Vyrite and wronged:
Are leaders listening?

8Y TED WINTERZA

It wall surprise no one who has read
any of my columns that ['m one of those
know-it-all gadflzes who frequently sends
e-minzl o my elected officials on topics
whach stick in my craw.,

I e-mal the president. | don't expect
him to actuslly resd my e-mails, as |
imagine he only reads “Sports [lustrated”
or the latest Harry Polter book. But |
alwuys get 2 pleasant form letter scknow?-
eding my missive and in my sunnier
maments, [ pretend the White House is
paying heed to me, even though GW's
policies clearly indicate I'm being round-
ly ignored.

I 2lso send e-mals to Gov. Amold
Schwarzenegger and [kewise get a prefab
reply. [ always know the Govermastor has-
n't persomlly penned the response & the
syntax and grammar are too refined. But
ance again it's nice to be heard by same-
one in Sacramento.

When [ write to Sens. Boxer and
Fenstein and Congressman Waxman, |
clicit even better responses. [ might opine
about drilling for oil in the Arctic Wildlife
Refuge or restoeing the Hetchy Hetchy
Valley. All three clected officials wall
reply with a personally-asddressed e-mal
explaining their position on the isue
Sure, some statfer st the Capitol has cut
and pasted a standard:zed response, but at
least my federal representatives are tally-
ing pudlic sentiment and encouraging par-
tcpatory democracy.

And [ send e-mails to our City Council.
Lots of them, :n fact. You can o, as the
city makes it casy by providing a single e
mal address which s forwanded to all
seven  of  our  elected  leaders:

council@smgov.nel. Wouldn't it great of

our various boards and commissions
could be comtacted with simelar ease?
Instead one has o cut and paste individual
e-ma:] addresses from the city Web site.

I regularly get replies to my ramblings
from three council members. And in the
last two weeks, o fourth crossed & person-
al Rubicon and engaged me in a cyber
dizlogue about a particular topic. But I've
never heard back from the three remain-
ing peeple on the counc:l, not even a
quzck “Thanks for your thoughts™ or “Go
away, you rabid Lm.k;xll.

And | suspect 1 may get a better
response rate than most Sants Mon:cans
I've been persistently spamming the
council for years eventually weanng
some of them down. Who among us has-
0"t succumbed to the temptation to every
so oflen opening an e-mal touting low
Tals moTigges o cheap Viagra?

Sadly, we cling 0 an ant:quated form
of publu. participation in our town: [f you
want to make sure the City Council

acknowledges your imput, you Rave to
schlep over to City Hall for a council
meeting, endure hours of tedium as the
controversial topics seem 1o be placed
towards the end of the agends and then
speak for no more than two minutes
lest a lowd clanging rudely interrupts you.
Consequently, large portions of the elec-
torate, including those with night jobs,
child care responsihilities, marcolepsy,
carly wake-up calls and soc:al lives, are
effectively disenfranchised. Instead, the
sume hardy souls who can find the tme
and mchnation o spesk at council meet-
ings have a disproportionate :nfluence on
what 5 gleanad %0 be public opinion.

It seems to me thatin a
city which ostensibly
cherishes public input

there ought to be a better
way, that we should be
able to communicate with
our council and know our
opinions are heard.

It seems to me that in a cty which
ostensibly cherishes public input there
ought to be a belter way, that we should
be able to communicate with our council
and know our opinions are heard. Now, [
don’t expect individual counc:l members
to reply 1o every e-mail and letter they
receive, as their positons are underpaid
part-time ggs. But couldn’t the council
hawve its own stafl to answer calls and read
e-msls and letters, reply to each one per-
sonally, gsuge pudlic sentiment accoed-
ingly and then report, for :nstance, the
percentage of fo‘k.s favonng and opposng
allowing dogs at the beach?

In fact, an autonomnous stafl for the
council could do much moeee: by provid-
ing ndependent rescarch and analysss, 2
council staff could provide checks and
halances to the mﬂl.m.f. OVETCIVIC D om.\
currently vested in those hired by the 1y
manager. For instance, if city staﬂ'rccum
memnds pay raises or advises against priva-
tizing trash hauling, wouldn't you like
your City Council to hear a second opin-
1om on these matters?

Sure, 2 stafl for the council would cost
maney, although much could be sccom-
plished with mterns and volunteers. But
perhaps when we can’t get our street trees
timmed or sidewalks fixed but planning
for new mun:cipal offices in the Civie
Center at a cost of $20 million is & price-
ty, it's time to direct more of the city bud-
get towards serving the publi

(Ted Winterer is g writer who lives 1n
Ocean Park. He can be reached @ our
townsmdpi@aol com.)



