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City of Independence 

2022 Charter Review Commission  

Wednesday, March 2, 2022  

Annex Conference Room 

6335 Selig Dr. 

 

Minutes 

 

Present:  

Chris Walchanowicz 

Craig Belec 

Deena Rini (Chairperson) 

Noelle Ostrowski 

Dayna DePerro Milligan 

Chad Vancure 

Kenn Synek (Co-Chairperson) 

Debra Cooper 

Tim Lesh 

Chris Mudra 

Brad Chelko  

 

Meeting called to order:   

Chairperson Rini called the meeting to order at 6:00 p.m. by asking those present to identify themselves, 

advising everyone that moving forward roll call will be taken at each meeting.   

 

Approval of Minutes: 2/22/22:  

Mr. Lesh referenced to top of page 6 of the Minutes, asking Mr. Belec if he'd requested a specific amount 

of funding to be allocated to internet security.  Mr. Belec stated he had only requested placing verbiage in 

the Charter that would grant the Mayor exclusive authority to handle those matters, as well as consulting 

with the Law Director and federal authorities.   
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The Minutes of the February 22, 2022 meeting were approved.   

 

Article XII Oath of Office: 

Mr. Lesh began his comments by reading the Oath out loud to those present, and then asks what the 

current repercussions are for a violation of said oath.   

Mr. O'Brien asked for a little more context to the question, at which point Mr. Lesh explained a situation 

concerning fund expenditure by Counsel in the past year which he believes was a violation.  Mr. O'Brien 

was involved in Mr. Lesh 's communications on the issue at the time, and was able to explain in more 

detail that there is a city ordinance that allows Council to approve funding after it is spent.  This is 

considered ratifying the funding.  He went on to explain that the Charter is supplemented by the city 

codes.  Therefore, if it is silent in the Charter you would need to refer to the city revised codes.   

Ms. Milligan spoke up, suggesting there be more discussion on the actual oath and not specific situations.  

Further discussion ensued on the importance of this specific situation regarding Charter revision.   

Chairperson Rini told Mr. Lesh while she appreciated him bringing up an example of what he considers a 

violation of oath of office, the Commission needed to focus on the language in the oath of office and 

determine if it should be revised.  She then opened up discussion for comments on the verbiage of the 

oath of office.   

Mr. O'Brien added the oath of office, and the revised code are pretty much mirrors of each other.   

There was discussion on moving the oath of office to the beginning of the Charter document, as it 

currently is listed last.   

Mr. Chelko made the point that where an amendment is placed in United States Constitution does not 

determine its significance. Mr. Lesh reiterated, saying he believes the oath of office of any government 

official is typically stated at the beginning. Chairperson Rini made a note of the comments and flagged it 

for further discussion later in the process.   

 

Article I Powers:  

Ms. Cooper made the comment that this Article, in comparison to other municipalities, is fairly standard.   

Mr. O'Brien explained why this Article is listed first in the Charter, as it gives the power of a self-

government if the City will avail itself to a self-government.  Therefore, Article I is essentially a version 

of Article XXIII of the Ohio Constitution, known as the home rule article.   

Co-Chairperson Synek spoke up, saying he thinks Brecksville has a great system for their Council terms.  

They have four-year terms for the top three vote-getters, and the fourth place finisher gets a two-year 

term.  So every two years there are four seats open for election on their Council instead of all seven seats.  

He went on to say he believes a four-year term allows elected officials a little more time to get settled into 

their role.  Also, the voters are more able to focus on the individual candidates when there are fewer to 

consider which he thinks improves the stability of Council.  Unfortunately, if Independence adopts this 

idea, there will become a question of who is the vice mayor.  Currently the top vote-getter of the seven 

candidates becomes the vice mayor, which will not work with such a system due to the staggered terms.  

Another point Co-Chairperson Synek made was depending on how the Council elections line up, there 



3 
 

will be one year that lines up with the presidential election, another with the Ohio governor election, and 

another year where there are no other elections.  This significantly affects voter turnout and determination 

of the top vote-getter.   

