five meetings and am writing to summarize several 

concerns.   

By the way of background, in the Handbook for Minnesota Cities, Chapter 4, the League of 

Minnesota Cities has the following guidance for a good home rule charter: 

Essentials of a good home rule charter  

 

The most essential element of a good charter is a comprehensive grant of 

power to the city in general terms. A comprehensive grant of power allows the 

city to exercise all powers legally available to it under state law and the state 

constitution. Because cities are organized to promote the welfare of the 

people, and people are in control of their affairs in a charter city through their 

elected representatives and charter commission members, citizens should not 

be afraid of entrusting city government with a wide range of powers. If citizens 

feel it necessary, the charter can include initiative, referendum, and possibly 

recall provisions as additional checks to prevent the abuse of power.  

 

Because of the difficulty in amending and abandoning a home rule charter, the 

charter should deal with governance fundamentals and give the city council 

the authority to provide more detailed regulations through ordinance. 

Simplicity and brevity are essential to a good charter.  

 

A charter should be brief enough to be read in a reasonable amount of time. 

Provisions should be simple and clear in order to avoid the possibility of more 

than one interpretation.  

 

A good city charter provides for a workable, responsive organization of the city 

government. It is simple so that all citizens and officials understand it. Its 

design eliminates red tape and makes city government more effective by 

reducing the number of working parts. It encourages and rewards expertise 

and efficiency in the administration of the city.  

 

The charter should emphasize representative democracy.  A city should have 

only a few elective offices so voters will be able to intelligently cast their 

ballots. The charter should never ask voters to elect non-policy-making 

administrative officers. The city should have only a single body elected by 

voters to legislate and determine policies for the city. This single legislative 

body, the city council, should be composed of between five and nine members. 

Councilmembers should hold office for fairly long terms, up to four years, in 

order to gain experience. State law mandates that most council terms be four 

years, although a two-year mayoral term is allowed.  

 

If possible, the city should centralize responsibility for administration in one 

person: a chief administrative officer. All advisory boards should report directly 

to the city council. 

 



Analysis 

The proposed amendment is neither simple nor brief.  It is instead complex, prescriptive, 

and inflexible. For example: 

 The annual budget calendar prescribes narrow timeframes for production of 

each financial document, leaving little opportunity for the City Council and 

staff to manage their schedule or the budget process.  

 The content and layout of the budget and long term financial plan is heavily 

prescribed leaving the City Council very little flexibility to change the layout 

as future circumstances may make appropriate. 

 While the three cities you studied have extensive language describing the 

budget process, many others do not.  The City of Wayzata, which updated its 

Charter in 2009, has only a few paragraphs outlining the budget process. 

The proposed amendment includes expensive publication and meeting requirements: 

 There are six documents required to be published in the official newspaper 

and/or a newsletter or separate mailing.  Two of these publications are 

currently required by state statutes, and therefore unnecessary to include, 

and four are new requirements. 

 Publication/postage costs would increase an estimated $5,000 - $7,500 per 

year, excluding staff time. 

 The amendment includes two additional public meetings which are not 

required by state statutes and will add cost.  The public budget meetings 

currently held are very poorly attended (in 2010 only 1 person was present).  

It would be more cost effective to try and improve attendance at current 

meetings instead of requiring additional meetings.   

The proposed amendment does not fit Excelsior and it hasn’t been tested: 

 The amendment was drafted using the City of Mounds View as the template.  

Mounds View has a population of 13,000 and an admin/finance staff of 8.  

Excelsior has a population of 2,188 and an admin/finance staff of 4. The tasks 

required by the proposed Charter language will likely take as long to perform 

in Excelsior as they do in Mounds View but Excelsior has fewer staff to do it. 

 The current Excelsior process was not reviewed or discussed.   

 It would be beneficial to test new requirements before they are made into 

law.  If something doesn’t work it will be difficult and costly to change the 

Charter. 

 

The Charter Commission clearly has the authority to draft and propose whatever 

amendments it believes are appropriate.  As it considers potential amendments, the 

Commission should consider whether the detailed requirements it is proposing are best 

imposed in the Charter or in ordinances or resolutions approved by the Council. 

 

 


