Rules Subcommittee Report

City of Newton
In City Council

Thursday, April 10, 2025

Present: Councilors Oliver (Chair), Krintzman, Humphrey, Baker
Also Present: Councilors Wright, Albright
City Staff: Carol Moore, City Clerk; Malia Thompson-Leong, Intern

All agendas and reports, both past and present can be found at the following link: Rules
Subcommittee | City of Newton, MA (hewtonma.gov)

For more information regarding this meeting, a video recording can be found at the following
link: Newton City Council Rules Subcommittee - April 10, 2025

Chair’s Note: The Rules Subcommittee will continue its review of City Council Rules. The focus of
this meeting will be on the following items:

e Development of a code of conduct for the City Council.

e Continued discussion on balancing the workload amongst Committees.
e Requiring presentations to be submitted 48 hours prior to a meeting.

e Potential changes to budget meeting process.

Development of a code of conduct for the City Council

The proposal, from Ms. Thompson-Leong, outlined that the City Council should establish a Code
of Conduct. This code should be distributed at the start of every term of office by the City Clerk,
and signed by each member. The Committee should determine whether the Council or Council
President is primarily responsible for the code’s enforcement, and if the President is responsible,
a contingency plan should be set when the President cannot address the matter. This code should
include a section about staff treatment, collegial conduct between Councilors, and should
formally integrate typical policies on harassment, since the Council is not currently covered under
the city staff policies. The proposal stated a Code of Conduct might benefit from explicit sections
on standards of behavior necessary to promote and defend the institutional image of the Council.


https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/programs-services-committee/rules-subcommittee
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/programs-services-committee/rules-subcommittee
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nLdzDPcP31s&list=PLqJiDbsvfNjXlEYlAsNGs61BCd9IHKCju

Continued discussion on balancing the workload amongst Committees.

The proposing Councilor outlined the proposal that the workload across each committee should
be reorchestrated. They noted that the workload for Public Safety & Transportation in particular
is light. The Chair specified that they have discussed where to place topics that are environment,
climate, and sustainability-oriented, both the current and future range of those topics, and
whether or not to incorporate them into Public Safety & Transportation’s workload. The Chair
noted that there isn’t a preponderance of those topics to make a change yet. Councilors raised
concerns about how housing-related topics are divided amongst Committees. The Chair noted
that currently items regarding the Housing Authority and other related bodies fall under
Programs and Services and any zoning reforms would fall under Zoning & Planning. The Chair
stated that they are not making significant changes to the workload rebalance yet, aside from
ensuring that auto licensing topics that do not pertain to dealerships are assigned to Public Safety
& Transportation.

Requiring presentations to be submitted 48 hours prior to a meeting

The proposing Councilor outlined that the proposed change would add presentations into the
existing rule that written documents should be submitted 48 hours prior to a meeting. This would
require a suspension of the rules to accept and discuss presentations in Committee that were
submitted less than 48 hours prior to the meeting. Some councilors raised concerns about the
councilors and the public potentially looking at context-free information, as not all content will
be included within presentation slides. The Chair stated it was important for councilors to have
access to data-heavy presentations, in particular, before a meeting so they can make informed
decisions and vote accordingly. A councilor observed there is already language in the rule that
specifies “supporting materials,” which would include presentations. Subcommittee members
voted 4-0 to approve the revised language, spelling out ‘including presentations’.

Potential changes to budget meeting process.

The proposing Councilor outlined the proposal that establishes shorter, more focused time slots
for department presentations and Councilor responses, and incorporating the Committee of the
Whole sooner in the process to see more of the budget. The Councilor also proposed varying
time limits depending on the department or category of department, and allowing the Council’s
participation in the process sooner, meaning Councilors on a committee could approach the
department and request certain information or questions be addressed within their
presentation. A Councilor supported having more focused presentations and questions, but did
not support the idea of an overview presentation about the entire budget and raised concerns
about departmental budget meetings taking place in committee beyond those for larger
department budgets. These changes would take effect, if approved, for next year’s budget
meeting process, not FY2026.

The meeting adjourned at 7:17pm.
Respectfully Submitted,

John Oliver, Chair



Codes of Conduct
Research Project

By: Malia Thompson-Leong

Why I Looked Into Codes of Conducts

The good news: There is generally already a good standard of conduct between
councilors.

So, why should we explore formalizing a code in writing?

