MINUTES OF THE SPECIAL MEETING

OF THE REIDSVILLE CITY COUNCIL
HELD WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 8, 2010 AT 12:00 NOON
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PRESENTATION BY HARTWELL WRIGHT OF THE NC LEAGUE OF MUNICIPALITIES ON THE PROCESS FOR SELECTING A CITY MANAGER.

Mayor Festerman began the meeting by thanking Hartwell Wright for taking the time to meet with City Council. The Mayor noted that only one person on Council (Turner) has first-hand experience hiring a City Manager since City Manager Kelly Almond has served in that position for the City for 23 years. He expressed Council’s hopes that they would find someone equally successful to be the next City Manager.

Mayor Festerman asked Wright to share his background with the Council. He added that Councilman Rucker had a medical appointment but would be arriving shortly.

Wright relayed greetings from the North Carolina League of Municipalities (NCLM). He explained that he had 20 years of experience in the public sector and currently serves as a Human Resource Consultant for the League. Prior to that, he worked in human resources for Roses Corporation. He said he appreciated the opportunity to be with the Council today.

Mayor Festerman then asked the Council members to go around the table and introduce themselves to Wright, which they did.

Wright said he had set a couple of goals for himself today: first, that the Council understands the information he was sharing and secondly, that they find it useful as they begin the process of looking for Reidsville’s next City Manager.

He started off by asking a few questions: When is the current City Manager retiring? City Manager Almond responded that he was leaving February 1, 2011. Wright then asked if the Council knows the responsibilities of hiring an interim manager? The Mayor asked him to elaborate. Wright said that State Statutes require the City appoint an interim manager as soon as Almond is no longer the City Manager.

Wright gave a little history of municipal government in the State of North Carolina, noting that there are a little over 300 towns and villages which have some form of City Manager or City Administrator government. He said he checked last Friday and as of then, about 15-20 other agencies, including cities and counties, were currently recruiting for a manager. As Reidsville starts this process, Wright told Council that this will be a competition to recruit the best manager and the more professional the City conducts itself, the more attractive it will be to potential applicants.

Wright then encouraged Council members to interrupt if they should have questions and stressed that this was an informal process, one in which communication was important. He then distributed two sets of documents, including an outline format for “Selecting a City Manager” and “Attachment ‘A’, Supplemental Questions”. (THESE DOCUMENTS ARE HEREIN INCORPORATED AND MADE A PART OF THESE MINUTES.) He indicated the questions were for Council’s information only and would probably not be mentioned as part of his presentation.

Wright then went to the outline, noting that he can’t assume what Council knows so he was keeping everything basic. He said this would not be a “high tech” presentation but one to talk about the process of hiring a City Manager. He stressed that the role of NCLM staff is to help guide Councils in the process, but the rest is up to the Council. Wright said the League can’t help in the actual selection of the manager because the applicants could be coming from another member municipality.

Wright noted that this is a three-step process: recruitment, assessment and hiring. In terms of recruitment, he said the City wants to “cast its net” as wide as it can. During the assessment phase, the City needs to determine what skills and abilities in the applicants best meet the needs of the City and Council. In hiring, the City will need to put together a competitive package to lure the selected candidate, he indicated.

Three decisions need to be made immediately, Wright said. First, someone needs to be assigned the administrative work associated with the hiring process, he noted. The City needs to start advertising the position so the advertisement needs to be done, letters need to be sent and interviews set up. He encouraged the City to have a designated person to do this.

Mayor Festerman questioned whether Wright felt it better not to have the interim manager as a candidate for the position? Wright said that if your interim manager has any interest in the full-time manager position, he or she needs to be completely removed from this process. The Mayor said that was reiterating what he had been saying.

Wright said the administrative person can be anyone that City Council chooses. The Mayor said he would rather it be someone at staff level.

The second decision to be made is the level of confidentiality in the process. Wright pointed out that the qualifications of any internal staff member can be done in closed session. He said Council needs to decide how much of the process is going to be confidential. Once applications are submitted, there is the possibility that information will be made public. It is the responsibility of the City to inform applicants that this information might be made public and give them the chance to withdraw.

