GENERAL COUNCIL INFORMATION

The Job of a Councilmember

The principal job of a city or town council is to make policy. A policy is a course of action for a community. Policy‑making often takes the form of passing ordinances or resolutions. After policy decisions are made by the legislative body, others perform the administrative task of implementing the policies. The distinction between formulation and implementation may not always be clear, necessitating open communication between legislators and administrators.

How does a councilmember make policy?

The council does not make policy in a vacuum. Councils rely on ideas from many sources, including the council staff, citizens' groups, advisory committees, chambers of commerce, and others. It is the council's responsibility to consider the merits of each idea and then approve modify, or reject it. In doing so, councilmembers analyze community needs, program alternatives, and available resources. The decision often takes the form of an ordinance or resolution, although it may take the form of a rule, regulation, motion, or order. The budget and comprehensive plan are powerful policy tools that are adopted by ordinance.

Do councilmembers administer city affairs?

It is important to recognize that it is not the role of the councilmember to administer city affairs. The council sets policy, but it is either the mayor‑in mayor‑council cities, or the city manager‑in council‑manager cities, that actually sees that the policies are implemented. This means that it is not the role of the councilmember to supervise city employees on the job or attempt to become involved in the day‑to‑day administration of city affairs. This can become a source of conflict between the executive and legislative branches of city government.

What is the difference between an ordinance and a resolution?

An ordinance is a local law of a municipal corporation, prescribing general rules of conduct. Ordinances may be used for a variety of purposes, including administrative actions such as establishing offices and setting salaries or the may be used for actions that control the conduct of the public. An ordinance is a legislative enactment, within its sphere, as much as an act of the state legislature.

A resolution, on the other hand, is typically an act that is less solemn or formal than an ordinance and may be no more than an expression of the opinion of the official body. Legislation must be enacted via ordinance. Deciding in any particular case what constitutes legislation may require reference to case law, but the general guiding principle is that “[a]ctions relating to subjects of a permanent and general character are usually regarded as legislative, and those providing for subjects of a temporary and special character are regarded as administrative...9”

When deciding whether to use an ordinance or a resolution, a good first step is to refer to the city charter and the Revised Code of Washington. Some state statutes leave the form of action to be employed to the discretion of the legislative body. If the charter and the code are silent as to the mode of decision-making, and the action is not “legislation”, then either a resolution or an ordinance may be used.

9 Durocher v. King County, 80 Wn.2d 139. 153, 492 P.2d 547 (1972).
What rules govern adoption of ordinances?

The state statutes for each class of municipality do contain some procedural requirements which govern the adoption of ordinances. However, these procedural requirements are generally not complicated and do not require an elaborate adoption procedure. For a comprehensive discussion of adoption procedures, including information on requirements for signatures on ordinances and publication of ordinances, see MRSC Report No. 15, which is entitled Local Ordinances ‑ The Drafting, Compilation, Codification and Revision of Ordinances.  Many cities and towns have adopted local rules of procedure which relate to the adoption of ordinances, and these, of course, must be followed also. For example, although the state statutes do not require that an ordinance be read more than once in most circumstances prior to adoption, many local rules of procedure do contain such a requirement. Therefore, it is important that councilmembers familiarize themselves with the local rules of procedure, as well as the state statutory requirements in regard to adoption requirements for ordinances.

How is the budget used to make policy?

The budget is one of the strongest policy‑making tools. Spending guidelines are a reflection of numerous policy decisions. The budget message can assist a new councilmember get a clear view of city policy on many issues. It describes in narrative form significant items in the budget, financial trends, and the policy implications. Setting policy through the budget is a continuous, yearlong process. It involves setting goals and establishing priorities. Public participation is critical to the budget process, as well as being required by law10, because of the many policy decisions involved. Once a budget is implemented, councilmembers are responsible for monitoring program progress through periodic reports from staff and from the community. If programs are not effectively implementing policy decisions, revisions can be made.

10RCW 35.32A.040 (cities over 300,000). RCW 33.071 (cities and towns under 300,000); RCW 35A.33.070 (code cities).

How are ordinances and resolutions drafted?

A carefully conceived policy requires a carefully constructed ordinance or resolution to be effective. The full course in drafting techniques and requirements for ordinances and resolutions is beyond the scope of this publication, but see Local Ordinances: The Drafting, Compilation, Codification, and Revision of Ordinances for a thorough "how‑to" guide.

How are council committees formed?

In accordance with the broad powers given to a council to establish rules for the conduct of their proceedings, many cities have standing committees comprised of councilmembers. These committees are often assigned tasks of doing preliminary "spade work" on problems, and serve as advisory boards to the remainder of the council. The council may establish these committees by ordinance or by resolution and may appoint members to serve on the various committees. Depending on the role of the committee, the Open Public Meetings Act may apply to the committee's meetings (see Open Public Meetings Act section). The council often delegates its appointment powers over committee members to the mayor.

The Mayor Pro Tempore

On occasion, a councilmember may find him or herself in the role of mayor. The mayor pro tempore (also called the mayor pro tem or the deputy mayor) is appointed by the council to serve in the absence of the mayor. The mayor pro tempore presides at meetings of the council, administers oaths, and signs instruments in the absence of the mayor. A councilmember acting as mayor pro tempore generally retains his or her councilmanic vote. The mayor pro tempore generally serves only when the mayor's absence is temporary. When a vacancy occurs in the office of mayor, a new mayor is appointed by the council. The authority of a mayor pro tempore varies somewhat according to the city classification.

First Class Cities
The powers of the mayor pro tempore are controlled by the city charter.

Third Class Cities
The mayor pro tempore is a councilmember elected by the members of the council. The mayor pro tempore may not appoint any officer or veto any ordinance.11
Fourth Class Towns
The mayor pro tempore is chosen by the council for a specified period of time, not to exceed six months.12
Code Cities
The Optional Municipal Code calls for the designation by the city council of a councilmember or “any qualified person” to serve as mayor pro tempore.13

11RCW 35.24.190, 12RCW 35.27.160, 13RCW 35A.12.065

Conclusion

No matter what its classification is, or what form of government a city or town operates under, the job of a councilmember is to make policy for the governance of the city or town and its populace. Policy‑making is not a theoretical exercise that takes place high in an ivory tower, though. It involves practical, common‑sense decisions and solutions for every‑day problems. The principal forum for local government policy‑making is the city or town council meeting, so our next subject is the city council meeting.

Additional Resources

Elected Officials Handbooks, Third Edition, International City Management Association, available on loan from MRSC, G 4.1100 E125 (1988), a five handbook series:

Policy Setting; Team‑Building Techniques; Service Delivery Techniques and Issues; Internal Operations of Local Government; The Personal Side of Being an Elected Official

Resource Directory of Council Innovations: 64 Reasons Not to Reinvent the Wheel, National League of Cities, examples of innovative techniques in policy planning, council meeting aids, council workshops and retreats, council staffing and other topics, available on loan from MRSC, G 4.000 N213r.

Building City Council Leadership Skills: A Casebook of Models and Methods,

National League of Cities, available on loan from MRSC, G 4.0000 B868.

Local Ordinances: The Drafting, Compilation, Codification, and Revision of Ordinances, MRSC Report No. 15.

Council‑Staff Retreats, MRSC Research Memorandum No. 103, contains a list of written material and copies of several retreat agendas for planning and conducting a council‑staff retreat.

Budget Suggestions, MRSC Information Bulletin Series, published annually, contains suggestions to assist in the preparation of the annual budget, including summaries of selected fiscal legislation.


