
 

City Council Retreat Report 

February 24, 2017 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mayor Timothy D. Leavitt convened a retreat of the Vancouver City Council at the 8:37 a.m. on Friday, February 

24, 2017, at the Red Cross Building, 605 E. Barnes Street, Vancouver, Washington.  

In attendance were Mayor Leavitt, Councilmembers Ty Stober, Alishia Topper, Anne McEnerny-Ogle, Bill Turlay, 

Bart Hansen and Jack Burkman, City Manager Eric Holmes, Deputy City Manager Dave Mercier, Assistant City 

Manager Lenda Crawford, Chief Financial Officer Lloyd Tyler, Deputy Budget Director Natasha Ramras, Council 

Assistant Amanda Delapena, and members of the public. Councilmember Hansen left the retreat at 3:15 p.m. 

Presented by City Manager Eric Holmes 

In 2016, Council adopted a six-year Strategic Plan and affirmed specific initiatives to be the focus of targeted 

work for the year. The City’s 2016 Year-End Report summarizes the work accomplished in relation to the 

Strategic Plan goals. The City Manager summarized the work completed in 2016 and the focus for 2017-18 

initiatives. 

Key Highlights – 2016 Accomplishments 

 Affordable Housing   

- Affordable Housing Task Force report completed, containing 14 policy options to expand the 
supply of affordable housing and protect vulnerable renters.  

- Council adopted a resolution declaring an affordable housing emergency.  

- Six new projects were approved under the multi-family tax exemption program.  

- City HOME funds contributed to four new non-profit owned projects resulting in 132 new housing 
units for low-income and homeless individuals and families.  

- Amendments to the multi-family tax exemption program, Low Income Housing Impact Fees, and 
zoning changes were made to contribute to solutions to affordable housing issues.  

- The Proposition 1 affordable housing levy was successfully passed by voters creating an 
affordable housing fund that will provide $6M for housing-related issues for 7 years.  
 

 Parks Standards 
 

- Revised Parks Impact Fee districts and policy to increase program flexibility.  
 

- Began turf management improvements at neighborhood parks including aeration, fertilization and 
irrigation improvements.  

http://www.cityofvancouver.us/sites/default/files/fileattachments/city_council/page/33311/02_year_end_report_2016.pdf
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 VPD Resourcing 
 
- The VPD Community Resource Team delivered recommendations to Council on a multi-year 

staffing and funding plan for the Vancouver Police Department. The funding plan was approved 
by City Council on Feb. 6, 2017.  

 

 Complete Streets Policy 
 
- Developed and initiated a citywide Complete Streets Policy project including scope of work, 

project schedule and stakeholder committee. Adoption of this policy is anticipated by 2nd quarter 
of 2017.  

 

 Revisit Annexation Stance 
 

- Van Mall North identified as an area for annexation and an extensive public information and 
community engagement process started in March.  
 

- In-depth analysis report of proposed annexation area completed. Annexation scheduled for 
completion in 2017.  

 
Key Highlights – 2017-2018 Initiatives  
 

 Implement progress on 2016 goals 
 

 Biennial budget implementation 
- $138 million in capital projects across all funds 
- Continuous improvement projects 
- Recruitment, staff development and transition planning 

 

 Development activity 
- Waterfront, schools, multi-family housing pipeline, commercial/industrial projects 

 

 Structural Solution Initiation - To be the primary focus of this Council retreat  
 
 

Presentation by Scott Bailey, Regional Economist 

Scott Bailey presented to Council a snapshot of trends and data for the regional economy, including a look at 

the impacts of the Great Recession and the subsequent gradual recovery to date. 

Key Discussion Points 

 Clark County labor market and unemployment rates, including a comparison with state and national data, the 

trends over time for unemployment claims, seasonally adjusted hirings and separations, and job loss and 

recovery by industry. Discussion about employment trends by age and gender since the beginning of the 

recession. Wage trends and the occupational outlook for the next several years.  

http://www.cityofvancouver.us/sites/default/files/fileattachments/city_council/page/33311/03_economic_briefing_scott_bailey.pdf
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 General improvements to poverty rates and household income distribution for the region, with a comparison 

of the number of lower-income households in Vancouver to those in Clark County, Washington State and the 

U.S.  

 Construction activity as a whole, with focus on housing permits and prices over time for Clark County and a 

breakdown of the percentage of cost-burdened renters. 

 Taxable sales in Clark County broken down by industry over time. 

 Mr. Bailey provided his observations about the local economy, which he indicated remains in good shape. 

Though economic recovery since the end of the recession has not been exceptionally strong, it has been 

consistent and appears likely to continue. He noted the City’s waterfront development and the opening of the 

Ilani Casino Resort in north Clark County will help local job growth.  He stated that the region’s greatest 

challenge right now is ensuring affordable housing opportunities.  

