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‘BIASED’ PETITION LANGUAGE
Petitioners complain ballot language for city auditor is off base

E
ugene residents who are seeking a ballot initiative 

to create an independent performance auditor for 

the city filed a petition with the Circuit Court May 
17. They say the city’s proposed ballot language 

is “biased” and “fails to sufficiently, concisely or 
fairly describe the initiative.” 

The language was prepared by City Attorney Glenn 
Klein in the city manager’s office.

City Manager Jon Ruiz and conservative members of 
city government have long opposed such a charter amend-

ment that would provide independent and professional eval-

uation of city management, department by department, with 
the purpose of improving management and accountability. 

Back in 2002, an ad hoc charter review committee unani-
mously called for the creation of an independent perfor-

mance auditor to address long-standing management issues, 
excessive power by the city manager and eroded trust in city 

government. But a string of city managers and elected city 

leaders have kept the topic off the City Council agenda, say-

ing such auditing is not needed and is too costly. 

Meanwhile, hundreds of cities and counties around the 
nation have found that independent auditors have more 

than paid for themselves financially and have kept small 
problems from growing into big problems, says petitioner 
Bonny Bettman McCornack.  

The 10-word-maximum ballot caption proposed by 

the city attorney for next May’s election reads: “Charter 
Amendment: elected city auditor independent of council/
manager.” The question reads: “Shall Charter create elect-
ed auditor to audit city operations and activities without 

supervision or direction by City Council or manager?” 
The explanation section is longer and goes into some 

details of the amendment, but not all voters will take the 

time to read the summary explanation, which details the 
cost — less than .1 percent of the city’s budget and duties 

such as posting audit results publicly.  

In response, chief petitioners McCornack, George Brown 
and David Monk say the “caption and question fail to tell 
voters that the proposal both creates an office of an indepen-

dent elected city auditor, and establishes its duties.” 
They add, “The summary omits significant detail about 

required qualifications, the duties of the office, and ac-

countability provisions. In addition, aspects of how the 
amendment works are inaccurate.”

Citing state and city code requirements for fairness and 
accuracy, petitioners are calling on the court to improve the 
short caption to read: “Amends Charter: Establishes office, 
duties of independent city auditor.” And the revised ques-

tion should change to: “Shall City Charter be amended to 
establish office of elected City Auditor to independently 
audit city operations and activities?”

The petitioners complain that the city attorney’s unnec-

essary language, “without supervision or direction by City 
Council or city manager,” implies that the auditor would 
have no accountability. 

In fact, the new auditor would work closely with city 
leaders to identify problem areas, follow professional pro-

tocols for auditing, and collaborate with city leaders on 
resolving problems and improving efficiencies. An anony-

mous hotline would be available for citizen whistle-blow-

ers. All audit reports would be published on a website and 
audits would be subject to peer review.

Once the ballot title language is finalized and the city 
recorder approves signature sheets, petitioners can begin 
to collect the necessary 8,091 valid signatures to get the 
measure on the ballot. ■

SOUR GRAPES
Gimpl Hill development has neighbors 

concerned about water

A
s you turn onto Gimpl Hill Road from Bailey 
Hill Road, you exit the more densely populated 
neighborhoods surrounding Churchill High 
School and Kennedy Middle School. After a few 
tight turns on the road that runs through wooded 

hillsides you are greeted with a sharp contrast: on one 
side you see an opulent landscaped drive with stonework 

and a wrought iron fence; on the other side of the road, 
homemade signs implore you in black marker to: “SAVE 
Your WELL” and “STOP The Vineyards at Gimpl Hill.”

Area residents have been organizing to challenge a 
proposed addition to The Vineyards at Gimpl Hill since 
they received notice of the planned development in 

mid-January. The Gimpl Hill citizen group worries the 
development will threaten the area’s limited water supply. 

