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Are public meetings
public without ears?

Though citizens claim that their elected representa-
tives do or fail to do all sorts of things, the claims last
month that the Vernonia City Council had failed to pro-
vide enough information about the municipal building
project were truly astounding.

The current project recommendations are the result
of a study initiated nearly a year ago by a large citi-
Zeéns committee. The committee was chaired by Jan
Miyasaki and every one of their numerous meetings
was public. Is it the fault of the committee or the coun-
cil or the City of Vernonia that the “public” didn’t attend
the meetings?

Questions were also raised about the need for such
a facility. This question isn't as surprising as the claims
of lack of information, though the information has been
available far longer...which may be part of the prob-
lem.

In January, 1985, the first issue of The INDEPEN-
DENT reported on structural problems with city hall.
That report included the comment by former Columbia
County building official Bob Eidem, that the back wall
was in condition to be condemned.

That report was the catalyst for expanding the fire
hall in order to move the ambulances out of city hall
into a safe building. That expansion took several years
and a lot of hard work by citizen volunteers, both in ob-
taining the funds for the work and in performing a Iot
of the work. They were aided by both the city and the
fire district.

At that time, the police department was not located
in City Hall, but was in Space rented from the Vernon-
ia Federal Credit Union. As money became tighter, it
became necessary to move the police department into
part of the space formerly occupied by the ambulance
association. With that move, the city was, once again,
placing employees in a building that was unsafe.

More recently, in 1996, city hall was inspected by
two different engineering firms. One of them reported
that the building should be replaced. The other said it
could be repaired, sort of, by (1) replacing the roof and
(2) replacing the walls. This study was reported and
was discussed in council meetings. It was another part
of the cautious approach by city government to be ab-
solutely certain the municipal building was necessary.

The INDEPENDENT has chided the council when
they seem to ignore the value of public input, most re-

cently over the Scout Building. But there is no way the
city council or city government can honestly be ac-
cused of failing to put information about the municipal
building project before the public.

The council has said they will set a town hall meet-
ing on the project, and they will do so. The question
now is: Who will attend? With people claiming inade-
quate information after more than a year of intense
public activity, it's doubtful that more than thirty people
will bother to attend.

As Mayor Art Parrow said at a recent council meet-
ing: “Citizens have a responsibility to be informed.”
Who will accept that responsibility?
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By Julius Dalzel/
Vernonia City Councilor

Let’s talk communications! That's
an interesting subject when one con-
siders that this column is for the pur-
pose of communicating to you events,
decisions and reasons conceming the
City and residents. The Independent is
a communications conduit directed at
capturing and communicating a broad
set of happenings. So why this item?

The City Council fundamentally is
charged with conducting the affairs of
Vernonia. Council meetings essentially
are business meetings and should be
S0. Yes, we receive comments from the
floor, but the time permitted is limited.
The rules are established to assist with
getting business accomplished.

Difficulty arises when a subject
needs to be dialogued. We, the City
Council, announce (or communicate jf
you would), public hearings. Those
public hearings are most often sparing-
ly attended. Regardless, we proceed to
make decisions based on what we
have heard and what needs to be ac-
complished.

Why are the public hearings of such
apparent little interest? Or are we not
getting the word out that there is a pub-
lic hearing in the first place? The re-
quirements are clear regarding how we
are to announce a hearing. The rea-
sons for the apparent lack of interest
are, most probably, several in number
We are all very busy people in this day
and age. Often there IS not time to
even thoroughly read this paper, the
principle mechanism used in Vemonia.
Recently, | was late for a public hearing
because | did not include the hearing in
my handwritten notes at the previous

meeting of the council. Sound familiar?

So if the City is making the proper
efforts to communicate hearings and
yet not really Succeeding, what to do?
We could print notices and post in pub-
lic places. But there are restrictions as
well as cost of printing and time re-
quired. Another idea is to have a bul-
letin board somehow made available
for street viewing at City Hall, as an ad-
dition to what we’re already doing.
We'll try that mechanism, however it
does require folks to get in the habit of
dropping by the board while downtown,

We are looking for other practical
ideas. Someone mentioned cable. An-
other person suggested a “Town Crier”’
but that’s a bit much.

Once in a while a major issue comes
along that demands broad city involve-
ment. Such a case is the planned con-
struction of the new Vemonia Building
(Municipal Building). We are at key
stages in design and financing. The is-
Sue of need is still being bantered
about by a few, although development
of the project to date has been over-
Seéen by a committee of the public.
Those committee meetings were both
announced and open. Because of con-
tinuing questions, the City Council
wishes to host a Town Hall meeting
dedicated to this subject. The time tar-
geted is late August or early Septem-
ber.

For this event, we will broadly com-
municate the meeting purpose, date,
location, and time. Several organiza-
tions and individuals have offered as-
sistance in getting the word out. So
let’s see if such an effort works. Maybe
We can glean some ideas for communi-
cating the more frequently held public
hearings and workshops.




