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The Power Grab Platform of 2024:
The Johnson City Commission’s Strategic
Plan to Curb Democracy

Don’t look now, but the Johnson City
Commission is engaged in a campaign to
gut local democracy under the banner of
“Excellence in City Government.” Johnson
City is going through a crisis in affordable
housing. The city is facing two lawsuits
involving credible allegations of mass sexual
assault and human trafficking enabled by
police. In this context, the Commissioners
have decided that the “excellence” referred
to in their Strategic Plan for 2020-2025
means removing the voice of the people
from city government.

The Commission’s Power Grab Plat-
form of 2024, introduced for a first read at
their March 21 meeting, is a slate of four
proposed changes to the city charter that
attack civic engagement under the guise of
improved efficiency. Here’s what they are
trying to do.

Ordinance 4875-24: Removing
the Public from the Public Budget

Currently, the Commission has to publish
two drafts of its budget plan, one during
the drafting stage and another upon final-
ization. Under this ordinance, they would
only have to publish the final version, and
only a mere ten days before they vote on it.
Instead of presenting our public budget as
something we have a say in, the Commis-
sion wants to present it as a done deal, then
pass it before regular people have time to
blink.

Assistant City Manager Steve Willis and
City Commissioner Joe Wise suggest it is
a question of cost-savings, efficiency, and
“clarity.” Doing this, they say, would save
$3,500 in advertising costs. Assistant City
Manager Steve Willis stated that publishing
the working budget “provides no value to
[the Commission] as an elected board, nor
does it provide any value to our taxpayers.”
At around 34:47 in the livestream video,
Commissioner Wise further suggests that

the public is not smart enough to under-
stand what a first draft is.

We would ask Mr. Willis and Commis-
sioner Wise a rather basic question about
their ideas of value and efficiency: Is the
people’s participation in allocating Johnson
City’s $166,000,000 General Fund so little
appreciated that the Commission considers
a $3500 savings in ad expenditures to be of
greater value? Why do the commissioners
value so little the public who elected them?

You can learn a lot about someone’s
values by looking at what they say is costly.
What is not too costly for the Commission
is its $35,000,000 debt-funded investment
in the West Walnut Street project. What is
too costly is spending $3500 to foster civic
participation in local government. If they
think the ads haven’t worked well, why
aren’t they looking for better ways to build
participation?

This is indeed, as Commissioner Wise
hoped, a proposal that provides “clarity.”
We can see clearly that the Commissioners’
vision of “Excellence in City Government”
is to free the government from account-
ability to the people.

This ordinance received unanimous
support from the Commissioners with no
debate.

Ordinance 4876-24: Not Even
Pretending to Listen Anymore

This ordinance would allow the Commis-
sion to pass ordinances after only a second
reading, whereas the current Charter
language mandates a three-read process
spread out over three Commission meet-
ings.

Here is the idea behind the three-read
process.At the first read, the Commission
presents the proposed ordinance to the
public. The period between this and the
second read gives the public time to discuss
the proposal with others, do research, and

formulate their responses for the public
comment period that comes at the second
read. Between the second and third reads,
we expect the Commissioners to consider
the public’s comments before they make
their final vote on the ordinance, which
happens at the third read.

Folding the first and second reads into
a single meeting eliminates the public’s
opportunity to consider the proposal before
having to respond to it. The city may point
to other local governments that have a
two-read system. Our response: “the other
kids are doing it” doesn’t make it the right
thing to do. The elimination of the second
read works toward the elimination of the
public voice.

Is there really an opportunity to partic-
ipate when agendas are released at the
last minute and buried on an outdated
Commission website as if by intent? Can a
two-read ordinance process really allow for
participation by the working people who
make Johnson City run, whose schedules
are determined by their employers and
who must submit their time-off requests at
least two weeks in advance? Is it not already
difficult for people to participate in their
city government?

We understand that the Commissioners
are not themselves in a position to be held
at another’s whim, but such conditions are
a fact of life for a majority of the residents
this Commission claims to serve.
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This ordinance received unanimous
support from the Commissioners with no
debate.

