Being an Alderman in Newton

by Lisle Baker

Thanks for that gracious introduction. 

I have lived in Newton with my wife, Sally, who is working tonight or would be here herself, since 1968, and we have brought up three daughters in Newton. I have been the Ward Alderman for Ward Seven, sometimes called “East Newton”, since 1980, with a four year break from 1984-88, a total of almost 22 years. 

When I first ran for alderman, my children went to bed early, so I could go out at night. Then I needed to be at home when for their lessons. Then they got older and started going out at night themselves, so I could return to the Board. I guess there is a rhythm to this work. Now if I am home some evening, Sally doesn’t quite know what to do with me, so here I am.

I guess all of that makes me a veteran alderman if not an aldermanic veteran, since I joined the Marine Corps Reserve after graduating from Williams College in western, Massachusetts, but my unit was never activated. (I had failed a physical for the officer candidate school because of a shoulder injury but was okay enough to join the reserves.)

In the Marines I learned the importance of service to your unit, and indeed to the wider community of which we are a part. Every night we recited the Chain of Command, always ending with the President, a reminder that we were to be “always faithful” to a civilian Commander- in-Chief and the Constitution.

Of course, we were also occasionally reminded that we were at the bottom of that chain of command. I remember the raw recruit, perhaps it was even me, who innocently asked one of the Parris Island boot camp drill instructors, who were professional in every sense of the word, his first name. His response: “For you, Private, it’s Sergeant!” 

In the Board of Aldermen, by contrast, we have a President, too, but he or she is not at the top of any Chain of Command. Indeed, our chain of command is more horizontal since we have to work together to succeed.  

Also, while the Mayor is the Chief Executive of the City, it is worth remembering that the City Charter provides that “….Except as otherwise provided by law or the Charter, all powers of the City shall be vested in the Board of Aldermen.…” You may recall that we have 24 aldermen, three from each of the City’s eight wards, one elected only by that Ward, and two others elected at large. This, I’m told, was a compromise when Newton used to have a bicameral local legislature and the two bodies were combined into one.

So if the Board of Aldermen has no Commander-in-Chief, how do we get things done?

First, every two years, the twenty-four member Board-elect holds a caucus, and then chooses a President. It is his or her job to organize the new Board by appointing the members to each of the nine standing committees of eight aldermen, one from each ward in the City. He or she then chooses the Chairmen of those Committees. But otherwise the President presides in an elected body that is democratic in that everyone’s vote counts the same, and the President gets paid the same stipend as everyone else. And we are still by tradition called Aldermen and the leaders Chairmen, even though many of our members and a number of my predecessors as President were women. For example, my colleague, Alderman Carleton Merrill, who is here tonight, is Chairman of the Post-Audit and Oversight Committee of the Board.

These Chairmen and their Committees do the real work of the Board of Aldermen, and then make their reports every two weeks to the full Board for action. Ninety per cent of that work passes on what is called the first call of committee reports, and the remaining ten per cent we discuss, and that is what you see on cable television. 

Indeed, you may recall that we voted the 130 million dollar funding for the new High School in about 90 seconds on first call without debate, though we had discussed it for months in the Programs and Services Committee, which has jurisdiction over the Schools, in the Public Facilities Committee, which has jurisdiction over school buildings, and finally in the Finance Committee, who decides how to pay for it all. 

Even if the Board President does not command, I do preside at the full Board meetings, and when the Mayor is away, serve as Acting Mayor for the City. But that is the tip of the iceberg of what I do since virtually all issues in the City end up before the Board of Aldermen in one way or another. 

Aldermen are involved in shaping and voting on ordinances, land use special permits, and the $250 million City budget and supplemental appropriations. We respond to constituents when they call; we do large matters and small ones. Last night, for example, I was up until 11:30 while we heard all about noise from leaf blowers. 

While we all have a positive role to play, as President you get involved even more deeply, though I tend to stay out of the newspapers. My colleagues are the stars of this show, but occasionally I can be of some help. 

For example, in the case of the new Newton North High School, it became clear that my Ward Two colleagues, whose Ward includes the High School, did not vote for the site plan in part because of misgivings about the traffic circulation around and into the new school site. I organized a series of meetings with the architects and their traffic experts to see if we could find a viable alternative that would leave the basic site plan which the Board voted intact, but respond to their concerns. 