 

 

Presentation by Paul Lewis, Financial Consultant 

Paul Lewis presented Council with the results of a fiscal benchmarking study he completed for the City analyzing 

the financial tools available to Vancouver and cities in Washington and Oregon of comparable size and 

demographics. The information was presented with the intention of informing the remaining retreat discussion 

about the proposed structural solution intiative. 

Key Discussion Points 

 Vancouver’s demographic and economic profile in comparison to other cities studied:  

- Age and income distribution, the poverty level, and the level of education attained by residents 25 and 

older all sit at or slightly below the median level.  

- Housing has a low value to income ratio; rents are at a low annual cost to income ratio. 

- Unemployment rates are relatively high; Vancouver’s major employment industries are education/health 

care, retail trade, and manufacturing.  

 Vancouver’s core service delivery structure generally follows the predominant structure of other cities, with 

the primary exception that Vancouver does not rely on a Fire/EMS levy or special district to fund related 

services. A majority of the other Washington cities studied have a Fire/EMS levy, while the remainder rely on 

a special district. 

 Analysis of revenue structure compared Vancouver to other similar Washington cities in the areas of 

distribution of major taxes by source and use of voter-approved and other tax sources; core service area 

tax revenue per capita and Vancouver’s revenue per capita vs. the median of the other cities studied; utility 

rates; voter-approved taxes per capita and non-tax revenues; and the relative tax rates shown in relation to 

residential income, property values, and purchases. 

http://www.cityofvancouver.us/sites/default/files/fileattachments/city_council/page/33311/04_fiscal_benchmarking_paul_lewis.pdf
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 Analysis of Vancouver’s overall all and core services operating expenses; support services expenses; and 

staffing levels.  

 Key conclusions from the analysis indicate that Vancouver has:  

- significant revenue limitations because of a relatively low tax base and low effective tax rates, few 

voter-approved revenue sources, and high utility taxes and low businesses taxes and fees;  

- the lowest direct service expense per capita and staffing level per 1,000 residents; and 

- legislative, management and support services expenses and staffing ratios below the median. 

 

 

Presented by Lloyd Tyler, Chief Financial Officer, Natasha Ramras, Deputy Finance Director, and City Manager Eric 

Holmes 

The goal of a long-term, sustainable funding solution  for a full range of City services emerged out of the 2016 

police resourcing effort, during which a community resource team convened to assist in that effort ultimately 

recommended the City engage in a wider community discussion on funding solutions to address all City services.   

Staff presented Council with an initial target for the structural solutions initiative, using the City’s Strategic Plan as 

a foundation, and reviewed the order-of-magnitude quantification of the capital and operating expenses 

needed to close gaps in City services and realize some of the other community ambitions reflected in the plan.   

Utilizing a draft Strategic Plan Implementation Costing Summary spreadsheet, staff identified the funding and 

sources required to fully implement action steps under each Strategic Plan objective and the major assumptions 

associated with each step.  

Key Discussion Points 

 Revenue sources – Council discussed whether additional bonding would be necessary to fund some actions. 

The City Manager recommended not putting any absolutes on potential options at this point in order to not 

limit the conversation that will ultimately occur with the community.  

 Scope of goals and actions – Council discussed the appropriateness of using the Strategic Plan as the policy 

document on which to base the structural solutions conversation.  Staff noted the Strategic Plan is the existing, 

adopted source of Council’s longer term policy goals, and the plan underwent an extensive development 

process with Council and the public. While staff offered to do whatever research necessary about alternative 

scoping Council requested, Council had reservations about moving away from the goals and objectives of the 

Strategic Plan because of the reasons stated above. 

 Timeframe – The Strategic Plan lays out goals for six years; however, because any voted measure would 

require a couple of years’ implementation before sufficient funding would be availble to apply to specific 

projects, staff recommended extending the planning period to 10 years. Council suggested noting the 

http://www.cityofvancouver.us/sites/default/files/fileattachments/city_council/page/33311/05a_strategic_plan_implementation_cost_estimate.pdf
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timeframe on the costing summary as a “10-year work plan” rather than targeting specific years to avoid 

confusion. 

 Estimated costs – Estimated costs for specific actions were presented as an order of magnitude and adjusted 

slightly for inflation to provide an overall understanding of the costs involved, but true inflation cannot be 

calculated accurately until staff knows the exact year each action will be undertaken.  Several items list no 

cost because Council has recently taken action to fund these items, such as police department staffing; some 

items list no cost as staff has anticipated the City’s role to be that of a partner or influencer of the specific 

project, but not the funder; some actions list no cost because the work is anticipated to be absorbed in-house 

by existing staff capacity.  In several cases where staff identified that a cost would be associated with a 

specific action, but no estimate could be made because the cost depends largely on the specific circumstances 

of the project, Council recommended noting on the spreadsheet that the cost is To Be Determined to avoid 

confusion.  

In addition, Council expressed some reservations about how conservative (low) the estimated costs were and 

suggested amending the estimates to be less conservative.  Council also expressed interest in including a 

tiered range of cost and outcome options reflecting a “good, better, best” framework. 