Ordinance 4877-24: Undermining
Good Jobs by Creating Indefinite
Temp Workers

This ordinance would empower the City
Manager to fill city jobs with tempo-
rary workers for periods longer than 9o
days. The current Charter allows the City
Manager to appoint temp workers for a
period not to exceed 90 days.

Allowing the unelected City Manager
greater control over vulnerable temp
workers goes against democratic gover-
nance because temps can be fired more
easily. This gives them less of a voice
to speak up for themselves, and it also
damages their ability to speak up if they see
something that could hurt the public. Given
the ongoing horror story involving Sean
Williams and the police force, the public is
not served by allowing this kind of power
into the City Manager’s hands.

On top of that, keeping people as perma-
nent temps instead of permanent hires
hurts our city by undermining good jobs.
All workers deserve stable jobs with decent
pay and a union so they have a meaningful
voice at work.

Rather than concentrating power to hire
and fire in the hands of an unelected City
Manager, we think such powers should
be subject to review by elected officials.
We strongly oppose any move that would
hinder city workers’ ability to form a union.

This ordinance received unanimous
support from the Commissioners with no
debate.

Ordinance 4878-24: Making It
More Complicated to Vote While
Handing Commissioners Nearly
Two More Unelected Years in Office

This ordinance would move local Johnson
City elections from November, where
they coincide with high-turnout state and
national elections, to August, where they
would coincide with county elections. To
address the scheduling challenges arising
from this date change, the Commissioners
propose giving themselves nearly two extra
years in office instead of holding a more
democratic special election.

This ordinance is a one-two punch at
democratic governance, where moving the
elections to a lower-turnout date sets up the
second blow of Commissioners extending
terms without elections.

First Punch: Commissioner Joe Wise
claimed it is “confusing to voters” to have
some city and county elections in August
and others in November. Moreover, around
42:25 in the March 21 livestream recording,
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Commissioner Wise acknowledges that
August election turnout is historically low.
His pitch is that moving the city elections
to that historically low date will somehow
solve the August turnout issue.Instead of
supposing that moving city elections will
solve August turnout, , why aren’t Commis-
sioners talking to county officials about
moving their elections to high-turnout
November? After all, that’s why the Johnson
City Commission moved city elections from
April to November just a few years ago.

It can be challenging and costly for work-
ing-class people in our low-wage economy
to find time to vote, or even to find a way
to the polling station. One election in
November serves regular people better
than two across August and November.
The City Commission’s proposal does not
reckon with this at all.

Second Punch: If the Commissioners
are so confident that they are delivering
“Excellence in City Government,” should
they not welcome the opportunity to renew
their mandate? It’s nice the Commissioners
all agree they are doing such a good job
that two of them, along with the three
that will be (re?)elected this November,
deserve an extra year and nine months
tacked onto their terms, but we would
rather hear what the public thinks. Maybe
our Commissioners believe that these extra
years will allow time for the horrible events
surrounding the Sean Williams lawsuit to
fade from memory.

Let us not forget that Commissioner
Brock has already rationalized one extended
term when the Commission moved city
elections from April to November in 2014.
It’s certainly true that skipping elections is
“easier,” particularly for certain people.

This ordinance received unanimous
support from the Commissioners with no
debate.

This is the Power Grab Platform of 2024.
Each plank of the platform was approved
unanimously, and although these are big
changes, there was not a single point of
debate raised by any Commissioner.

A Johnson City for the Few, or a
Johnson City for All?

The Johnson City Commission is pushing a
platform aimed at rolling back democracy
for the people of Johnson City and grabbing
more power into their own hands. They
should be fostering the democratic civic
engagement of all Johnson City residents.
Instead, they put even more obstacles in the
way of regular people.