The third and perhaps most important decision by the City is how it will undertake the process: by committee, professional consultant or the board as a whole, Wright said. He said the Council needs to set these rules and guidelines upfront because this will assist them tremendously from the very beginning. He talked of the importance of what the Council was doing, adding that this is probably the most important decision this Council will make barring some catastrophic event occurring. Wright stressed that Almond has been here 23 years so it must have been a good decision all those years ago. He said a manager with 23 years of tenure is unusual in these times. Almond has led the Council through 23 budgets. While the City Manager works for Council and at the will of the board, all other employees works for the City Manager, Wright pointed out. The manager also arbitrates decisions with your citizens; therefore, this is an extremely important decision for the Council to make.

Wright stated that the Council needs to determine what they are looking for in the next city manager. He suggested the Council schedule a work session relatively soon to compile a profile of the next manager. He said this would be a very important tool for staff and the Council to use as they review applications. He urged every City Council member to list the top 2-3 things they want in the next manager, citing as examples “education,” “experience,” etc. If seven of you list the same thing, that might be the number one priority in a candidate for the board, he said. Wright added that Councils of Government have facilitators, who could help lead in such discussions as the board compiles its profile. 
Wright offered a word of caution as Council prepares its profile. With regard to the use of words, he said that “must” or “required” are absolute infinitives and must be used cautiously. The Mayor asked if the profile should be done before advertisements are sent out? Wright said the profile should definitely be done before they look at applications, but he added that his preference would be before the advertisements go out. Council must decide if it wants candidates to have a Masters in Public Administration and at least five years’ experience but in doing so, must realize that may leave out a lot of candidates with comparable experience but not the Master’s degree. Other words that can be used are “preferred” and “in conjunction with” and “equivalent,” it was pointed out.

Mayor Festerman asked if the salary is discussed as part of the profile? Wright said no.

Wright turned to page 3 of his outline and highlighted some of the special qualifications which he said Council would need to consider.
Regarding the timeframe, Wright said the process typically takes about six months. He noted that the outline explains why it takes that long. He added that one factor is how hard the Council wants to work on the process. Councilman Turner said he thought it took them about six months 23 years ago. Wright noted that Council will also be working on budget at the same time, and schedules are important. Plus, candidates usually have to give at least a 30-day or 60-day notice, he said.

Regarding the salary range, Wright said that the competitive starting salary for Reidsville is in the $100,000-$115,000 range. He stated that his salary range is not specific to the City’s geographic location. He talked of factors that affect the salary: market; the more requirements on a candidate, the more you pay for the candidate; and where does one put a cap on the salary so that the citizens won’t revolt.

Mayor Festerman asked about the Piedmont area. He said it seems managers tend to make more here than they do in the mountains, for example. Wright said there is no science to it, but he said the Mayor’s point about the Piedmont area is justified compared to other areas. Councilwoman Zdanski said the “kicker” in this process is the housing market. Wright agreed, noting that when the Council gets down to discussions with a final applicant, they may have to negotiate time for the applicant to buy a house, sell his or her house, etc. Most towns do require their manager to live within the corporate limits, but the Council may need to be flexible, yet for how long is another decision they might need to be made, he said.

City Manager Almond discussed the idea of “credentials.” He said about eight years ago, the issue came up among City and County management professionals about the need to be “certified” as a City or County Manager. It was quite controversial, he noted, adding that several questions arose such as who will certify the certifications, etc. The issue is still evolving, but that is one more qualification that the City might want to look at, he said.

Discussion turned to the placement of the advertisements. Wright pointed to page 4 of his outline and the publications listed there. He said he did not advocate using statewide newspapers because that was just not where managers tend to look for job opportunities. He said he did advocate putting an ad in the local newspaper.

