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What's next: the transition from Cuyahoga

County commissioners to county executive

By Laura Johnston, The Plain Dealer
November 04, 2009, 6:07PM

CLEVELAND, Ohio -- A day after Cuyahoga County voted 2-to-1 to overhaul its county government,
county Administrator Jim McCafferty began sketching out a transition team.

Simultaneously Wednesday, Human Resources Director Joe Nanni prepared to flesh out day-to-day
personnel details and county commissioners pledged to cooperate with their former foes.

The goal, they say: a seamless shift to a new government led by an elected county executive and
11-member council, dictated Tuesday by the resounding victory of Issue 6.

The 25-page charter that voters approved provides a structure, but doesn’t spell out the minutiae
required to govern 1.3 million people or manage a $1.5-billion budget.

The document merely states that voters will elect officials next year in a September primary and
November general election. And by March, county commissioners must appoint three
administrative officials to a transition advisory group that will handle “matters as shall be
necessary and practicable to provide for the transition.”

There are a lot of matters.

The charter calls for an elected prosecutor. But the elected offices of auditor, clerk of courts,
coroner, engineer, recorder, sheriff and treasurer will be abolished to make way for more
streamlined appointed positions.

So the advisory group could research the current officials’ responsibilities and where they overlap,
said attorney Eugene Kramer, who wrote the charter. The group also could conduct an inventory of
county facilities, make a to-do list for the council, research policies of other county executive
governments and organize the human resources and internal audit committees created by the
charter.

It may also want to find the council a meeting space, since the commissioners’ current chambers is
too small to fit 11 people.

“The election and all this was the easy part,” Kramer said. "Now making this come about will take a
lot of effort from a lot of people.”

McCafferty said he plans a transition group larger than the charter requires, one that includes a
prosecutor’s representative and the Issue 6 architects.

“The devil is always in the details,” McCafferty said. "And believe me, there is a lot of stuff to be
worked out.”



The reform idea, the latest of at least eight to be floated over the last century, was introduced by
Parma Heights Mayor Martin Zanotti in February.

That idea merged with a plan by Prosecutor Bill Mason in April, and by June, the Zanotti-Mason
reformers finished a proposed charter. A month later, backers submitted more than 81,000
signatures to the Board of Elections to put the charter on the November ballot.

Zanotti said Wednesday that he already has fielded a call about a prospective council candidate,
but would not identify the caller. Candidates could start campaigning shortly, to compete in a
special September primary, then a November 2010 election.

Afterward, the winner of the new executive spot will choose department heads, whom council
members will consider after they're seated in January 2011.

The current elected officials will lose their offices at 11:59 p.m. on Dec. 31, 2010, Zanotti said.

Zanotti said his group will work with organizations like the Hispanic Roundtable and the Greater
Cleveland Partnership, which endorsed the issue, as well as opponents, including labor leader
Harriet Applegate and county Commissioners Tim Hagan and Peter Lawson Jones. Together, he
said, they can ready the new government for its leaders.

“None of us have ever been involved with anything of this magnitude,” he said. “There’s no
playbook for what you do from here.”
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