We envision a city in which the people
have a meaningful say in the city’s budgets,
ordinances, appointments, and elec-
tions. We envision a city where the public
authorities do what they can to expand
opportunities for democratic input rather

SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS

We've assembled links to
supporting documents for all
the articles in this issue. Visit
northeasttndsa.org/newspaper/
issue2

than restricting them. We envision a city
that puts the well-being of all people front
and center rather than serving first and
foremost those with money and connec-
tions.

The Johnson City Commission finds
encouraging citizens to participate in their
government too costly and inefficient. If
their idea of efficiency does not include
actual human beings, what is it for?

Ordinances 4875-24, 4876-24, 4877-24,
and 4878-24 present a combined attack on
democratic city governance. So what can we
do about it?

The City Commission has to give two
more public readings of these ordinances,
on April 4 and April 18. City Commission
meetings are at 601 East Main Street,
beginning at 6:00. If the ordinances pass,
amended or unamended, they must be
voted on by the public in a referendum that
takes place August 1.

Our next step is to get as many
people as possible to show up on April
4 to testify against these ordinances.
It’s a good idea to arrive early if you can.
Northeast Tennessee DSA members and
our allies will be there fighting for our own
vision of “Excellence in City Government,”
a Johnson City that centers ordinary people
in public affairs rather than pushing them
to the margins.

Our Commissioners still have the oppor-
tunity to do the right thing. Since they’re
putting forward a platform that limits the
participation of regular people, it seems
more likely that regular people will have to
defeat this power grab and reclaim ground
for democracy by voting No on August 1.

We invite you to join wus in
demanding a Johnson City for All,
not just the monied few. &

Yallidarity Is Always
in Style

Get your
shirt at

ntdsa.org/
Swag




“Highest and Best:” The John Sevier Center and
the Johnson City Commission’s Contributions to
Our Crisis in Affordable Housing

The John Sevier Center once provided 150
units of affordable, senior-friendly housing
in the heart of downtown Johnson City. It
has since become the target of a Johnson
City Commission whose destructive appe-
tite for “redevelopment” knows no bounds.
In fact, on March 21, the Commission
authorized Hunden Partners to conduct a
“highest and best usage” study to propose
future uses of this prime real estate. We
expect the report to affirm the
Commission’s attempt to “rede-
velop” this affordable housing
complex out of existence and to
force the current residents into
replacement housing on our city’s
southern periphery, but we don’t
think the Commission should get a
free pass. The Commissioners know
our city faces an acute shortage of
affordable housing, and they aren’t , -
doing enough to address it.

How do we know that our
honorable Commissioners are aware of
local conditions? Well, just last year they
received a 172-page report detailing the
crisis in painstaking detail. The “Prelim-
inary Housing Needs Assessment,”
conducted by Bowen National Research at
the city’s request, aimed to inform the city
officials of the conditions of local housing
markets — both rental and for-sale — and
to assess our present and near-future gaps
in housing stock. This might sound like the
foundation for sound government housing
policy. Instead, the report came in and the
Commissioners stuck their heads in the
sand. They have held fast to the policies
that got us into this mess. If they constantly
speak of “excellence in city government,”
we ought to ask “excellence for whom?”

Certainly not for working people. For
working-class people, the housing situa-
tion can only be described as dire. Bowen’s
survey revealed a mere 0.7% vacancy rate
among rental properties, compared to a
national average of 6.6%. The availability
rate of for-sale homes was a scant 0.3%.

This acute shortage has driven rents
and home prices to astronomical levels.
Households earning less than $50,000
per year have effectively been frozen out of
the for-sale market, and a shocking 45% of
renter households pay their landlords over
30% of their income in rent. Indeed, for
more than one out of five of our city’s renter
households, over 50% of their income goes
straight to a landlord’s pocket.

Is it any wonder, then, that working-class
people have been forced to the city outskirts
or even beyond the city limits in their quest
to meet their most basic need for shelter? Is
it any wonder that many landlords refuse to
address tenant concerns, even when those
concerns are fully justified or even backed
by law? With help from our misguided
Commission, the landlords’ waitlists grow
daily.

