NOTICE OF STUDY SESSION
For Abilene City Commission
4 p.m. Monday, December 3, 2018
Dwight D. Eisenhower Memorial Building
419 N. Broadway Avenue, Abilene, Kansas
TO: Abilene City Commission
FROM: Austin Gilley, City Manager

The City Commission’s Study Sessions are for the purpose of providing the Commission the opportunity to study items in
more detail. The City Manager is responsible for the meeting and helping manage discussion.
OPEN FORUM
This is an opportunity to bring up items to be informally addressed.
STUDY ITEMS
IDEA



SUPPORT

•

IDEA



STUDY



WRITING



VOTE



EXECUTE



EVALUATE



EXECUTE



EVALUATE

Faith Avenue stormwater runoff control project update:
The City Commission approved a resolution September 10,
2018, authorizing me to negotiate and accept a donation of
real estate for the construction of the storm water runoff
control facility to improve storm water flow for Faith
Avenue. That donation has not occurred, and the negotiations
are ongoing. This problem and project have spanned
numerous City Managers, City Engineers, City Attorneys,
Development Directors, and Commissioners – as such, I
would like to offer and to discuss an update on this project,
which has a complex legacy and likely will require soon a
decision by this Commission. The current negotiation is
between the City and one property owner. I do not plan to
invite any of the property owners into this study session
conversation, but as a public meeting they can attend to listen.
SUPPORT

•





STUDY



WRITING



VOTE

Governing Body Manual: We had previously discussed the need for a manual to help orient and to assist
newly elected and appointed Commission members. I have researched some samples of these and started
working on the draft here – borrowing from other sources. I want to share and discuss this before we get
too far along. This approach is designed more as practical advice and not as a legal policy document.
END###
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GOVERNING BODY MANUAL

GOVERNING BODY MANUAL
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Introduction

1

This manual is designed for the Governing Body and is particularly
Remember –
when you have a
particular
problem,

This manual is to be used in conjunction with the Governing Body
Handbook, published by the League of Kansas Municipalities. Good
general information regarding Kansas Law and other topics is contained
in the League publication, although because the League serves more
than 600 member cities having several different forms of governance,
the Abilene-specific document is most helpful to Abilene officials. If
your questions cannot be found in this publication, the City Manager
can help you track down the answer.

chances are
somebody else
has already dealt
with the issue.

Being an effective leader and member of a group of elected officials is
not something that magically happens just because you are elected or
appointed to office. Leadership and team skills must be learned. You
will need to listen to the residents of the City and then work effectively
with the rest of the Governing Body and City staff to achieve the goals
for the entire City.
Good Luck!
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helpful for newly-elected or appointed Commission members. It
contains information about the structure of our City government and the
role of the elected officials in that structure. The primary focus centers
on the Commission meeting, which is where the formal role of the
Commission member is exercised. Use this manual to learn how to
perform your role as a member of the City’s Governing Body.

Getting Started

2

So Now You’re a Commission Member
Keeping Some
Perspective
▪ Pace yourself.
Recognize that life – and

Your First Days on the Job

the City – is dependent
on a lot of things over

In January, newly elected officials are sworn in following the general
election in November and receipt by the City Clerk of the Certificate of
Canvass from the Dickinson County Board of Commissioners.

which we have little
control. Set some
priorities, recognize the

New Commission members may be overwhelmed at first by all they need
to learn and the amount of time involved. Others are surprised to discover
there are limits on their role in making decisions and setting policy. What
is clear, however, is that it is a very big job.

Getting Oriented
First thing to do is attend the orientation session provided by City staff.
During the session, the City Manager and directors will brief you on core
services and current projects. It is a broad overview of the functions of
the City. Tours of key City facilities and services will also be provided.
Take this opportunity to learn all you can about the City organization, its
history, operations and financing. Take time to visit with City staff to
gain an insight into their perspectives and experience.

need to spend time with
your family, and don’t
burn yourself out.

▪ Develop a thick
skin.
Remember that they
don’t dislike you, they
just may not like your
ideas.