Mr. Walchanowicz agreed with Co-Chairperson Synek 's comment on voter turnout, saying the past 

election in November had a voter turnout of approximately 2,500.  However, the first year he ran for 

office there was a turnout of over 5,000 voters out of the 7,600 in the city.  Low turnout led to a closer 

race this past November.   

Mr. Belec asked how long Brecksville has used this system, to which Co-Chairperson Synek said he 

believes since 1958.   

Ms. Cooper said Kirtland Heights has a similar system.   

When asked the process for selection a vice mayor, Co-Chairperson Synek said the decision is made by 

Council, which he also sees as a big advantage in terms of the cohesiveness of the sitting Council.    

Ms. Cooper brought up term limits, and Co-Chairperson Synek voiced the opinion that any candidate who 

has completed 10 years of service on Council should be ineligible for running for re-election for one term.  

With the understanding that a Council member who was elected for a four-year term after serving eight 

years will end up with a 12-year service.  However, at that point they will become ineligible for a term.   

Mr. Walchanowicz, who was re-elected this past November, and said in a year and a half he will have to 

run for election again.  This means candidates have to run for re-election every two years, which costs 

between $3,000 and $6,000.  This can deter those who may be considering running for Council, the 

expectation of having those funds available every two years.  However, a four-year terms would give 

more time for the candidates to accumulate the funding and possibly create a larger pool of people who 

want to be in city government.  

Ms. Ostrowski clarified that the vice mayor is also the Council President is this setup.  She agreed longer 

terms would create more efficiency and allow time for things to happen.   

Mr. Walchanowicz said the option for longer Council terms was voted on by the residents years ago and 

did not pass.  Mr. O'Brien agreed, saying the issue put to vote was for two four-year terms with an eight-

year term limit.   

Mr. Mudra agreed with changing the terms to four years, echoing other members' comments on the 

continuity and momentum that is interrupted due to two-year terms.   

Ms. Cooper agreed, saying she believes there is a six-year citizen appointment to committees, and a four-

year term would be more inline with those appointments.   

Mr. Lesh suggested, due to the possibility of either 10 or 12 year terms, that the standard be set at after 

two consecutive four-year terms, the third would be restricted to a two-year term.  Setting it up this way 

the next highest voter is given the opportunity to reach the four-year level.   

Resident asked what recourse would a resident or voter have, or a group of such, if they are unsatisfied 

with the performance of the elected official.  If term limits are changed to four years the City may be 

stuck with an incompetent official for four years.   

Mr. Synek explained his theory that if there are seven seats open, candidates don't have to work as hard to 

be elected as they would if there were fewer seats were open.   
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Mr. Lesh asked if anyone else agrees with him that with the business district struggling it would be a 

good idea to dedicate a couple of Council members dedicated to the business district.  This would be done 

through the creation of Wards.   

Mr. Walchanowicz suggested the Economic Chair would fill that position.   

Mr. Synek said he believes Council's purpose is to serve and represent the residents, first and foremost, 

and looking at the number of active voters per Council member he believe that number to be very 

manageable.  He went on to say that communities who have wards typically have a larger population than 

Independence.  He also said he believes the Rockside Road district has been reasonably represented.   

Mr. Lesh voiced concerns on the reduction of workers coming into the city daily.   

Mr. Belec agreed, saying he believes the City needs to focus more on economic development, mentioning 

the 700,000 square feet of available warehouse space in the former Kitchler [ph] property.  He then asked 

if the City has an economic developer.   

Mr. Walchanowicz said Jessica Hyser holds that position, and Independence was very lucky to hire her.  

He said he doesn't like to use COVID as an excuse, however in all honesty COVID destroyed a lot of 

businesses on Rockside Road.  Just in the last year Ms. Hyser has brought three new businesses from 

downtown to Rockside Road, with the most recent move being a bank in the past two weeks.   

Chairperson Rini said she believes lengthening the term limits is a great suggestion and will allow 

Council members to spend more time focusing on the issues.  It will give the newer Council members the 

time to understand the residents, the City's needs, and put the focus where it belongs.   

