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Charter Commission 
Information Gathering Subcommittee Meeting 

with City Bureau Directors 
May 20, 2021, 8:00 am 

Minutes 
Attendance 

Commissioners Present 
Andrew Speer Salomé Chimuku Becca Uherbelau 
Amira Streeter Candace Avalos Anthony Castaneda 
   

 
Staff Present 

Name Name Name 
Julia Meier Diana Shiplet Ariella Frishberg (JLA) 
Cathy Bless Sam Hutchison Markisha Smith 
Ashlie Grudy   

 
Welcome 
Julia welcomed the group, gave an overview of the format for today’s meeting, and reminded everyone 
that the meeting will be recorded. 
 
Commissioners introduced themselves and stated why they were interested in attending today’s 
meeting. 
 
Bureau Directors Statements 
Cathy Bless, Director of the Bureau of Human Resources (BHR) – Stated that she is unsure about the 
exact beginning of BHR, as employee support has been foundational to City work.  
 
She asked the commission to consider ways to add accountability – at all levels – to the Charter. Cathy 
stated that in the current form of government it is incredibly difficult to break down silos and to have 
equitable accountability across all bureaus, particularly with the differences in Commissioner 
management styles. This leads to differences in practices, policies, values, and employee treatment from 
one bureau to another. BHR has to work within the system and follow or enforce existing rules while still 
balancing variations in Commissioner values. This is inherently inequitable. 
 
Dr. Markisha Smith, Director of the Office of Equity and Human Rights (OEHR) – Stated that her bureau 
was established by Ordinance in 2011 and charged with promoting equity and eliminating disparities, 
assist bureaus in establishing equity plans, and work with commissioners to improve equity in their 
work. 
 
Dr. Smith stated that the Charter was created many years ago and we now need to center equity in all 
its chapters. She is interested in seeing how the language of the Charter can reflect our core values and, 
more importantly, move those values into action. 
 
She stated that the form of government works in that it can provide a diverse set of perspectives on a 
variety of issues. But it also causes there to be “too many cooks in the kitchen” and this causes conflicts. 
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Moving priorities into practice almost always becomes political, which limits OEHR’s and the other 
bureaus’ ability to move equity work forward. She suggested that the commission should be interested 
in how other city government styles might allow Portland to better execute equity work. 
 
Sam Hutchison, Director of Fire and Police Disability and Retirement (FPDR) – Gave an overview of his 
office. Their role is outlined in Chapter 5 of the Charter. They are a quasi-independent bureau, with its 
own board. 
 
He stated that he doesn’t have any Charter changes to recommend, but instead asks that the 
commission not make any changes to Chapter 5, in order to avoid impacting the plan and avoiding 
challenges from the unions. He described the recent 9-year legal challenge surrounding the last voter 
approved charter change and how the end result voided most of the changes. 
 
Sam stated that as they are quasi-independent the form of government doesn’t really make a huge 
difference to FPDR, though he does see ways that a City Manager system may help HR and equity issues 
for current employees.  
 
Question and Answer Time 
Question: How does FPDR differ from other BHR retirement and disability work? 
 
Sam: Police and Fire personnel who retired prior to 2007 are supported by FPDR and those who retired 
after are under PERs and are supported by BHR. 
 
Question: Is OEHR meant to be an inward facing bureau or externally facing bureau? 
 
Dr.  Smith: Primarily, OEHR’s role is inward facing. However, some programs, such as the Black Male 
Achievement program, are outward focused. Having said that, OEHR staff understands that in order to 
best lead, City government must be community centered. 
 
Cathy: Agrees with Dr. Smith and appreciates the partnership between BHR and OEHR in this focus and 
wants to continue to work with OEHR to advance language changes in the Charter to improve equity 
internally and externally. 
 
Question: Is it possible to instill equity without starting from scratch on the Charter? 
 
Rebecca: Unfortunately, her bureau doesn’t have much discretion in these matters as their role is to 
enforce current code. 
 
Dr. Smith: Wondered if adding a preamble or introduction in order to set up the rest of the content and 
to emphasize the City’s priorities might help. A preamble could be valuable to set the standard for all 
other interactions with the Charter. 
 
Cathy: Another possibility is to include the City’s approved core values (Anti-racism, Equity, 
Transparency, Communication, Collaboration, Fiscal Responsibility). There is also room in the Charter to 
establish language around the core values, particularly in Chapter 4. 
 
Ashlie Grundy, Deputy Director of the Bureau of Human Resources: Agrees with the comments about 
the partnership of the two bureaus and with the ideas suggested for how to imbed equity into the 
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Charter. A preamble could certainly help establish employee accountability around the how and why of 
the work we do. Being able to use that accountability across all levels of the organization and in all 
bureaus is important and doesn’t require starting the whole Charter from scratch. 
 
Question: You’ve mentioned accountability a few times now, how do you define it, both in a Charter 
sense and in an operational sense? 
 