Review Key Documents
You will receive information at orientation that you can read later and
use as reference during your time on the Commission. You will also
receive other documents such as the meeting procedure which will help
you do your job. Don’t be afraid to ask questions as you are not expected
to know all the answers immediately. Find out about anything you need
to know for a better understanding of City operations and issues facing
the community. The information will come fast and furious, so don’t
worry about going back and getting items clarified or getting a more indepth explanation until later.
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By their action, the people of your community have given you a vote of
confidence and expressed faith in your ability to act in their best interest.
As a newly elected or appointed member of the City Commission, you
have a lot to learn about providing leadership and governing. But don’t
take yourself or the business of government so seriously that you don’t
enjoy it. It can and should be a fun as well as rewarding experience.

Keeping Some
Perspective...
▪ Be Yourself.
Don’t try to be someone
you are not.

▪ Majority Rules.

Keep in mind that our City’s ordinances, as codified in our
municipal code, as well as other legally adopted regulations and
policies, such as the traffic code and zoning regulations, must be
followed until the Governing Body takes action to amend them.
If you are unsure of your responsibilities or authority in certain
areas, seek clarification from the City Manager or City Attorney.
Also be aware that “traditions” are subject to interpretation and
are not the same as policy or law – be sensitive to traditions but
understand that they are unenforceable.

majority of members to
pass any motion. You

Value and Respect Your Staff

will need to work with
the other members to
get things accomplished.

Recognize that the City has an experienced and professional
staff and that these individuals are a valuable resource – treat
them with respect and don’t take them for granted.
Much of the staff have served the community for many years
and have a valuable historical perspective which can help fill in
the gaps for a new Commission member.

Take it Slowly
Resist the urge to recommend drastic changes before you know how everything
works. Many of the City’s policies have evolved over years through trial and error.
While some things may appear to need an overhaul, it pays to watch for awhile
before trying to change things. Don’t seek change simply to do things differently!
Give yourself some time to learn the fundamentals.

Public and Private Sector Differences
A word of caution…You may have run for office with the pledge to “run the City
like a business.” While there are similarities, there are some important differences
between the public and private sectors that will become apparent as you get used to
your new role.

Here are just a few of those differences:
□ Most of your work will be done in the public eye. Consequently, things move more
slowly and take more time. The majority of deliberations of the Governing Body are done
in public meetings, and most records are available to the public.
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Remember, it takes a

Legal Restrictions

□ City programs and facilities don’t pay for themselves. We don’t charge fees to cover
all costs for programs, such as senior services or recreational facilities. These programs are
offered as part of the quality of life of the community, which is why they are supported by
tax dollars. Also, you want all members of the community to be able to participate and use
the facilities, not just the wealthiest. The City has an obligation to all citizens, regardless
of their socio-economic level, to provide a high quality of life.

□ You can operate the City in a “business like” manner, but not like a business. Not all
normal business principles apply to a municipality. We are governed by many state and
federal laws which businesses are not required to follow.
□ City projects and contracting often must go through a public bidding or proposal
process. This takes time and sometimes costs more. The benefits are enhanced trust in the
ethics of city officials and cost-savings in the long run.

General Information


Meetings. The City Commission meets the 2nd and 4th Mondays of each month at 4 p.m.,
although some meeting dates are changed due to conflicts with holidays or other special
events. Additional meetings include workshops on important or complex matters, or
special meetings needed to act on time-sensitive items. The Commission has a standing
practice of asking the City Manager to conduct workshop Study Sessions on the 1st and 3rd
Mondays of each month at 4 p.m.



Pay. City Commission members receive a stipend of $XXX/month for their service.
Because the Mayor’s position includes some additional duties, a stipend of $XXX/month
is provided. Stipends may also be declined or re-directed to a non-profit organization upon
the written direction by the Commissioner to the City Clerk.



Seats. The City of Abilene does not have wards but does have rotating terms where four
Commission seats are elected for staggered 4-year terms with two seats up for election
every two years. The Commission’s fifth seat is a two-year term and is up for election every
two years. The third-place finisher in the election is given the two-year seat.
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□ The City is not a “for profit” organization. Taxes are levied in an amount adequate to
provide for the needs of the community, not to make a profit. Even enterprise funds, which
are run more like a business, only charge for their services so they can meet the current and
future-defined needs of the City.