Wright then turned to the screening process. After you’ve run the ad and identified the staff person, where do you go from there, he asked. If the whole board is involved, he said they need to log all of the applications, keep records and make copies of every response for every Council member. The board will need to “set the tone,” he said, on the recording of responses, setting meeting schedules, etc.
The Mayor asked for clarity from the board on whether they wanted the entire Council to be involved in the process. It was the consensus of Council that they fill that role. Hartwell said it works better that way. Again, it was noted that the profile compiled by Council would be used to screen the applications.

Councilman Rucker asked what would happen if a good application was received after the cut-off date. Would Council accept the application or re-open the application period? This led to a discussion of including a cut-off date or keeping the position “open until filled.” Wright said if you have a cut-off date, you shouldn’t accept applications afterwards, but an “until filled” period allows the City to keep accepting applications. He said it is totally up to Council.

Wright said the Council-appointed administrative person could accept the applications and send out letters notifying the applicants that their resumes had been received. He said it is perfectly appropriate to send a letter letting people know they are not in the running, adding that this is part of the professional process. He said there would be some applications that could be eliminated quickly because the City will get applications from people without any experience. Those that make it to the next level could receive a copy of the City’s application and 2-3 supplemental questions that the Council wants to ask, he said. He talked of how by restricting the applicants to a certain amount of space to answer questions could also tell the Council a lot about the applicants.  
Reasons an application is so important, Wright noted, is because the City can get information they might not get from resumes alone. Also, they can get a signature from the applicant and they can get references for the applicant or the applicant can let them know which references they don’t want them to alert. He said this is also a good time to ask for a salary history.

Councilwoman Zdanski commented that the Council should ask all the applicants the same questions, shouldn’t they? Wright agreed. Council should give the applicants a deadline to respond by, he said. He added that this is a good time to do actual reference checking once the field is narrowed down to the group of applicants the Council plans to interview. Wright said that reference checking is better done by one person. The Mayor said in the past someone from the Police Department had done the background checks. Wright said he had attached some questions for background checks, along with some things they shouldn’t do. He said it is still not incomprehensible to lose a candidate when checking references.
Wright said Reidsville should get some good candidates here because the City has a lot to offer. The former manager having a long history sends a signal that there is political stability here, he noted. Wright added that North Carolina is a wonderful place to practice this profession; therefore, the City may receive applications from across the country. He also noted that with the technology available today, the Council might be able to interview candidates via video conferencing, etc. rather than actually having to bring them to Reidsville. 
Mayor Festerman stated that those with managerial experience in North Carolina might be ahead of the game because they would know the rules and people in the State already. Wright agreed, but said someone can be a good manager anywhere. However, if you have comparable candidates from North Carolina and Florida, for example, the manager from North Carolina would have the advantage, he agreed.

The interview process, Wright said, is when the “rubber meets the road.” He said they need to develop a schedule of interviews, and letters under the Mayor’s signature will need to be sent to interviewees, along with an agenda of the day’s activities. He said they should let the interviewee know exactly what they will be doing and how long they’ll be there. Wright talked of the information that should be sent to them, including copies of the City Charter, budget, organizational chart, etc. Another thing the Council will need to consider is the cost of travel arrangements, he said.

There was additional discussion on the decision-making process. 

It was the consensus of Council members to keep decision-making to this board.
Wright also said they should inform interviewees that they can’t guarantee confidentiality. Council members said they didn’t want this to become a “political football.” They indicated they wanted to keep citizens involved in the process without infringing on the candidates’ confidentiality or keeping qualified candidates from applying.

Wright stressed that it was very important for the City to conduct the interviews as professionally as possible. He noted that some cities take the interviews “off site.”

Wright noted that Council should craft a few questions for the interviewees, and he suggested the same people ask the same questions. He explained that a particular Council member may have a certain passion for a topic, and responses may not be the same depending on how the question is delivered. Wright added that it is appropriate to meet on personnel issues in closed session to discuss candidates as long as the Council specifies it is doing so.

In addition to an oral interview, Wright suggested that each of the final candidates be given a “real life scenario” that a City Manager might have to handle, either on a day-to-day basis or in a catastrophic situation. They would be given a certain amount of time to formulate how they would handle the situation, he said. It could be in written form, but he noted that the Council would be evaluating the content of the applicant’s answer rather than his or her typing ability. This could be an indicator of how the interviewee handles stress, he added, but Wright stated that each interviewee should have the same situation presented to them. Mayor Pro Tem Balsley noted that these questions should be more performance-based, to which Wright agreed “absolutely.”
Consistency in relaying the questions by Council was discussed further.