Mr. Walchanowicz said City Council only spent three months meeting at City Hall last year, with the 

remainder of the meetings held via Zoom.  This affected their ability to see the ins and outs of everything 

on a daily basis, and the past two years have been a struggle.   

Mr. Lesh asked if a vote could be called on extension of terms.  Mr. Chelko asked if a copy of the setup 

Brecksville has could be distributed amongst the members of the Committee for visualization purposes.   

Ms. Ostrowski asked how it would be presented to Council.   

Chairperson Rini agreed this is a topic the Commission would be making a suggestion on, and as a couple 

of different ideas have been brought to the table, she suggested they make note of the ideas and put off a 

vote until all suggestions have been discussed and considered.   

Mr. Vancure brought up the way the vice mayor is chosen, suggesting it should be determined by a 

Council vote.  Mr. Mudra agreed, using the example of a newly elected official being the person who 

received the highest votes.  Now not only are they new to Council, they are the head of Council regardless 

of whether they wanted the position due to the amount of votes they received.  Other members agreed.   

Mr. Mudra asked if there is any language in the requirements to run for Council that states the candidate 

must be a resident of the City of Independence, and if there is a time requirement such as two or three 

years of residency.  Mr. Walchanowicz answered, saying candidates must be a resident for a minimum of 

one year.  Mr. O'Brien agreed, adding that language is not in the Charter but in the revised code.   

Answering Mr. Belec, Mr. Walchanowicz said there are no similar restrictions for the Fire and Police 

Chiefs.  That decision is left completely up to the sitting mayor.   
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Mr. Belec asked if there was any value in reducing Council membership from seven seats to five seats.  

Mr. Walchanowicz explained there are seven Council members, who are each Chair to one of the seven 

committees.  If the number of Council positions were to decrease, some Council members would have to 

take on more responsibility than others to cover the need.  He went on to explain Council members don't 

get paid a lot, and they dedicate a lot of personal time that could be spent with their family.  To reduce the 

number of seats would increase their workload.   

Mr. Synek believes seven is the right number, saying his immediate thought concerns the separation of 

powers.  With seven Council members and one mayor, there are seven people advocating for the residents 

to one mayor.  If you reduce that number to five, with the mayor's office being the most powerful position 

in any city government, you increase the power of that office.   

Chairperson Rini said there may be cities the size of Independence that have more or less Council 

members, but they are not structured in the same way to focus on the business district.   

Mr. Lesh agreed, saying as there are so many different committees, with one Chair per committee, there 

are also members.   

 

Article II The Council: 

Chairperson Rini suggested this would be a good place to discuss the vice mayor process, asking the 

members to look at it in two ways.  If recommendations are made to adjust the structure of Council, they 

would need to also suggest the vice mayor process.  However, even if there is not a suggestion of 

adjusting the structure of Council the suggestion of revising the vice mayor process should probably still 

be offered.   

Mr. Vancure asked if this subject has been considered in the past.  Mr. O'Brien said it has not.   

Chairperson Rini informed those present the current process for choosing the highest vote getter was 

approved by voters in 1982, and asked what the process was prior.  Mr. O'Brien said he was not but he 

would be willing to check into it.   

 

Section III - Powers of the Council: 

There were no changes suggested.   

 

Section IV - Vacancy in Council: 

Mr. Chelko asked if there is any language forcing Council to vote on a replacement.  If Council is only 

required to meet once a month, that would limit the time for searching for a replacement if the vote must 

occur in 45 days.   

Mr. Walchanoiwicz said he focused more on who Candidate B (or Number 8) would be, and where that 

person would be found.  His thought was whoever was replaced or beat in the election should be the first 

candidate considered.   

Ms. Cooper agreed, stating if the terms were changed she would not want someone appointed for three 

and a half years, therefore Candidate B make sense to her.   
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Mr. Walchanoiwicz explained he thought someone who was already vested and interested in the position 

would be the best choice.   

