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City  Council  is  Rodney  Dangerfield  of  L.A.
BY KERRY CAVANAUGH,  Staff  Writer
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It's not easy being a Los Angeles City Council
member.

Sure, they each represent about 260,000
constituents and hold the strings of the city's
$6.8 billion budget.

But, sometimes, department general
managers and city commissioners don't even
return their calls.

Faced with hundreds of urgent little problems, they struggle to make an impact on
the big issues of Los Angeles - such as gangs and traffic. And when they do
accomplish something, the public and the media don't seem to know or care much
about their triumph.

Take, for example, the first-ever City Council retreat that kicked off Tuesday at the
San Pedro Doubletree Hotel. The innovative session designed to help the 15-
member council focus on priorities and improve its effectiveness drew exactly one
television camera.

Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa had 10 cameras filming him Tuesday morning when he
swept a street and announced a summer jobs program.

And while City Council members generally feel upbeat about their work, there is
also a sense that they're not doing all they could be.

"You all have the potential to be the best council in many years," said Joe
Hertzberg, a facilitator hired by the council to lead their two-day
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retreat.

Hertzberg
interviewed council
members
individually before
the retreat, then
presented their
self-assessment.

"But, on the other
hand, I heard that
the whole is less
than the sum of the
parts."

Hertzberg
continued: "There's
a perception that
the council is
largely reacting,
rather than
proactively
identifying areas
and moving
ahead."

Though some
members
disagreed with
Hertzberg's
overview, his
comments fueled a
debate over how
the council can
assert more
authority -
including how and
when to challenge
the mayor.

"We're rubber-
stamping
everything,"
Councilwoman
Janice Hahn said,
after suggesting
the council more
closely question
Villaraigosa's
commission
appointments.

"Not to stand up to
the mayor just to
stand up to the
mayor, but to
provide better
constituent
services."

But Councilman Richard Alarc n said the council could become more powerful and
effective by collaborating with the mayor.

"It's not the charter (that gives power); it's how you marshal leadership," he said.

Others suggested that the council could exert more authority and become more
effective by having more rigorous debate.

"Maybe as a body, we can do more by voting 15-to-zero less," said Councilman
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Jack Weiss.

Ensconced in a hotel meeting room, council members also debated the city budget
and how the city could reduce gang violence. Council members were expected to
end the day with a harbor cruise, courtesy of the Harbor Department.

The two-day retreat cost about $13,000, including the room rental and Hertzberg's
fee.

Council President Eric Garcetti organized the retreat to get all 15 members to focus
on the larger issues facing the city and develop strategies to tackle L.A.'s biggest
problems - including gang violence and traffic.

But it wasn't all  serious.

As the ground rules were explained - no cell phones, BlackBerrys or laptops - a
casually dressed Councilman Greig Smith weighed in.

"Can I ask Mr. LaBonge and Mr. Weiss to loosen their ties?" he asked.

He was quickly corrected by Garcetti. On this day, council members would interact
on a first-name basis.

As for Garcetti, he said Tuesday that he was pleased with the retreat so far.

"It's been exactly as I hoped," he said. "Frank conversation about subjects and
areas of importance."

kerry.cavanaugh@dailynews.com

(213) 978-0390
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