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MINUTES OF THE CAMBRIDGE  
CHARTER REVIEW COMMITTEE 

TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 14, 2023 
 

COMMITTEE MEMBERS 
Kathleen Born, Chair 
Kaleb Abebe 
Jessica DeJesus Acevedo 
Mosammat Faria Afreen 
Nikolas Bowie 
Kevin Chen 
Max Clermont 
Jennifer Gilbert 
Kai Long 
Patrick Magee 
Mina Makarious 
Lisa Peterson 
Ellen Shachter 
Susan Shell 
Jim Stockard 
 
The Cambridge Charter Review Committee held a meeting on Tuesday, November 14, 2023. 
The meeting was called to order at approximately 5:30p.m. by the Chair of the Committee, 
Kathleen Born. Pursuant to Chapter 2 of the Acts of 2023 adopted by Massachusetts General 
Court and approved by the Governor, this meeting was remote via Zoom. 

At the request of the Chair, Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll.  
Kaleb Abebe – Present 
Jessica DeJesus Acevedo – Present 
Mosammat Faria Afreen – Absent 
Nikolas Bowie – Absent 
Kevin Chen – Absent  
Max Clermont – Absent 
Jennifer Gilbert – Absent* 
Kai Long – Present 
Patrick Magee – Present 
Mina Makarious – Present 
Lisa Peterson – Present 
Ellen Shachter – Absent 
Susan Shell – Absent 
Jim Stockard – Present 
Kathleen Born – Present 
Present – 9, Absent – 6. Quorum established. 
*Member Jennifer Gilbert was marked present at 6:09p.m. 
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The Chair, Kathleen Born recognized member Kevin Chen who made a motion to adopt 
the meeting minutes from November 7, 2023.  
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Kaleb Abebe – Yes 
Jessica DeJesus Acevedo – Yes 
Mosammat Faria Afreen – Absent 
Nikolas Bowie – Absent 
Kevin Chen – Yes 
Max Clermont – Absent 
Jennifer Gilbert – Absent 
Kai Long – Yes 
Patrick Magee – Yes 
Mina Makarious – Yes 
Lisa Peterson – Yes 
Ellen Shachter – Absent 
Susan Shell – Absent 
Jim Stockard – Yes 
Kathleen Born – Yes 
Yes – 9, No – 0, Absent – 6. Motion passed. 
 
The Chair, Kathleen Born recognized member Jim Stockard who made a motion to adopt 
the communication from City Councillor Quinton Zondervan.  
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Kaleb Abebe – Yes 
Jessica DeJesus Acevedo – Yes 
Mosammat Faria Afreen – Absent 
Nikolas Bowie – Absent 
Kevin Chen – Yes 
Max Clermont – Absent 
Jennifer Gilbert – Absent 
Kai Long – Yes 
Patrick Magee – Yes 
Mina Makarious – Yes 
Lisa Peterson – Yes 
Ellen Shachter – Absent 
Susan Shell – Absent 
Jim Stockard – Yes 
Kathleen Born – Yes 
Yes – 9, No – 0, Absent – 6. Motion passed. 
 
Anna Corning shared that the meeting goal was to try and focus on foundational decision points 
around form of government. Committee members were recognized to share their thoughts and 
comments about the decision to move forward with a Strong Mayor form of government.  

Anna Corning recognized Michael Ward from the Collins Center to review the Forms of 
Government with Example Options for Modifications Chart (Attached). Michael Ward noted that 
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the Chart was shared at previous meetings, but the focus would now be to discuss the examples 
provided of a Strong Mayor form of government. Anna Corning recognized Committee members 
for comments and questions relative to the chart and Michael Ward was available to provide 
feedback. Member Lisa Peterson noted the importance of using the next four meetings to work as 
effectively as possible by working together to create language for a Strong Mayor form of 
government that will best fit Cambridge.  

Anna Corning shared with the Committee that she would like to move the discussion to focus on 
term lengths for Mayor. Anna Corning recognized Committee members who offered their 
suggestions on term limits and what language they would be in favor of using in the proposed 
draft language. Committee members who were recognized offered comments that were in 
support of term limits for Mayor.  

The Chair, Kathleen Born recognized member Kaleb Abebe who made a motion for the 
Mayor to have a four-year term length.  
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Kaleb Abebe – Yes 
Jessica DeJesus Acevedo – Yes 
Mosammat Faria Afreen – Absent 
Nikolas Bowie – Absent 
Kevin Chen – Yes 
Max Clermont – Absent 
Jennifer Gilbert – Yes 
Kai Long – Yes 
Patrick Magee – Yes 
Mina Makarious – Yes 
Lisa Peterson – Yes 
Ellen Shachter – Absent 
Susan Shell – Absent 
Jim Stockard – Yes 
Kathleen Born – Yes 
Yes – 10, No – 0, Absent – 5. Motion passed. 
 