Cathy: If a decision is made to make really broad changes to the Charter, such as form of government, 
that automatically will change some accountability structures. With or without those changes, BHR is 
working to create a safe work environment that provides opportunities for all to grow and succeed in 
their role. However, not all current systems or structures are fair for all. How do we imbed 
accountability for all to make the system better for all? BHR focuses on hiring, promotion, discipline, etc. 
 
Ashlie: The Charter Commission’s work is an opportunity for us to be reflective of the history of the City 
and ways we can move outside those historic systems to provide opportunities and consistency to all 
employees. 
 
Question: What do you think of the following proposed Charter addition from Bureau of Environmental 
Services, “Any elected or appointed city official who participates as a decision-maker in any decision 
will consider the core values of Anti-Racism, Equity, Transparency, Communication, Collaboration, 
and Fiscal Responsibility”? 
 
Ashlie: Use of the word, “consider” is wrong – the values should not be optional. They should be 
consistent. 
 
Question: Is there something in the Charter that should be added regarding pay equity? 
 
Cathy: Yes, in Chapter 4. BHR can offer suggested language. She gave the group information about the 
current Pay Equity Study, which is required every three years. They have worked over the last three 
years to improve the process to provide more consistency. 
 
Question: What is the reasoning behind Police and Fire employees being separated from other 
employees in retirement and disability? 
 
Sam: The original separation occurred in 1948, when workers compensation wasn’t as complete as it is 
now. When workers compensation improved for all workers, Police and Fire had no interest in joining 
those plans as their benefits in their own plan were higher. The same goes for PERS – there was no 
appetite to move to PERS until 2007, when they were required to. 
 
Question: What was FPDR Charter change that was litigated? Have there been other voter-approved 
Charter amendments that have been litigated? 
 
Sam: I can’t speak to whether there has been any other litigation, but the Chapter 5 litigation was 
around how pension calculations were redefined. The unions didn’t participate much in the creation of 
the amendment but when it passed by the voters, they claimed the change was taking away from their 
benefits and ultimately, that was the court’s decision too which negated the change. 
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Question: Considering the level of power of unions can have over the City’s Charter, how can we 
navigate this power as a City? 
 
Cathy: Unions do have influence, so it’s important that we build strategies both short and long term to, 
for example, increase equality or accountability in contracts. She gave an example of how BHR is 
working with union partners now to make the seniority policy more equitable. 
 
Question: Can you expand on the “too many cooks in the kitchen” comment – how might that be 
improved or not improved with a more centralized government structure? 
 
Dr. Smith: Having diverse voices is important to good governance. However, it’s a challenge now that 
whenever we need to move forward on a big issue, we have to spend too much time and effort on how 
to create a process or how to gain support for a process rather than focus on outcomes and 
improvements. 
 
Question: Do you think the structures of bureaus should stay the same as they are now? In other words, 
if you had the opportunity to recreate bureaus, how would you do it? 
 
Dr. Smith: It’s important to have OEHR work connected to the Mayor in some way. Luckily, we are now 
but there is always the fear of not having any real say in where your bureau might be assigned. 
 
Cathy: There is energy around creating a bureau that combines BHR and OEHR and is independent of 
Office of Management and Finance (OMF). There are sometimes conflicts and the potential for 
unintentional influence by OMF in BHR’s work – particularly with employee discipline. Having BHR 
separate from other bureaus could reduce those conflicts. Also, having the alignment of BHR and 
OEHR’s work combined could really help move equity work forward. 
 
Meeting adjourned 
 
Minutes respectfully submitted, 
Diana Shiplet, Executive Assistant to the CAO and CFO 
 
MEETINGS ARE DRAFT UNTIL APPROVED BY THE CHARTER COMMISSION 
 
Meeting Chat 
08:01:25  From Salomé Chimuku (She/Her): Good morning everyone! 
08:01:53  From Ariella Frishberg (she/her), facilitation support: Good morning! 
08:02:00  From Comm. Amira Streeter (she/her): Good morning ~ 
08:02:34  From Becca Uherbelau: Good morning! 
08:02:40  From Ariella Frishberg (she/her), facilitation support: Reminder to set your chat to "all 
panelists/attendees" so that any members of the public can follow along. 
08:03:23  From Comm. Amira Streeter (she/her): Feel better Julia - that 2nd shot can be a doozy! 
08:31:51  From Comm. Avalos (she/her): Is the current equity statement/values a good place to 
start? that city council approved recently 
08:33:01  From Markisha Webster (she, her): I believe this would be a good place to start. 
08:33:12  From Comm. Avalos (she/her): thank you 
08:41:25  From Comm. Amira Streeter (she/her): Agreed! 
08:41:40  From Comm. Chimuku (She/Her): ���������������� 
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09:00:36  From Becca Uherbelau (she/her): Thank you all. 
09:00:48  From Comm. Chimuku (She/Her): Thank you all 