Mr. Mudra brought up the point that Council cannot be certain that Candidate B still wants to hold the 

position.  Therefore, Council would have to go back to the listing and find a replacement.   

Mr. Lesh suggested a special election, to which Mr. Synek said the process would take at least a year to 

get it scheduled with the Board of Elections.   

Mr. Synek said the 45-day timeframe was set by design, as the City would want that seat vacant for as 

short of a time as possible.  Therefore, Council is forced to choose a replacement in lieu of an election.  If 

Council is unable to make a choice, the mayor must appoint someone.  He suggested leaving it a decision 

for Council instead of defaulting to Candidate B.   

Mr. Lesh said it does run into the issue of fairness to the other Council members by using Candidate B.  

There would have to be two-year term limits for everyone because if someone becomes incapacitated 

during a four-year term because the replacement will have a three-year term.   

Mr. Synek said if someone resigned, their position on Council would be placed on the ballot for the next 

general election.   

Mr. Belec asked if this had occurred in the last 20 years, to which Mr. O'Brien explained the vacancy was 

not a problem.  While the Charter does require Council to meet once a month, they meet many times 

during the month.  Therefore, the 45 days requirement is not a problem.  In the past, Council discussed 

many candidates, but eventually defaulted to Candidate B.   

Mr. Lesh said learning more about the process, he is rethinking some of his opinions.  For example, what 

if only eight people ran for office and the eighth person does not want the office?  Mr. Walchanowicz 

agreed, saying this past November there were only nine candidates.   

Mr. Synek said he believes the Charter, as it stands, gives those in power the most flexibility to do the 

best thing they can for the residents.   

Mr. Lesh said he does not like the idea of Council appointing elected official, and would like to see that 

power transitioned to the voters regardless of why the position needs to be filled.   

Co-Chairperson Synek was asked to explain how Brecksville handles this situation, to which he explained 

if the remainder of the unexpired term is greater than two years and 90 days, in the next general election 

that seat will be included on the ballot for the next general election.  However, if there are less than two 

years and 90 days the person appointed to the seat served out the rest of the term.   

Chairperson Rini asked Ms. Danford to pull the wording for both of those sections from Brecksville.  She 

suggested making a note of the suggestions and following up with them if the Committee decides on the 

terms and structure for Council.   

 

Section V - Council Meetings: 

Mr. Walchanowicz asked if this would be the section to amend concerning hybrid and virtual meetings.   
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Mr. Lesh was not in agreement with making those changes, as it would open the door to Council 

members attending meetings virtually from out of state or even out of the country.  He stated he believes 

unless there is an emergency there should not be a virtual option.   

Mr. Walchanowicz asked if Mr. Lesh would have objections pertaining to residents.   

Mr. Lesh explained himself further, saying he is of the believe that all members of Council should attend 

all meetings.  He went on to say he believes if a Council member is not in attendance for three 

consecutive meetings they have to be removed from Council and their seat filled.  However, if Council 

members are attending the meetings virtually there is no way to know where the member is and if they are 

really attending to City business.   

Mr. Walchanowicz asked Mr. O'Brien if this is an Article that can be left alone, or if they should insert 

language to address virtual meetings.  Mr. O'Brien advised everyone that Council passed an exception to 

Article V.  Unless the Committee wanted to memorialize virtual meetings, there should be no need.  He 

then went into further explanation of what legal changes have been made concerning virtual meetings, 

and whether they were temporary or permanent.   

Mr. Lesh said he believes unless there is an emergency state Council needs to be in person and present for 

all meetings.  Concerning the residents, he has no problem with allowing them to view virtually.  It may 

be helpful for those who are unable to get out of the house.   

Ms. Cooper suggested adding language to the sentence, "...all meetings of the Council should be open to 

the public, " to allow for residents to attend the meeting virtually.   

Concerning the length of the meetings, Mr. Walchanowicz explained Council meetings are much quicker 

than caucus, which begins on 5:00 or 5:30.  These tend to run the Council meetings later than their 7:00 

start time.  He then asked if there had been a proposal to change the language from Council meetings start 

at 7:00 p.m. to Council meetings start after caucus.   