The Chair, Kathleen Born recognized member Kaleb Abebe who made a motion for the 
Mayor to serve a maximum of three, four- year term limits, which do not have to be 
consecutive. 
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Kaleb Abebe – Yes 
Jessica DeJesus Acevedo – Yes 
Mosammat Faria Afreen – Absent 
Nikolas Bowie – Absent 
Kevin Chen – Yes 
Max Clermont – Absent 
Jennifer Gilbert – Yes 
Kai Long – Yes 
Patrick Magee – No 
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Mina Makarious – Yes 
Lisa Peterson – Yes 
Ellen Shachter – Absent 
Susan Shell – Absent 
Jim Stockard – Yes 
Kathleen Born – Yes 
Yes – 9, No – 1, Absent – 5. Motion passed. 
 
Committee members offered additional comments on the Strong Mayor form of government 
relative to Department Heads and the School Committee. Committee members discussed and 
offered suggestions on the position of CAFO (Chief Administrative and Financial Officer) under 
a Strong Mayor. Anna Corning, Michael Ward, and Patricia Lloyd were available to provide 
answers to clarifying questions that were brought forward as well as feedback to suggestions 
made by members. 
 
The Chair, Kathleen Born recognized member Lisa Peterson who made a motion to require 
a CAFO, who is appointed by the Mayor, in the Charter.  
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Kaleb Abebe – Yes 
Jessica DeJesus Acevedo – Yes 
Mosammat Faria Afreen – Absent 
Nikolas Bowie – Absent 
Kevin Chen – Yes 
Max Clermont – Absent 
Jennifer Gilbert – Yes 
Kai Long – Yes 
Patrick Magee – Yes 
Mina Makarious – Yes 
Lisa Peterson – Yes 
Ellen Shachter – Absent 
Susan Shell – Absent 
Jim Stockard – Yes 
Kathleen Born – Yes 
Yes – 10, No – 0, Absent – 5. Motion passed. 
 
Anna Corning recognized members of the Committee to offer additional remarks relative to 
having a CAFO. Committee members shared possible challenges that may arise with City 
Council involvement with regards to the CAFO and provided suggestions on the City Council 
being able to veto the CAFO.  
 
The Chair, Kathleen Born recognized member Kevin Chen who made a motion that the 
City Council can veto the CAFO appointment by the Mayor with a super majority vote. 
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Kaleb Abebe – Yes 
Jessica DeJesus Acevedo – Yes 
Mosammat Faria Afreen – Absent 
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In light of these points, I urge the committee to consider the long-standing benefits of our current 

system and the potential risks associated with a shift to a directly-elected mayoral system. Our city’s 

governance model has been a testament to effective, equitable, and stable leadership. It is imperative that 

we approach any change to this system with caution, considering the broad implications it may have on 

our beloved city and its residents. 

 

Thank you for your attention to this matter. I look forward to your thoughtful consideration and 

am available for any further discussions or clarifications. 

 
 

Sincerely,  

 

 
__________________________ 
City Councilor E. Denise Simmons 
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Public Comment



My name is Caleb Hurst-Hiller. I am a Cambridge resident and have been part of the fabric of the
Cambridge community for years.

I was very surprised to see the latest Cambridge Day article saying that this group is looking to move
toward a strong mayor form of government.

As a Cambridge resident for many years, I believe the current form of government is working quite
well. It has enabled Cambridge to be a leader on affordable housing, climate change, municipal
finances, and more. It has made Cambridge a diverse and inclusive place, in short, a place where I
am happy to live, work, and raise my family. 

If it’s not broken, I don’t understand why the Committee is proposing such a dramatic change.

The process for making this change feels rushed and not inclusive – trying to create and refine a
proposal on a massive change in government over a short period of time. Having these meetings over
the holiday season makes it much harder for people to participate.

I’m also concerned that the proposed plan would actually make Cambridge government less
democratic. 

In the current system, the city manager meets weekly with nine city councilors and the Council is
empowered to enact policies that direct the executive branch. In the proposed strong mayor plan, the
city manager would report to a mayor. They would meet and discuss policies in private, without
required public or Council input. This will result in less voice being heard in city government!

Ultimately, I ask that the Charter Review Committee ask the City Council for more time and that you
reconsider the direction of moving to a strong mayor system. The current form of government has
worked well, and we should be reluctant to make such a major change absent a very compelling
reason to do so.

Regards, 
Caleb 
Pearl St
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Dear Charter Review Committee,

My name is Dave Toniatti. My wife and I live in Cambridge, and our two children go to Cambridge Public
Schools. We are grateful to live in such a vibrant community.

I am writing to share my surprise and concern about the direction that the Charter Review Committee is
taking – moving to a strong mayor governance system and away from our current city manager system.

I support Cambridge’s model as a leader on affordable housing, multiple modes of transportation, climate
change, and creating a livable, diverse, and inclusive city. 

I am worried that the Committee’s proposal takes for granted how high functioning Cambridge’s city
government currently is and assumes that it will continue to deliver services at such high quality – even
with a radical move to a strong mayor system.

