Towards Democratic and Effective Community Governance at Hampshire

Approved by Community Council, 2/25/03

Introduction

Hampshire is currently seeing a resurgence in interest in community government. Students, Community Council and subcommittee members, administrators, and trustees are all asking questions about how it can be made more meaningful, democratic, and effective. The recent Council elections have seen a level of turnout and of debate unheard in recent years. The time has clearly come for the campus community to re-envision and revitalize its decision-making structures.

Hampshire has a unique opportunity for those processes to be meaningful, democratic, and effective. A college founded to be experimental, we should be willing to be revolutionary and democratic not just in how we learn, but also in how we govern ourselves. And as a relatively small community, democratic participation can often happen meaningfully at a face-to-face level.

The goal of this document is not to unilaterally propose a new structure for community government at Hampshire, but to lay out a variety of concerns about how it presently functions, while also presenting some values to guide us we move forward together in reshaping it.

Community Council: Its Role and Functioning

Increasingly, we hear community members saying, “Council isn't effective.” Everyone seems to agree, but an obvious question remains: “Effective at what?”

The College Constitution, in laying out the governing bodies of the campus, sets the jurisdiction of Community Council
:

“The Community Council shall be responsible for matters relating to the quality of life of members of the College community as well as the well-being of the College community. Such responsibilities shall include, but are not limited to, the determination of standards of student conduct; determination of student social, housing, and related health and safety policies; and regulation and funding of student organizations.” (Article IV, Section 1) It also sets Council's membership to include elected representatives of students, faculty, staff, and administration.

This is a far cry from the typical Student Government Association to be found at most campuses. Council is designed to represent all of the various constituencies of the campus community, and is given a scope of authority to make meaningful decisions about how we live, work, and learn together as a community.

Unfortunately, Community Council does not presently live up to those noble ambitions. Instead, Council as of late has been a body with few participants and little sense of purpose. Council meetings over the course of the last past semester have been dominated by soul-searching but (so far) fruitless discussions about Council's purpose and function, as well as how to increase community participation.

Most matters which the Constitution gives Council purview over never reach it. Issues of community living tend to be decided at the administration level without Council involvement. Individual students may or may not be consulted in such matters, but it cannot be said that they are handled through the official governance process.

Simultaneously, the clearest and most important function of Council – appropriation of the student activities fee – is not decided at the Council level. Instead, there are three subcommittees designated for this purpose. These subcommittees are designed to include Council members and other community members who volunteer, to make recommendations to Council, and to carry out the various administrative functions they are designed for. In theory and on paper, they are bodies established by Council: Council determines their scope of authority, how they operate, and selects their Chairs.

The Committee on Community Activities (COCA) produces programming for the campus to enjoy, most notably Hampshire Halloween and Spring Jam. The Committee on Community Development (COCD) is responsible for funding and developing community spaces and permanent equipment for the benefit of the community. The Financial Committee (FiCom) is the most important and is responsible for drafting Council's budget and administering funding to student groups. (Another subcommittee, the Public Health & Safety Committee (PH&S) is presently inactive.)

The reality is that with Council's declining activity, these subcommittees have become self-governing entities. The position of chair has become a functionally hereditary one, with members of the committee (almost none of whom are Council members) moving into the position when the old chair leaves the community or moves on to other projects. Their operations are not entirely transparent; no one sees membership lists, meeting agendas or minutes. FiCom presents budgets to Council for approval which include very little detail (and no rationale or explanation for decisions) and without adequate time for discussion. The members of these committees are hardworking volunteers (although the chairs and officers receive stipends) and they typically carry out their tasks in a competent and efficient manner, but they are unelected and effectively without oversight; in other words, they are not an adequate substitute for a democratic community government.

Thus Community Council is a body with significant authority and great potential on paper, but little role in practice, while its subcommittees wield significant influence but are not representative of the community. Few will dispute that significant change is necessary.

Moving Forward

We need a community-wide process of discussion and deliberation to produce more effective government. That process should reflect the values of:

· Democracy

A new community government will affect everyone in the Hampshire community, therefore everyone should have a say in creating it. No single organization – whether the present Community Council, any of the Council subcommittees, the administration, or the Board of Trustees – should make these decisions on its own. (However, the present Council – as the only elected and representative body currently established – has a special role to play in facilitating discussion, and Council remains the official community governance structure until a new one is implemented.) The process should culminate in an all-community vote, including students, faculty, and staff.

· Participation & Transparency

For a new governing structure to be an effective and participatory one, the process used to be create it must be also be fully open and participatory. Every constituency of the community must be kept informed, and everyone's input must be invited. Meetings must be well-publicized and open to the entire community.

· Community Empowerment & Self-Governance

We must continue to view the College not only as a degree-awarding institution, but a living community which effectively governs itself and provides for its own well-being. Hierarchical decision-making does not reflect Hampshire values.

Conclusion

As we are so often reminded, Hampshire College was founded as an experiment. Let us continue that experiment by moving forward to create a revitalized community government that works for everyone.

�In addition to Community Council, the Constitution provides for one other elected body: a Judicial Council designed to determine questions of “policies, rules or jurisdiction” that may arise in the functioning of the other governing bodies. To the best of our knowledge, the Judicial Council does not presently exist.