Mr. Lesh advised it has been changed already.  There was further discussion concerning the start time of 

Council as it relates to caucus.   

Mr. Lesh asked if it is possible to have Executive Sessions after the Council meeting.  Mr. O'Brien 

explained other than dictating such in the Charter, when the Session takes place is up to Council.  Mr. 

Lesh explained he's been at Council meetings in the past where Council breaks into Executive Session 

shortly after the meeting has commenced.  When this happens, the residents are given the option to wait it 

out or leave.  Mr. O'Brien said while it has happened in the past, it is an exception in his experience.   

Ms. Ostrowski asked if those on the committee would like to add language to allow residents to view the 

Council meetings virtually.   

Chairperson Rini suggested the language, "Shall be available for public inspection at all reasonable times 

virtually or in-person."   

Mr. Belec asked if the general caucus and Council meetings are recorded for posterity and the ability to 

view at a later time via webcast.  Mr. Walchanowicz said there are Minutes, video, and audio available for 

residents to view.   
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Section VI - Ordinances and Resolutions: 

Ms. Cooper says in reading the Article, there is talk about reading them two different days.  However, she 

seems to remember some Council members have complained about them being brought to Council too 

soon before a meeting, not allowing time to review, and they end up getting approved anyways because 

five Council members approve it.  From that perspective, Ms. Cooper asked if there should be an increase 

in the required readings, or an increase in the time for ordinances to be introduced to Council.  Ms. 

Copper suggested maybe 15 days so there is an opportunity for review.   

Mr. Lesh agreed, saying he's aware of times when Council has received legislation only hours before 

voting on it.   

Mr. Synek said he's pretty sure the Ohio revised code allows Council to declare any particular ordinance 

or resolution an emergency.  No reason is required, Council just must deem it an emergency.  Once it's 

deemed as such there is an immediate vote.  There was further discussion and explanation of conditions 

for an emergency vote by Council.   

Mr. O’Brien spoke up, saying he is aware of last-minute ordinances that have been submitted in less than 

24 hours.  He went on to say they may be added to the agenda, but they are placed on First Reading and 

not voted on same day, at least during his tenure.  This allows for at least two weeks to 30 days for 

Council members to consider the legislation, depending on when the next Council meeting is held.   

Chairperson Rini asked if it would be too restrictive to try and identify in the Charter what constitutes as 

an emergency.  Mr. O'Brien agreed it would be restrictive, but it depends on what the Commission wants 

to present to City Council.   

Mr. Synek said a person could view it as a fine point operational issue rather than a broad aspirational 

thing that doesn't belong in the Charter.  He agrees it certainly is an issue, he is just not sure the Charter is 

the place to address it.   

Section VII - Effective Date of Ordinances and Resolutions: 

Mr. Synek said he assumes there is something in the Ohio revised code that sets parameters.  Mr. O'Brien 

explained this Article is designed for the referendum.  The 30 days is specific, and in the event residents 

don't like an ordinance passed by City Council.  It allows time for the residents to collect enough 

signatures based on the last general election to submit a referendum to put the ordinance on the ballot for 

a vote.   

Mr. Lesh brought up an issue with a firing range he is aware of that is located in a private residential area.  

With the type of weapons being utilized, he believes it to be a danger to the surrounding residents.  He 

went on to say at a Safety Meeting he attended he was made aware the club is firing high powered 

weapons.  Many in attendance asked where the range is located, and Mr. Lesh said he believes it is named 

the Sycamore Hills Gun Club [ph].  The club has been around for a long time.  Discussion ensued 

concerning the club and Mr. Lesh's concerns and the location of the club. Mr. O’Brien stated he will be 

emailing the police chief to notify them of the gun club after the meeting.  
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Meeting adjourned at 7:26 P.M.   

 

___________________________ 

Chairperson Deena Rini 

 

 

 These minutes are unapproved as of 

release date 3/8/2022. 