Leadership…

Practical
Advice
Some pointers
to help you
be successful

Learn from Others…
□ Ask for help when you need it. Don’t be afraid to ask the City
Manager or other Commission members.
□ Network with your peers. Meet with other elected officials
from neighboring communities. They can provide support and
new ideas. Get involved in the League of Kansas Municipalities
or the National League of Cities organizations.
□ Find an experienced mentor. Ask for advice when you need
help. You’ll get empathy and a clearer vision from someone who
has been there.
□ Ask opinions and listen. Spend time with those individuals who
have different opinions from yours. Listen, don’t argue the
points, then rethink your position.
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□ Listen. Listen to everyone until your ears fall off. Soak it up.
After about six months in office, you will round out the picture of
the complexities of City government and your role.
□ Read. Considerable time goes into staff reports provided to you.
They contain critical information you will need when considering
an issue. If you need additional information, ask for it early
enough so that it can be shared with the rest of the Commission.
□ Carry a notebook for the first six months and write things down
to help you keep track.
□ Maintain papers and documents that you will need to refer to
in the future. It will help you review items previously covered
and save valuable time.
□ Don’t be afraid to say, “I don’t know.”
□ Don’t make promises you can’t deliver! Policy decisions are
made by the Commission as a whole, not individual members;
administrative decisions are the purview of the City Manager.
□ Gear your mind to process a tremendous amount of seemingly
conflicting information.
□ Don’t enter office with an unmovable set agenda. Learn as
much as you can before taking on a major program or effort.
Don’t be strangled by campaign promises that were made without
enough information.
□ If you come on board as a big critic of the “way things have
been done,” you may be surprised to find how hard the job really
is. You’ll soon gain a better appreciation for those who came
before you.
□ Don’t waste valuable meeting time with questions or issues that
could have been handled beforehand by a phone call or an email
to the City Manager.
□ The job can be very complex – try to stay focused on the big
issues. Don’t get mired in the minutiae.

Form of Government

3

Form of Government in Abilene

Home Rule
All cities in Kansas have home rule powers, the ability to govern themselves without direct
involvement from the state. Home rule powers are conferred directly by the Kansas Constitution
on all classes of cities. Cities exercise their home rule powers through the passage of an ordinary
ordinance or a charter ordinance.
Home rule power is not absolute. Cities must comply with state laws that apply uniformly to all
cities and must conform to applicable federal laws and to the U.S. Constitution and the Kansas
Constitution. In exercising home rule powers, cities may legislate on any subject other than those
reserved to the exclusive jurisdiction of the legislature by the Home Rule Amendment itself.

City Classification
Cities in Kansas are designated by class based on the size of their population. In general, there are
no advantages or disadvantages to being one classification versus another. City classification is
more or less an historical legacy of the state legislature pre-dating Home Rule authority, although
it is still a general reference tool for City size. Abilene is a City of the Second Class.

Additional Related Information
Additional related information can be found in Chapter 1 of the Governing Body Handbook,
published by the League of Kansas Municipalities.
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Abilene operates under the Commission-Manager form of government, a system that combines
strong political leadership of elected officials with strong managerial experience of a professional
City Manager. In this form of government, Commissioners are leaders and policy makers elected
to represent the City as a whole by concentrating on policy issues that are responsive to citizens’
needs and wishes. The City Manager is hired by the City Commission to carry out policies, oversee
City operations, and ensure that the entire City is being served. The Governing Body establishes
goals and policies which the staff executes under the supervision of the City Manager.

Role of Commission Members

4

It is not the role of the Commission member to administer City affairs. The Commission sets
policy, and the City Manager sees that the policies are implemented. The City Commission gives
direction to the City Manager as a body in votes made in public meetings, not individually.
Commission members are elected to look after the interest of the entire City. Your effectiveness
depends on your providing input, while thinking and voting for the needs of the whole community.
Commission members must work together to provide policy decisions that benefit the community
as a whole and provide quality service to all of the City’s residents. Once the Commission makes
a decision, it becomes the entire Commission’s decision. If you are asked about the issue and do
not wish to defend it, simply explain why the Commission made the decision it did.

Adopting Policy
The Commission does not make policy in a vacuum. The Commission relies on input and ideas
from many sources, including staff, advisory boards, citizens, groups and others. It is the
Commission’s responsibility to consider the merits of each idea and then approve, modify or reject
it. In doing so, Commission members analyze community needs, program alternatives and
available resources. The decision often takes the form of an ordinance or resolution, although it
may be in the form of a simple motion.
See Appendix for more information on advisory boards.
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The principal job of the City Commission is to establish the general policies under which the City
operates. The Commission performs this function by:
 Enacting ordinances, resolutions and policies;
 Establishing City fees and utility rates;
 Approving the appointment of the City Manager, members of various boards and
commissions, and vacant Commission seats;
 Reviewing and approving the annual budget, setting the tax rate and approving the financing
of City operations.