I believe the current success the City has had is not accidental or incidental to the current form of
government but is actually a hallmark of the city manager system. Having a high quality, professional city
manager who is trained in leadership and management enables the City to deliver high quality services
to its residents through effective administration and management. 

There is no guarantee that this would continue under a strong mayor system. Instead, it appears that the
proposal would create less opportunities for the public and for the city council to provide input into key
policies and decision making. I am concerned that this would make our city government less democratic.

I am also concerned about the process. I consider myself civically engaged and informed and feel like
the Charter Review Commission’s communication with the general public about this new potential
direction has not been very good. I had no idea of this new potential direction until very recently. In
addition, having a meeting of such significance two days before Thanksgiving makes it hard for
Cambridge residents to participate.

Please lengthen your process so residents can weigh in on key decisions at times that are not major
holidays and please keep the current form of government.

Thank you,
Dave Toniatti
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The Charter Review Committee has been meeting since August last year to discuss potential changes to
municipal government in Cambridge. Recently, the committee has shifted toward eliminating the City
Manager in favor of an elected Mayor as the chief executive. A final vote is likely on Tuesday, December
5 at the second to last meeting of the committee prior to sending a final report to the City Council by
December 31.  
 
I started in the role of City Manager at the same time the Charter Review Committee began meeting. I 
am the first City Manager in forty years to be hired from outside the city and the first person of color to 
serve in this role. Trust in institutions is at an all-time low across the country, and one of the reasons I 
was excited about this job was the opportunity to strengthen our democracy, create a more inclusive 
local government, and find a path toward more transparency and accountability. While I recognize that 
as the City Manager, I’m not an impartial third-party, I wanted to share my perspective from the last year 
as the committee is preparing to make major decisions. 
 
First, a lot is going well in the current form of government! Cambridge has done more than any 
neighboring community on affordable housing including tripling funding for the Affordable Housing Trust 
over the last decade, raising the inclusionary requirement to 20%, eliminating parking minimums, and 
passing two affordable housing overlays. We have established the most aggressive climate goals for 
building emissions in the state. We host more adult emergency shelter beds for the unhoused relative to 
population than any community. And we have the strongest municipal financials in the Commonwealth. 
 
Further, our community is really engaged. Voters recently elected one of the most diverse and 
representative City Councils in our history in a competitive election with 24 candidates knocking on tens 
of thousands of doors. In our 2023 representative resident survey, 90% of residents rated Cambridge as 
an Excellent/Good place to live, 89% would recommend living in Cambridge to someone who asks, and 
45% of residents had watched a City Council meeting. Additionally, 40% of people said they had 
contacted a City Councilor in the last year, which put us #2 out of 300 cities and towns across the 
country! There are challenges that we need to solve, but voices are being heard in public discussions, 
people are involved in local politics, and things are getting done.  
 
While an elected mayor as the chief executive is the most well-known practice of local democracy, I have 
come to appreciate how our current form puts a nine-person City Council at the center of our city 
government. This is less direct – there isn’t just one person who makes executive decisions – but it is 
more inclusive. I’m excited about shared goal setting in January with the new Council, a process that 
makes less sense with a directly elected Mayor. Instead, on each major decision, nine Councilors have a 
voice and a vote, and so do all their constituents. In 2023, I prepared for and attended almost 40 City 
Council meetings with public comment on every issue confronting Cambridge. Meanwhile, strong mayors 
rarely attend Council meetings. While I recognize the emotional resonance and simplicity of winner-take-
all, concentrating political power isn’t necessarily more inclusive, representative, or transparent.  
 
Finally, one of my goals has been to build greater accountability into this form of government. I have 
worked hard to develop a strong and collaborative relationship with the Council and to follow their 
direction. We have established a rigorous and transparent City Manager performance review process 
and I recently submitted a 2023 review of goals and performance to the Council. If the executive branch 
is where power concentrates, there is a reasonable case for professional appointment and close 
oversight. With no poison pills in my contract, an empowered City Council can act quicker if there is 
mismanagement or misconduct. Regular elections are seldom as responsive – while a City Manager 
would have been placed on leave immediately then fired, elected officials like George Santos and Robert 
Menendez have continued to serve for months or years in positions of power and privilege.  
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It will be up to the Charter Review Committee, the incoming City Council, and ultimately the voters of 
Cambridge to make these important decisions. But perhaps my view is that this is not a debate between 
more or less democracy, but rather what kind of democracy we want as a community. Proportional 
Ranked Choice Voting is more complex and harder to understand but offers unique benefits over more 
traditional Choose One voting. Similarly, there are benefits to the Council-Manager form of government 
and I believe it can live up to our best democratic ideals: representation, inclusivity, transparency, and 
accountability.  
 
I will always love this amazing community and I will be committed to making our path forward the best
that it can be, whichever journey we ultimately choose.  
 
Yi-An Huang
 
 
 
--------
Yi-An Huang | City Manager
City of Cambridge
795 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02139
617-349-4300
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