EQUAL
_HOUSING
_ OPPORTUNITY

Of 19 affordable
housing complexes

surveyed, only a
single property had
any vacancies.

And nowhere can this be seen clearer
than in cases of affordable housing
supported by federal subsidies and housing
programs. Of the 19 affordable housing
complexes surveyed by Bowen, only a single
property had any vacancies at all. The 4.7%
vacancy rate reported at the Sevier Center
was concentrated entirely in that complex’s
studio and one-bedroom units. Is it really
worth seeking a “higher and better” use for
a complex that provides affordable housing
to 143 households at a time when nearly
10% of Housing Choice Vouchers cannot
even be used due to lack of housing stock?
We think not.

And by all accounts, the people of
Johnson City would agree. A full 56.7% of
residents surveyed by Bowen characterized
our local housing market as “poor” with
“many issues.” Some of the highest-priority
issues identified by survey-takers were
high prices and rents (74.1% of respon-
dents), insufficient open units (51.4%), and
neglected or blighted properties (21.2%).

These are issues that are intimately
related, and one cannot but at least partially
attribute their severity to our Commission.
Decisions such as those taken involving
the Sevier Center have created a landlords’
paradise in which the tenant always loses—
and this is to say nothing of their failure to
prevent the mansion from becoming the
standard form of new-construction homes.

Rather than a local government that guts

affordable housing in the name of

“renovation,” JCers want a Commis-

sion that sets itself truly and intently

on the alleviation of our housing
crisis. Among the most in-demand
categories of housing identified
in the report were for-sale homes
priced under $100,000 or between
$100,000 and $200,000, rental
units under $500/month or between
$500-1000/month, and senior living
s apartments. This is what the people
conceive of as “highest and best.”
Not ritzy hotels or lavish apartments built
upon the ruins of our affordable housing
complexes, but rather affordable housing
that is accessible to all.

The Commission may turn to Hund-
en’s impending “highest and best usage”
report to excuse itself from listening to
such demands and to justify its forced relo-
cation of low-income and elderly residents.
It may trumpet its provision of replace-
ment housing units on our city’s southern
periphery as proof they are addressing the
ongoing crisis. But a mere one-for-one
substitution in the context of a growing
crisis will never be sufficient. To meet the
moment, our Commission needs to develop
an aggressive program to expand the
number of affordable housing units.

We hope the Commission will see reason
and move quickly to address this crisis, but
past and present experience suggests other-
wise. In reality, it will fall upon us to solve
our own problems.

We as tenants must organize into the
types of tenant unions that will help us
push back against the landlords’ dispropor-
tionate power.

We as JC residents must demand a
public policy that aligns with the priorities
of the public.

And if the current Commissioners
refuse to change tack, we must organize to
unseat them and to win a local government
committed to realizing our goal of afford-
able housing for all. @
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Secrets of Accessing City Commission Business

From infrastructure to public services to
development, local elected leaders regularly
make decisions that impact our day to day
lives. Public meetings of these bodies are
one of the few formal opportunities we have
to speak before these decisions are made.

Ifyoulive in Johnson City, read below for
how to access agenda packets and meetings.
If you live elsewhere and want to share the
steps pertaining to your local government,
write them up and email northeasttndsa@
gmail.com.

The Agenda Packet

This packet is full of information about the
decisions the board is considering. Even if
you can’t attend meetings, agenda packets
make it possible to keep up with what’s
going on.

Here are different ways we tried before
we found Johnson City’s packets:

X Google Search — The top result,
“Agendas & Minutes — Johnson City,
Tennessee,” hasn’t been updated since
2020. The page has no link to current
agendas. Intentionally or not, this page
can be somewhat of a decoy.

X City Website Home Page - The
home page has upcoming events and
a link to a full calendar. City commis-
sion meetings are on the calendar. The
agenda packet is not.

X City Website Live Streaming Page
— There are agendas on this page!
Unfortunately, it’s just agendas. The
supporting documents that provide
context and details are missing.