Responding to Citizen Complaints
Residents often contact a Commission member when they have a problem. You may also be
approached by a citizen, colleague, or even a friend about City operations, issues or service
problems. Many times they approach you because they aren’t aware that contacting the City
Manager or City staff directly is appropriate. Help them understand this by acknowledging and
redirecting them. You may say: “Yes, I can see that upset you. I apologize you had that experience.
Have you shared this with the City Manager?” or “I don’t have an answer for you right now, but
let me look into it and get back with you.”

So, Who Actually Manages City Operations and Staff?
It is not the role of the Governing Body or any of its members to administer City affairs. The
Governing Body sets policy. The City Manager sees that policies are implemented. It is not the
role of a Commission member to supervise City employees on the job or become involved in dayto-day administration of City affairs. Contact with staff should be through the City Manager except
for general questions and even then, the City Manager should be included.

Relationship with the City Attorney
The City Attorney’s job is to provide legal advice and counsel to the City, which includes advising
the entire Governing Body, staff, and boards and commissions. If you have been contacted by
someone to appear as a witness in your capacity as a Commission member or been served a legal
notice in your capacity as a Commission member, immediately contact the City Attorney.
While generally it is best to ask your questions of the City Manager, who can answer most of them,
you can contact the City Attorney directly if you think it appropriate. Remember the attorney’s
time costs money, so use it wisely. If there is a legal issue that you need an immediate response
to, it is better to err on the safe side and call the attorney.

Personnel Management
The Governing Body approves the City’s compensation plan and personnel policies. It also hires
the City Manager and approves his or her contract. All other personnel actions, unless specifically
defined in the personnel policy, are the duty and responsibility of the City Manager. He or she is
responsible for the hiring, discipline, promotion, demotion and firing of all City employees.

Questions & Answers
Q. An employee comes to me with a gripe or problem, what should I do?
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If you personally take on the citizen request, contact the City Manager and he or she will direct
the request to the appropriate department or staff person for resolution. Keep in mind that neither
you nor the Governing Body has the authority to direct staff to take any action.

A. You should direct the employee to his/her supervisor, the Human Resources Director
or remind them that the City Manager has an open door policy for all employees. Afterwards, give
the City Manager a courtesy call to keep him/her in the loop.
Q. Is the City Manager required to inform Commission members prior to
disciplining or terminating an employee?
A. No. However, if a particular action may prove controversial, he or she will likely
inform you.
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Q. Can we talk about personnel issues during a Commission meeting?
A. Not if they are about an individual - this discussion should be done in executive
session. You should only discuss general personnel policy issues in open session.

Leadership…

Practical
Advice
Some pointers
to help you
be successful

Working with Staff…
□ Get to know staff and what they do.
□ Say “Thank you!” Let folks know how much you
appreciate them and give credit where credit is due.
□ Treat staff with respect. They are a very valuable asset,
and they have committed themselves to making the
community a better place.
□ Be consistent. Treat everyone equitably and keep
relationships professional.
□ Don’t surprise staff at a meeting. If you have a question
or issue, let them know in enough time so they can provide
the answer to you.
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□ Lead by example. Be honest, consistent, and flexible.
Don’t play games.
□ Use common sense.
□ Don’t be stampeded into action by the strong demands of
special interest groups or individuals. Your job is to find
the long-term public interest of the entire community.
□ Be clear on what you stand for.
□ Be open to others’ ideas. Don’t assume that only you
know the best way to accomplish things. Every issue will
benefit from additional discussion. No one has a monopoly
on good ideas.
□ Sometimes we underestimate the potential impact of an
elected official’s leadership. Use the dignity of your office
to help the community get past contentious issues.
□ There is a tremendous amount of discomfort in making
public decisions. Sometimes the decisions feel like the end
of the earth. It’s easy to fear the political consequences.
But it is important to look a little more long-term in
perspective, weigh everything and reach good decisions.
□ You won’t be able to satisfy all of the people, and you
have to know that. Listen fairly…listen thoughtfully…and
then do what you feel is right.