The result was a way to allow entrance off of Lowell Avenue for parents as well as busses, which were coming anyway, and move the handicapped vans closer to the center entrance, which worked better for them as well. That only took several meetings and about ten different new drawings to get to the one that I, and my able colleague, Sydra Schnipper, Chairman of Public Facilities, felt would work. The change did the job, and my Ward Two colleagues ended up supporting the site plan when it came up for the recent Referendum. I’m told that their change of mind was a material factor of the site plan getting such strong voter support.

Also, the role of an aldermen involves constituent service. Since I am also still a Ward Alderman, I generally get the calls from citizens with a problem, and I try to return all calls I get the same day, though e-mail takes longer. (Someone said you could either do your job or answer your e-mail.) 

Being the Ward Alderman has led to some interesting issues. About two years ago I got a call from one constituent who had noticed a “for sale” sign on a lot with a magnificent old beech tree next to an historic house on Waverley Avenue, and said “Lisle, they are going to sell that lot and cut down that tree. Do something!” 

Well, one thing led to another and scores of meetings and hundreds of hours later, the Newton Historical Society is ready to begin a million dollar fund-raising campaign. It will match a $2.5 million dollar grant from the Community Preservation Act voted by the Board of Aldermen. The result will be to acquire and preserve the historic Durant-Kenrick Homestead for future generations of the citizens of Newton.

Or almost fifteen years ago, when I got concerns about an expanding Boston College football stadium, I helped draft the ordinance creating the game day parking ban around Boston College. Since fans looking for on street parking are now at satellite lots and bussed in, you can now drive through Beacon Street or Commonwealth Avenue at game time.

Or over twenty-five years ago, when there was a proposal to build towers like those next to the Chestnut Hill Mall on the old Chestnut Hill Country Club on Algonquin Road. Neighbors asked me to testify about the loss of the open space. 

Since I taught Land Use law at Suffolk at the time, I wondered if it were possible to use a betterment assessment, like we vote for sidewalks and sewers, to help finance buying open space. Again, one thing led to another, and several years later, the City bought the Newton Commonwealth Golf Course for $700,000. We paid for it in part by using betterment assessments of $4,000, spread over 20 years so it was no more than $200 year, on each of 51 lots surrounding the golf course. With a little federal money as well, the course ended up costing the City a net of about $5,000 an acre, not bad, even 25 years ago. 

Or I get asked to help solve smaller problems. I got a call from a constituent who complained that the manhole cover in front of his house was out of alignment, and every time a vehicle went over, it clanked, and was keeping him awake. I called the City’s public works department, who fixed the problem, so there is at least one citizen who sleeps better at night because I was his Alderman. 

Some of what we do also involves looking ahead. I appointed the Board’s first Long Range Planning Committee, and worked with its Chairman, Alderman and former Board President Verne Vance, to get the Mayor to prepare a five-year financial forecast. That led to the formation of the Blue Ribbon Commission on the City’s Finances, more than half of whom were appointed by me from suggestions by aldermen. It made its report, and we are now waiting to hear from the Mayor on where we go from here to deal with a long term structural deficit in the City’s finances, as I expect we will this fall.

But common to all these actions involves working with people since our employees are 80 per cent of our City budget and homeowners about 80 per cent of our taxpayers. Indeed, depending on other people is something you as veterans can understand, since members of the armed forces by definition have to rely on each other. You succeed because of others and not just on your own account. 

 
In that regard, I may be experienced in public policy but I am still trying to learn human relations, an aspect of being an alderman which is the most challenging and the most humbling. Many times I have come home to Sally to report something that has happened, or about to happen, and she will point out where I went off course or save me from doing something foolish. I am very lucky to have her advice, even if I wish I took it more often. 

But in this job, you also meet some wonderful and interesting people. Many of you remember Ted Mann. When I was first elected, my children, who are now grown, were small. We went to see the Mayor, and I introduced them to Mayor Mann. Our second daughter, Mary Sarah, who was about 7 years old at the time, tugged on my sleeve and said, “But Daddy, what’s his name?” It took me a minute to understand that her knowledge of local government was limited to a policeman and a fireman, so naturally he must be the Mayorman. And indeed he was. 

Well that’s some of what it’s like to be an alderman in Newton, at least in my case, and I would be glad to respond to any questions you might have. 
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