Wright urged Council members to do their evaluations immediately after the interviews are completed. He said a sample evaluation form or some type of instrument should be used to determine how the interviews have gone. He said if one candidate stands head and shoulders above everyone else, he then suggested the Council stop and not do anything else until a thorough background investigation is done.

Mayor Festerman questioned if a candidate has declared bankruptcy, can Council consider that as part of the criteria? Wright noted that there are things in a person’s background which, according to federal law, a Council can or can’t consider. However, since fiduciary responsibility is a part of the position, they would have to think cautiously before hiring that person, he continued.

Wright said the only caution he would relay in regards to background checks is that he would recommend a federal background check, in addition to a state background check. He said the two systems don’t communicate together too well. In response to a question from Councilwoman Zdanski, Wright said an international background check would only be needed if the applicant had indicated that he or she had worked internationally.
Mayor Festerman briefly discussed the City website and urged staff to keep it up-to-date during this process.

Mayor Pro Tem Balsley asked Wright if it would be possible to get other help from him since Wright could possibly know some of the candidates involved. Wright said that the League can’t get involved but indicated that he might individually be able to offer some guidance.

Following a five-minute break, Wright resumed his presentation. He said now, the City is at the step where the preferred candidate has been identified, the background check done and a designated person has been authorized to make an offer. He said typically a verbal offer is given initially. Mayor Festerman added it might be best to have the City Attorney on hand for this as well. Wright said that with the verbal offer, there may be discussion points before an official offer is crafted by the City Attorney. He reminded Council that they are obligated to vote in public to hire a City Manager. A candidate can accept the offer in writing, he said.
Wright said he could almost assure Council that the City Manager candidate will ask for a contract. The contract will include several items of information, including the severance package, moving arrangements, etc., he stated. A City Manager wants a contract because he can only be sure of a job until the next board meeting, Wright said.

Councilman Turner asked what is a normal severance package? Wright said there is no data on that, but the norm is either six months or one year. He said the smallest he had seen was three months. Wright said the ICPA has a contract example. He again noted the need to impress the candidates and their families as well. He suggested a staff person take family members around to visit local amenities and the schools.

Several of the Council members thanked Wright for his insight.
Mayor Pro Tem Balsley asked about the Interim Manager versus the City Manager applicant role. He noted that the Council had decided it wouldn’t be a good idea for the Interim Manager to be applying for the job for a lot of reasons. If no one on staff is willing to be interim or permanent, would Wright help the City find an interim, the Mayor Pro Tem asked. Wright indicated that he could, noting that he has a list of retired managers who perform interim services on a regular basis. He stressed to Council members that if the Interim Manager is interested in the full-time job, that person should not be involved in the selection process at all.

As she thanked Wright for his input, Councilwoman Zdanski noted that the hardest thing is doing the interviews and evaluating the candidates. Wright talked of the need for a final evaluation form for Council members to go by.

City Manager Almond said the Interim Manager will have a great support staff. He also told Council that can’t assume every manager in the State will want the job. He reiterated what Wright had said that the Council and staff need to impress candidates through their contacts with them and by their professionalism. He stressed this is not just job selection but a recruitment process. 

Mayor Festerman concluded by noting that City Manager Almond had excellent leadership skills and indicated it would not be easy to find someone of his caliber. He thanked Wright for his presentation and the support from the League during this transition.

Mayor Festerman then made the motion, seconded by Councilman Turner and unanimously approved by Council in a 7-0 vote, to go into closed session to discuss a personnel matter under G.S. 143-318.11(a)(6).
RETURN TO OPEN SESSION.

A motion was then made by Councilman Henderson, seconded by Councilwoman Zdanski and unanimously approved, that the meeting be adjourned.
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James K. Festerman, Mayor
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