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Cambridge Charter Review Committee

A PUBLIC MEETING OF THE CAMBRIDGE CHARTER REVIEW COMMITTEE

February 7, 2023, @ 5:30 p.m.
REMOTE ONLY – VIA ZOOM

Pursuant to Chapter 20 of the Acts of 2022 adopted by Massachusetts General Assembly and
approved by the Governor, this meeting will be REMOTE ONLY via ZOOM.

The zoom link is: https://cambridgema.zoom.us/j/83253118929
Meeting ID: 832 5311 8929

One tap mobile +13092053325,,83253118929# US

Agenda Items – Tuesday, February 7, 2023

I. Roll Call

II. Introduction by Chair, Kathy Born

III. Meeting Materials Submitted to the Committee to be placed on file
● Communications from Committee Members
● Communications from Council Members
● Communications from the Public
● Other Meeting Materials

IV. Public Comment
● Members of the public are invited to share their ideas or comments with the

committee.

V. Review Collins Center memo on elections article with example changes
● Facilitator: Mike/Libby & Anna Goal: Review and discuss possible revisions for

the election section

VI. Round Table Discussion
● Facilitator: Anna. Goal: How has your perspective on manager vs mayor shifted

as a result of the information and presentations from the last several meetings?
What questions and information do you still need to form a decision?
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0RUH�FLYLOLW\�DQG�OHVV�QHJDWLYH�FDPSDLJQLQJ�¬&DQGLGDWHV�ZKR�DUH�QRW�\RXU�WRS�FKRLFH�VWLOO�QHHG�\RXU�VXSSRUW�
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0RUH�IRFXV�RQ�FLW\�ZLGH�VROXWLRQV�DQG�QRW�K\SHU�ORFDO�LVVXHV��,�ZDWFK�6RPHUYLOOH�DQG�KRZ�ZDUGV�ÀJKW�IRU
UHVRXUFHV�LQVWHDG�RI�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU�IRU�WKH�FLW\�DQG�GR�QRW�ZDQW�WKDW�IRU�&DPEULGJH�
$W�ODUJH�FRXQFLO�VHDWV�DUH�PRUH�FRPSHWLWLYH�WKDQ�ZDUG�EDVHG�RQHV��,Q�6RPHUYLOOH����RXW�RI���RI�WKH�ZDUG
FRXQFLORUV�UDQ�XQRSSRVHG��,�IHDU�WKDW�P\�ZDUG��1RUWK�&DPEULGJH��ZRXOG�EHFRPH�WKH�ÀHIGRP�RI�RQH�HOHFWHG
RIÀFLDO�DQG�QR�ORQJHU�KDYH�WKH�DWWHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�RWKHU�FLW\�FRXQFLO�PHPEHUV�

¬
3OHDVH�GR�QRW�VXJJHVW�UHPRYLQJ�SDUW�RI�ZKDW�PDNHV�&DPEULGJH�HOHFWLRQV�VR�YLWDO��LQYLJRUDWLQJ��DQG�LPSRUWDQW��7KH
%DONDQL]DWLRQ�RI�RXU�SROLWLFV�VKRXOG�QRW�EH�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�WKDW�&DPEULGJH�PRYHV��,W�ZRXOG�EH�D�VWHS�EDFNZDUG�
¬
$OO�WKH�EHVW�
7LP�5XVVHOO��1RUWK�&DPEULGJH�²����+DUYH\�6WUHHW
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Statement of John Pitkin of 18 Fayette Street, Cambridge at the public meeting of the Charter 

Review Committee held on January 24, 2023 

Our City Charter determines the structure of our local democracy but does not by itself 

determine how well or poorly it functions, whether it is weak or strong. These outcomes are 

determined also by the behavior of public officials, both elected and appointed, and by the 

actions of citizens within that structure -- in short on the norms, culture and the institutions that 

support democracy. 

If strong democracy is the ideal, and I believe that most Cantabridgians would agree that it is, 

then a logical component of a thorough Charter Review would be an evaluation of how well our 

local democracy is working, what its weaknesses are, and how these might be improved by a 

modified charter and structure. 

You might start by asking, by what standard should we evaluate the state of our local 

democracy? 

In the past, town government, by direct vote of the people, was considered the ideal form of 

government. This was the view of the Cambridge Chronicle looking back in 1921 on the 75th 

anniversary of Cambridge’s original 1846 City Charter. “Government by representatives is far 

less desirable, but necessary when a municipality outgrows the other method.” But “the town had 

become so large that it was not convenient to have the voters together in one hall to decide what 

the town should do.” 
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The aspirational ideal of direct democracy is not a practical standard for a modern city. The 5 

Elements of a Strong Democracy published by the Center for High Impact Philanthropy at the 

University Pennsylvania is more useful for this purpose. 

Among these elements are: 

1. The right of citizens to be informed and for policymakers and fellow citizens to 

engage with them proactively in the democratic process. 

o We might ask if the “community meetings” held by city officials proactively 

engage citizens in the democratic process. Are they “of, by, and for the people? 

o Are Proportional Representation elections and the requirement to evaluate 

multiple candidates a barrier to informed participation in municipal elections? 

2. Accountability of policy-making institutions through checks and balances. 

o We might ask if accountability is possible without a local press serving as 

watchdog. 

o Do appointed boards, commissions and advisory committees provide checks and 

balances? 

o Are municipal employees accountable to citizens or only to the managers who 

hire them?  

3. Policies that weigh all citizens’ interests equally, provide for the common good, and 

support institutions including local neighborhood organizations that empower 

individuals to exercise their rights. 

o We might ask if City Councilors who depend on a relatively small faction of 

voters for their re-election serve the common good. 
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o How are neighborhood interests for parks, trees, ecosystems, streets and other 

local infrastructure supported without ward representation? 

4. Information and communication that are representative, accurate and trusted – to 

ensure fair and optimal processes. 

o The City met this standard with information about public health during the recent 

pandemic. 

o We might ask why relevant information about the tree canopy, bicycle safety, 

parking, and housing needs falls short of this standard if it is provided at all. Do 

the growing number of public information officials on City staff provide 

information and communication that are representative, accurate and trusted? If 

not, what purpose do they serve? 

5. A shared sense of purpose and identity implicit in the phrase “We the people,” 

recognition of all citizens’ right to a voice in the political process, and a willingness 

to collaborate for common ends.  

o We might ask if our shared sense of purpose and identity is undermined when 

nonresidents regularly participate in public meetings on an equal basis with 

residents. 

o How can government bring citizens out of special-interest, social-media silos to 

collaborate for common ends? 

o Is a low tax rate our only common end or do we also have common goals for 

housing, public safety, climate, and the environment that affect us all? 

6. A sixth element of democracy, in addition to those identified in the UPenn Center,is 

the rule of law, which is widely recognized, e.g., by the United Nations 
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(https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/rule-law-and-democracy-addressing-gap-

between-policies-and-practices)  

o We might ask how laws are enforced on our City government when the 

administration or City Council violate or ignore them. 

o Did the 28-year absence of a Board of Traffic and Parking, required by Chapter 

455 of the Massachusetts Acts of 1961, effectively deprive residents of a check on 

the authority of the Director of Traffic and the possibility of appeal of his/her 

exclusive power to regulate traffic and parking? 

The charter review is rare occasion to improve democracy and government in Cambridge. I 

urge your committee to evaluate our local government as it has functioned under Plan E and, 

where there are structural flaws that can be addressed by the charter, to propose appropriate 

reforms. 
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