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We’ve been subject to various reasons why a replacement for Councilmember Canevaro should be selected by one method or another.  There have also been suggestions that the seat be left vacant until he returns or that an appointment be made only to the end of this calendar year.

All of this is misleading. The purpose of all these suggestions is to enhance or shift power on the City Council. 

Before Councilmember Canevaro’s departure, we had a council that was split 4-2-1.  The four were the pragmatists who dealt with issues as they were presented. Councilmember Canevaro was in this group.  The two are Mayor Glass and Councilmember Torliatt who put an environmental spin on everything. The one is, of course, Councilmember Moynihan who might be categorized as the champion of fiscal responsibility.  For all his interest in this aspect of government, he usually votes with the pragmatists and so we in effect had a 5-2 council from a political ideology point of view.

So, how do the various methods of selecting a replacement relate to this? If the selection goes as majority of the present 4-2 council seems to want, there will be no change.  But if they can be induced to accept a compromise, power will shift towards the environmental two.  They still won’t have a majority but will be in a position to create tie votes, which would block any action proposed by the rest of the council.  It all depends on there being one of the four willing to switch sides on select issues.

This is the chicken or egg situation.  If the two can get one of the four to vote for a compromise method to replace councilmember Canavero, they, in effect, have already acquired a sympathetic ear from one of the four.  They can then expect some support from this councilmember for their positions on future council actions. 

Let’s address the option of leaving the seat vacant. Under the 5-2 representation the minority had to get two of the five to vote with them to win a vote.  With this option, the two only have to get one of the four to vote with them to provide a tie vote (3-3) that would stop any action by the council.

If instead of leaving the seat vacant, someone sympathetic to the two were to fill the seat, there would be a 4-3 split and the three would have to persuade only one of the four to vote with them to win a vote.

The third major alternative, making an appointment to the end of the year, could actually switch the minority and majority status.  If the two pick up one supporter in the November City Council elections, there would be a 3-0-3 split with the seat vacant as of January 1st.  They could then, using their ability to sustain a tie vote, either force the appointment of someone sympathetic to them or keep the seat vacant and thereby perpetuate a 3-3 tie council.   

You can see from the above that any change in the 5-2 ratio represents a gain for the two.  This might not seem too significant except that the present majority is more likely to compromise with the minority than vice-versa.

This is crucial as the city’s General Plan will be under discussion and up for approval during the next year.  Already this delay in the appointment of Councilmember Canevaro’s replacement has probably postponed approval of the General Plan until 2005 when by then the November elections might revise the council makeup. 

This has not gone unnoticed by the present minority members and their supporters.  These are people who play political chess while the other side plays checkers or sometimes tic tac toe.

Watch the maneuverings between now and February 23rd with the above in mind. They might get interesting.

