
Mayor or City Manager? 

So what’ll it be – a Mayor or a City Manager?  That’s a question I always avoided 
when I was on the Council, because I always thought there were more important 
issues to deal with.  Like should we spend more to improve our streets? (Yes.)  Or 
should we reinvest more in our older neighborhoods? (Yes.)  Or should we lend some 
developer his future property taxes to help him build his downtown apartment 
building? (No, no, no!!!) 

But now I’m a mere Community Columnist, with a blank page to fill.  And it does 
seem to be a question we love to pose to ourselves, again and again and again.  So 
what the heck – which way should we go this time? 

I think the reason the question keeps coming up is that, as the Mayor proponents 
correctly point out, the City Manager system is inherently flawed.  You either have a 
strong city leader who never reports directly to the voters, or no real leadership at 
all.  We had the former problem under Bill Frueh, which is why I think Dick Wollangk 
tried to let the Council take the leadership role.  But a seven headed hydra can never 
speak with just one voice (nor should it), so the net result has been something of a 
leadership vacuum. 

So clearly the Mayoral system is better, except that, as the Manager proponents 
correctly point out, it’s inherently flawed as well.  Because there’s no telling how 
competent an administrator you’re going to elect.  I mean, suppose we elect whats-
its-name Mayor.  (I’m sure you must know who I’m referring to!)  That would be a 
total catastrophe.  Surely, there’s got to be a better alternative than that! 

Fortunately there is, and from what I understand, it’s the most widely used system 
in Wisconsin.  It combines the best of both systems – a Mayor, elected by and 
directly accountable to the voters, and a trained, professional Manager.  To get from 
here to there, I think we’d have to switch to the Mayor system of government, but 
we’d need to keep the Mayor’s job strictly part time.   

We’d allow the Mayor to hire a City Administrator, who’d report directly to (and could 
be fired only by) the Mayor.  The Administrator would be a professional; the Mayor 
the elected political leader.  And if the voters weren’t happy with the job they’re 
doing together, the voters could elect a new Mayor, who could appoint a new 
Administrator, to do a better job. 

Now the downside is, you’d have to pay for 2 positions instead of one.  If the City 
Administrator were paid about what the City Manager makes now, you’d have the 
extra cost of a part time Mayor – maybe $20,000 or $30,000 a year.  That’s about 
50 cents each year for every man, woman, and child in town.  I think we can afford 
it. 

Or not.  After all, we can stay with our current flawed system, or we can switch to 
the other flawed system.  Or better yet, we can hold a referendum every three years 
on which system we dislike more. 

Anyone here willing to pay an extra $100 a year in property taxes, if it would all go 
to better fixing up our streets? 