To honor the different feelings towards a code of conduct
Although some councilors feel it might not be necessary, other councilors have requested creation of a
code of conduct, following specific incidents of concern during recent terms
Having an official Code of Conduct can reduce the chances of inadvertent violations by creating clear
standards that all members have agreed to uphold in advance

To help a wider array of citizens feel comfortable seeking office
Explicit rules might encourage more people to run

To maintain a successful environment for future councilors
Enshrine current norms & expectations as formal, written standards for those who are elected long
from now

To protect the image of the institution of the Council in the eyes of the public




Typical Approaches to Code Implementation

1. President Enforces
2. Councilors Enforce

Typical Approaches to Code Implementation

President Enforces:

President enforces Code as needed, if violated

Anyone who violates: asked to apologize
“If the infraction occurred at a public meeting, the apology should be made in
public”

President officially notes that it happened

Example:

Gloucester, MA




Typical Approaches to Code Implementation

Councilors Enforce:

- Councilors self-regulate violations
- Council would vote on whether a violation has occurred, potentially following an
internal inquiry
- External investigations or audits typically are only used for serious offenses
that might involve criminal or civil issues beyond the code

Examples:

Harvard, MA
Sunnyvale, TX
Harrisburg, NC

Formal Distribution and Acceptance Each Term

How do Councilors receive and agree to a code of conduct?

- Code of conduct typically distributed by city clerk at the start of term
- Usually requires a signature of understanding by the elected members

Examples:

Gloucester, MA
Kirkland, WA
Harvard, MA
Sunnyvale, TX




Models From Other Communities: Regarding Staff

Typical code sections on treatment of staff by elected Councilors:

- Treat all staff as professionals, and respect their experience and dignity

- Avoid personal attacks and critiques of professionalism in public settings

- Do not disrupt City staff from their jobs: Follow formal channels, limit individual
requests for assistance to reasonable volumes

Examples:

Harrisburg, NC
Kirkland, WA
Harvard, MA
Evans, CO
Sunnyvale, TX

Models From Other Communities:
Behavior Between Elected Officials

Typical code sections on behavior between elected Councilors:

Treat all members of the Council/committee to which you belong with respect, despite differences of

opinion, both in public and private

Avoid personal comments that could offend other Council members

- Harvard, MA: “City Councilors are expected to maintain civility in all discussions and debates, and

not tolerate speech or behavior that is belligerent, disrespectful, threatening, abusive or disparaging
as this behavior impedes the democratic process, encourages hard feelings and divisiveness,
contributes to voter and staff alienation. Dialogue should focus on issues and refrain from personal
criticism.”

Use formal titles for consistency and respect for the institution

Examples:

Harvard, MA
Gloucester, MA
Evans, CO
Sunnyvale, TX
Harrisburg, NC




Recommendations on Preventing Harassment

Councilors are not currently protected by any formal definitions of harassment,
unlike city staff. The Council should consider adopting similar language into a
written rule as part of a code of conduct. This helps protect the members and helps
protect the reputation of the Council as a body.

Specific proposals:

Adapted from the City of Newton Harassment Prevention Policy: “It is the goal of the City
[Council] to promote [an institution] that is free of [any] harassment. Harassment because of
one’s race, color, national origin, ancestry, age, sex or gender, religious creed, sexual orientation,
disability (physical or mental), active or veteran’s military status, gender identity and expression,
genetic information, or any other characteristic protected by Federal, state or local law [, as well
as sexual harassment,] [...] will not be tolerated.”

Also: Avoid making comments on other councilors’ or staff's personal appearances or attire
during or in relation to meetings

Recommendations for Safeguarding the Institution

Behavioral code suggestions that enhance the Council’s reputation:

- Demonstrate respect for the public that you serve
- Conduct yourself in a way that reflects well on the Council as an institution
- It might be worth considering a section on behavior and conduct during
elections, beyond legal requirements, to protect the Council’s image.
However, I did not find an example so far for language on this.

Example:

Harvard, MA




Summary

- Recommendations:

Many communities already have some written Code of Conduct; Newton should, too
Such a code should be distributed at the start of every term by the City Clerk and
signed by each member
This committee should decide whether the Council as a whole or President specifically
is primarily responsible for enforcement

- If the President is responsible, set a contingency plan for when he or she cannot

address the matter in question

A code should include a section on treatment of staff
A code should include a section on collegial conduct between Councilors
A code ought to formally integrate typical policies on harassment, since the Council is
not currently under the staff policies
A code might benefit from explicit sections on general standards of behavior necessary
to promote and defend the institutional image of the Council

Qand A

At this point, I'm happy to take questions.

- All sources and specific examples are included in the backup materials,
and linked in the final slide




Resources

Gloucester, MA:
https://gloucester-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/8623
and%20staff

620-%20Evans L. , i .f
Sunnyvale, TX: https://www.townofsunn /DocumentCenter/View/3809/Code-of-Ethics
Harrisburg, NC: http ww.harrisburgnc.org/DocumentCenter/View/561/Code-of-Conduct-PDF
Best Practices for Councilors at City Council Meetings (2024) and Best Practices for Leading City Council Committees (2024)
Example Language From Other Communities: https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lcEpdgVzNaSRENGYhB0oZVHzJ2af2qzoUkP8eifZeiA/edit?usp=sharing

Newton Staff Harassment Policy: https:/www.newtonma.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/27997/637571201234230000
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