X City Website Government Page —
Click “Government” in the menu. You
get a page that says “Please use the links
on the left navigation bar to choose a
service.” There is no functioning left
navigation bar. If you go back to the
main menu and hit the arrow on the far
right of the “Government” bar, you’'ll
see “City Commission” as an option.
Clicking that will bring you to the
website that has the agenda packets.
That’s right: the agenda packet is not
on the city’s website.

v~ To get an agenda that includes
links to all relevant documents,
go to johnsoncitytn.civicweb.net.
From there:

1. Ifyou’re on a phone, scroll scroll scroll
to Upcoming Meetings. If you're on a
larger screen, look through the right-
hand column.

2. Find the upcoming City Commission
meeting. If the meeting is underlined,
click to go to the agenda page. This
agenda includes links to all the relevant
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documents. Huzzah! If the meeting is
not underlined, the agenda isn’t yet
available.

We believe that easy access to infor-
mation regarding the decisions our
city leaders are making is essential for
democracy, and we’d like to see Johnson
City post their agenda packets as early
as possible & with a clear and prominent

link on the city’s home page.

The Meeting Itself

The Johnson City Board of Commissioners
meets the first and third Thursday of each
month at 6 pm. This meeting is held in the
Commission Chambers of the Municipal
and Safety building at 601 E. Main Street.
If you want to speak during public
comment, you have to attend in
person. Some localities air their meetings
over Zoom. This extends public comment
accessibility to people with disabilities and
to people who lack transportation or child
care. It’s unfortunate that Johnson City
doesn’t offer that level of access.

Another thing you need to do if you
want to speak during public comment
is submit this form at least 12 hours
before the meeting: https://cojctn.
wufoo.com/forms/zh5zyqs16u8mpx/.
In our experience, the Commission has
allowed people to speak regardless, but they
can invoke the requirement at any time, so:
better safe than silenced.

If you don’t plan to speak, it’s still worth-
while to attend meetings in person when
you can. The public in attendance shows
leaders that the people are paying attention.

If you can’t make it in person, the city
does live stream their meetings on their
YouTube channel, “Streaming Johnson
City.” The volume isn’t as good as we’d
like, and the city doesn’t provide closed
captioning. You can, however, access
recordings of previous meetings on their
channel.

We would like to see Johnson City make
meetings even more accessible, by using
Zoom or similar to enable more public
participation, and by providing closed
captioning during meeting live streams,
which is something else Zoom can assist

with.

By keeping up with city meetings, work-
ing-class residents are able to discover and
expose policies that favor corporations
over everyday citizens. They also provide
an opportunity to directly confront city
officials about issues like housing, trans-
portation, and development. Meetings

can also be a space for people to connect,
share concerns, and build a collective voice
to advocate for systemic change. If you're
interested in attending Johnson City Board
of Commissioners meetings with us, email
northeasttndsa@gmail.com. &

JOIN DSA! c/; build

working class power, further
democratic socialism in the United
States, and fight to democratize
our society and economy. As a
DSA member, you can participate
in a variety of ways, depending

on time, financial resources &
interests. All are important! Visit
dsausa.org/join today. Let’s win
together!

GET INVOLVED LOCALLY

Northeast TN DSA and YDSA
at ETSU have regular meetings
in Johnson City. Attend one to
learn more & get involved!

Northeast TN DSA

Meets the last Wednesday of

every month at 6:30 pm. Next

meeting is October 11th.

e Attend online by registering
for the Zoom link at ntdsa.
org/meeting, or

e Attend in person at the
Appalachian Liberation
Library, 419 W Market St,
Johnson City

Questions? Email

northeasttndsa@gmail.com.

YDSA at ETSU

Meets every Wednesday at
8:00 pm. For location, email
ydsaetsu@gmail.com.

Appalachian Liberation Library
Open Fridays from 7-9 pm at
419 W Market St, Johnson City..
DSA-friendly spot with leftist
literature & like-minded folks.

The Northeast Tennessee Organizer is a
publication of the Northeast Tennessee chapter
of the Democratic Socialists of America. All
labor is donated.



