RTM P&Z Committee Report on Westport converting to a Regional Council of Governments (“COG”)    March 1, 2012.
The Committee met on Tuesday February 28th at 8pm.
Attending - Committee: Don Bergmann, Diane Cady, Heather Cherry, Hope Feller, Jay Keenan, Paul Lebowitz, Gil Nathan, Lois Schine, Matthew Mandell (Chair)

Numerous other RTM members attended and participated. No members of the public or press were there, other than a photographer for a picture of the meeting.

Proposing adoption of the ordinance which would pave the way for Westport's participation in the COG was First Selectman Gordon Joseloff, also Chair of the South West Regional Planning Agency's (“SWRPA)” Metropolitan Planning Organization. Also attending were Floyd Lapp, Executive Director of SWRPA and Jerry Ellis, Chair of SWRPA.

The issue in front of the RTM is whether Westport should change from SWRPA to a COG. Currently we are a member of SWRPA, which has two parts. The first part is the Board of Directors of SWRPA, a 22 person Board responsible for all SWRPA activities other than those dealing with transportation. This 22 person Board comprises volunteers appointed by the respective eight SWRPA towns.  The second part is The Metropolitan Planning Organization (“MPO”) an eight member board which deals mainly with transportation issues.  The vast majority of the budget of SWRPA, approximately 85%, is devoted to transportation issues. The MPO comprises the eight elected chief executive officers of the eight member towns.   
The COG, provided for in CT. General Statutes 4-124i through j, essentially reorganizes these two parts of SWRPA and creates an organization headed by the elected chief executive officers of the eight member communities for our region, Greenwich, Darien, New Canaan, Stamford, Norwalk, Wilton, Weston and Westport.

Mr. Joseloff reiterated what he had said to the full RTM a month ago, that moving to a COG would create efficiencies by consolidation, that no money would be saved, but that  time and effort could be saved under a COG structure.  He felt that a COG would get more recognition at the state level and that CEOs advocating for funding and change as a COG would get more respect. He was candid in saying that it was just his feeling and when questioned by RTM members he again said this was conjecture and not fact. He also said he felt more comfortable working with this newer form of organization to discuss possible mergers of services with or among any of the eight member towns, e.g. police or fire dispatch, but could not point to specific instances of this being the case.

Mr. Lapp reviewed a power-point, which all the members had received prior to the meeting. It outlined specifics about a COG, what it is and also what it is in comparison to SWRPA. Mr. Lapp was not there to advocate for the COG. He was there to explain and answer questions, but it was clear he felt the COG would indeed create efficiencies in staff time and effort.   He could not point to any specific action the COG could do better than SWRPA, but did stress that a COG structure would result in more available staff time to address substantive, rather than procedural activities, such as preparations for the many meetings of both the SWRPA Board and the MPO.  He did say that the many other towns that had converted to a COG structure found it worked well.
Mr. Ellis, while again there to give facts, also supported the move to a COG, though he said that SWRPA had recently been working to make the two parts, the MPO and the SWRPA Board work more closely together and that that effort had been bearing fruit. He said there was nothing holding SWRPA back from acting more like a COG, but while remaining in the SWRPA format.  

At a prior P&Z Commission meeting, at which the COG issue was discussed, a member of SWRPA, Jay Tepper, appeared and spoke in opposition to joining the COG. Mr. Tepper had been invited to attend the RTM Committee meeting, but had a conflict with his own P&Z meeting. It is expected that Mr. Tepper will attend the full RTM meeting.

There was a vigorous two hour Q&A.  A major point which was not answered is what has SWPRA not been able to do that a COG would be able to do. Related to that was the apparent fact that the COG form would have substantially the same powers, or absence of powers, as the SWRPA form. Westport’s representation within a COG would change from three of 22 representatives on the Board of Directors to one of eight for the COG. Essentially a 1% difference in representation. Mr. Lapp made it clear that most votes are not along town or party lines.  One question unanswered was whether SWRPA could hire a lobbyist as it seems a COG can. This is to be answered prior to the full RTM meeting. Also requested was a "matrix" of pros and cons of moving from SWRPA to a COG since that was only tangentially presented in the power-point. This too is to be presented prior to the RTM meeting.
What was answered clearly was that efficiencies of time and effort by the SWPRA staff would be achieved in a COG. There would be no taxing or other form of government coming from this move, just transportation issues and planning would be covered in a COG. It would also seem a COG might have more clout in advocating for the region and may have more access to grants and funds. It was noted that of the 14 regions in the state 12 have already converted from an RPA to a COG or Council of Elected Officials.
The RTM Committee had sent out emails and made phone calls to the seven other communities in our region seeking their position and time table on their conversion to a COG. A spreadsheet of answers was put together and presented with the responses received.  No other SWRPA town in our group has acted as yet.

The RTM Committee received a copy of a letter from the Westport Planning and Zoning Commission to the First Selectman commenting upon their vote of 4-1-1 not to support the move to a COG.  
The Committee along with remaining other members of the RTM discussed the issue at hand.  The following reflects that discussion.
1. A majority felt there would be no harm to moving to a COG, some actively advocated for the change.

2. Some members felt it would indeed give the region more clout.

3. Some members felt that there was nothing wrong with SWRPA or present situation. 

4. A COG was not a move to county government or a taxing authority.

5. Members felt the Westport P&Z Commission's reasons not to join the COG were not persuasive. While acknowledging the time demand issue, members thought not joining due to having to supply a standing member of the commission to serve on the COG Planning Council, due to lack of time, was something that simply had to be overcome. While not a fact, it is anticipated that legislation to modify that rule and allow an appointed member would be proposed
6. There still was missing information and opinions that would be forthcoming.
7. There was not a consensus as to whether or not the responses received from the seven member towns meant that their conflicting views expressed could be interpreted either way.  It could be viewed as a toss up.

8. That essentially moving forward to a COG was as one member put it "a leap of faith" worth taking.

On a motion offered by Ms. Schine and seconded by Mr. Bergmann the committee voted 6-0-2 to recommend to the full RTM that Westport join the COG.

Yes - Bergmann, Cady, Cherry, Lebowitz, Nathan, Schine. 

No -

Abstain - Feller, Mandell

Keenan, left before vote.

It should be noted that the abstentions were to allow more time for missing information to be gathered and presented.

Reporter

Matthew Mandell (Chair)

