#=35

Late Baékup

TO: Marc Ott
FROM: Bill Spelman
ABOUT: 26 July conversation with Clty Counc;l

T DATE: -2-October~2014 : L N

As you recall, we met in executive session on 26 June 2014 to discuss your work over the previous
twelve months. In the course of our frank but cordial conversation, several important issues were
raised. It was my understanding that the Council wanted notes on this conversation to be provided to
you and to interested members of the public.

You opened the conversation by reminding us of what we all know, but sometimes forget: Austin is
internationally recognized for its vibrant economy and its quality of life; citizen satisfaction with city
services is much higher than in most cities, and among the highest in the country; our employees are
exceptionally good at what they do, and happy doing it. We're on all of those Top 10 lists for a reason,
and our growing pains, occasional missteps, and frequent (usually healthy) disagreements should not
cause us to lose sight of the bigger picture: This is a thriving, healthy city with a government that
works.

The Council was particularly proud of the city's response to the Hallowe'en floods. Key staff members
moved mountains to provide badly needed services, very quickly, to thousands of flood victims. Given
the city's budget constraints and the complexity of the operation, this was a remarkable achievement.

This is not to say that everything works, all the time. No organization with a $3 billion budget and
12,000 employees can always get it right. Qur conversation focused on the issues where improvement
15 most needed.

Despite our city's capacity to rise to the occasion in situations like the Hallowe'en flood, some of us
remain concerned that staff move much more slowly on projects or issues they disagree with or fear
will be controversial. Several Council Members perceived that staff were unwilling to volunteer
information on controversial or potentially embarassing issues. This may be an indication that staff fear
making a mistake or taking an unpopular position. You agreed that your job was to make sure the
council is provided with objective information, and with the benefit of staff’s perspective and
recommendations. Further, your staff has an obligation to surface potential problems or unintended
consequences. The Council recognizes that its work depends on a free flow of information and ideas,
and would appreciate anything you can do to assuage staff that disagreements and honest mistakes are
just part of doing the city's business. We all agreed that this message should be reinforced.

Some councilmembers expressed frustration that even routine projects sometimes move slowly or get
stuck, and that issues remain unresolved, sometimes for months. When a Single Point of Contact is
assigned to a project, this often solves the problem, but there is often a delay before the problem is
recognized and someone is assigned. The heart of the matter may be our cumbersome regulations and
procedures, but some of us are concerned that the City Manager's Office is overtaxed.

Some councilmembers were concerned about an apparent growth in management employees relative to
front-line staff. You assured us that this, together with the recurring problem of vacancy savings, would
be addressed during this and future budget processes.

We are pleased that your relationship with the City Auditor has improved, and look forward to similar
improvements in your ability to work productively with AFSCME and other employee unions.



Finally, the Council recognizes that your management style — staying at a high level, avoiding
micromanagement, delegating the authority to deal with most details — is appropriate for your position
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move things along. Nevertheless, some of us have found it difficult to bring to your attention cases
where intervention was necessary. We agreed that a closer working relationship, including more
frequent meetings with individual Council members, would go a long way to dealing with these
COncerns. '

These notes, like the conversation itself, are offered in the spirit of improving the Council's ability to
make good policy and the staff’s ability to carry it out effectively. Thank you for your service to this
community. It's a better place because of what you do.