The fight over the proposed development on Gimpl Hill is 
part of an ongoing struggle pitting developers against long-

time residents and advocates fighting rural sprawl.
The developer of The Vineyards at Gimpl Hill, Roy 

Carver III, has submitted a proposal to the Lane County 
Planning Commission to rezone 133 acres of property 
from its current designation as impacted forestland to rural 

residential property. Under the current zoning the property 
could be divided into no more than two units. If the land-

use designation were to change the minimum lot size 
would be five acres, which would enable Carver to move 
forward with the planned subdivision of 14 upscale homes.

The new development would be in addition to nine 

existing homesites. The current homes are advertised as, 

“the premier development in Lane County for discerning 
people looking for beautiful estate lots and the drama of 

up-close nature.” Each site is advertised as having its own 
private vineyard.

The Lane County Planning Commission is responsible 
for evaluating the proposed development and forwarding 

its recommendations to the Lane County Board of 
Commissioners, a process planned to last through the 
summer. 

Associate county planner Deanna Wright, who prepared 
the staff reports recommending approval of the proposal, 
did not return calls from Eugene Weekly asking about the 

project.

At a standing room only planning commission meeting 
on May 16, the developer’s attorney and three geologists 
hired by the developer reaffirmed their opinion that the 
property has adequate groundwater to supply the proposed 

development. 

Michael Farthing, the attorney who represents Carver, 
says that the meeting was “a good meeting.” Farthing says, 
“The development will be wonderful and done in a top-

notch manner.”

According to Farthing, his client only has to consider 
water availability for the planned development. He points 
out that Lane County Code does not require the developers 
to consider the impact the development’s water use will 

have on adjacent properties, but says he does not think it 
will harm the neighbors anyway.

“I’m convinced that there will be enough water for 

[the development] without affecting adjacent properties,” 
Farthing says. 

After representatives of the developers stated their case, 
a geologist hired by concerned neighbors challenged the 

methods and conclusions of their analysis. The geologist, 
Mark Yinger, says that the 2007 study the developers are 
relying on is deficient because it doesn’t fully consider the 

specific geology of the area and didn’t recognize the entire 
history of water problems and well deepenings in the area.

After Yinger spoke, 10 area residents gave testimonials 
that told a similar story of water shortage, expensive 
investments in water storage and deepening wells and fear 

that the new development will only worsen their existing 

water woes. 

Bob Cattoche, who has helped organize the citizens 
group with the aid of nonprofit advocacy group Lane 
County LandWatch, points to evidence from well logs that 
show a history of shortages and well deepenings in the 

area.

“We have actual evidence that can’t be ignored,” says 
Cattoche, a retired special education administrator. He 
also points out that while the feasibility study for water 

availability was based on 33 residential homes, it did not 
consider water for the vineyards. 

Scott Palmer, who lives a mile due south of the proposed 
development, shared his story of failed investments in 
trying to access water on his property. Palmer says that 
he has seen his water levels go down year after year and 

that five years ago he spent $10,000 on a well that did not 
produce. At times he has had to stop watering his fields 
and gardens, despite the expensive investments in wells 
and water storage on his property.

Palmer also brought up the problem a fire could cause 
in the hot months when area wells run dry. “This area is 

prone to fire danger,” he says. “There’s no water to fight 
fire. It all has to be hauled in. There’s not enough water to 
go around. We ask you to deny the application.”

“What is the role of the planning commission if it’s 

not to uphold the will of the people?” Max Wilbert asks 
the commissioners, after pointing out that more than 90 
percent of the crowd was there to oppose the development.

“The will of the people seems pretty clear in this 

instance,” Wilbert says. ■

NEWS

NEWS

BY TED TAYLO R

BY CARL SE GE RSTRO M

‘The caption and question fail to tell voters that the proposal both creates  
an office of an independent elected city auditor, and establishes its duties.’ 

— CHIEF PETITIONERS BONNY MCCORNACK, GEORGE BROWN AND DAVID MONK