 Council provided feedback on the structure and content of the costing summary and recommendations for 

clarifying information within it before it is finalized as a tool for the community discussion.  

Council Consensus  

 Confirmed: Utilize the existing adopted 2016-2021 Strategic Plan as the foundation for identifying and 

understanding what a full-range of City services includes to define the scope of the structural solutions 

initiative moving forward.  

 Confirmed: Move forward with a 10-year planning timeframe.  

Next Steps  

 Update the Strategic Plan Implementation Costing Summary tool to reflect Council’s feedback and provide 

clarification where needed. 

 Send the Costing Summary to the Strategic Plan Oversight Committee for feedback and information prior to 

finalizing it. 

 

Presentation by Carol Bua, Communications Director, presented by City Manager Eric Holmes 

The City has undertaken several recent efforts to address the funding and resourcing of specific service areas by 

utilitzing a community resource team to research, develop and recommend specific actions to address the needs 

http://www.cityofvancouver.us/sites/default/files/fileattachments/city_council/page/33311/structural_solutions_community_engagement_approach.pdf
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of the targeted service areas. And while this approach has been successful when focusing on single issues, 

developing a structural solution will require a broader approach to community engagement.   

The City Manager reviewed a proposal to establish an Executive Sponsor Committee comprising a balanced 

group of community stakeholders and co-chaired by a member of City Council and an outside community leader.  

The Executive Sponsor Committee would be responsible for developing the final design and execution of the 

overall process. The Executive Sponsor Committee would provide leadership to and oversight of subcommittees 

tasked with researching and proposing solutions for actions associated with each of the overarching Strategic 

Plan goals.   

The ultimate goal of such a structure would be to foster community ownership of not only the process but the 

solutions that will be proposed. Staff from Washington State University-Vancouver (WSU-V) has offered to 

provide assistance in convening and engaging the Executive Sponsor Committee in the early stages. 

Key Discussion Points 

 Stakeholders – The Executive Sponsor Committee participants proposed would be made up of members 

representing all stakeholder groups within the community in order to review the comprehensive services 

needing to be addressed. Council noted several stakeholder groups that were missing from the proposal. 

Council cautioned staff about finding the appropriate number of Executive Sponsor Committee members so 

the committee is inclusive of all stakeholder interests but remains a manageable size to function as a working 

group.  

 Council participation on committees – Councilmembers expressed an interest in serving on the subcommittees; 

the City Manager cautioned that under the proposed approach, the membership and structure of any 

subcommittees would be a decision for the Executive Sponsor Committee. Council discussed who should 

represent the City Council on the Executive Sponsor Committee, and determined the Mayor should serve in 

that role as the City’s head of government and given the magnitude of this initiative.  

 Public participation – One goal of this approach is to engage the community through a series of public 

meetings, forums, workshops, focus groups, and open houses using a variety of tools to solicit participation 

both in person and online.  

 Timeline – The conceptual timeline presented by staff proposed invitation to members of the Executive 

Sponsor Council and the first meeting of that group by late March or early April, followed by a public 

meeting facilitated by WSU-V by late April. Council discussed the relatively tight timeframe that would be 

necessary to get work done by the time any ballot measures would have to be filed to get on the 2018 

General Election ballot.  

Council Consensus  

 Confirmed: Move forward with creating and engaging an Executive Sponsor Committee to oversee the 

Structural Solutions Initiative. This group will be tasked with developing the process by which solutions are 

researched and proposed.  
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 Confirmed: The Executive Sponsor Committee will be tasked with considering the services and needs 

pertaining to the projects presented within the predetermined scope, which will be outlined in the committee’s 

charter. 

 Confirmed: The Mayor will serve as the City co-chair on the Executive Sponsor Committee, with the second 

co-chair to be determined by the Executive Sponsor Committee. 

 Confirmed: Inviting and convening the Executive Sponsor Committee should take place as soon as possible to 

reach the goal of public engagement beginning by mid-Spring. 

 Confirmed: Work should be completed by second quarter 2018, with final recommendations presented to 

Council in time for any potential ballot measures to be filed by the deadline for the 2018 General Election.   

Next Steps  

 Engage the team from WSU-V to facilitate the initial process scoping activity of the Executive Sponsor 

Committee.  

 City Manager and Mayor to determine potential members of the Executive Sponsor Committee and extend 

invitations to secure participation.  

 City Manager and Mayor will draft an Executive Sponsor Committee charter and send to the full Council. 

 

Presentation by Lloyd Tyler, Chief Financial Officer, and Natasha Ramras, Deputy Finance Director 

A structural solution will include new revenue and potential reforms to current revenues all tied to clear and 

deliverable outcomes.  There is a limited set of revenue tools at the City’s disposal, but a nearly unlimited range 

of how they can be combined to serve as a solution. Staff provided a brief overview of available revenue tools, 

and the capacity and potential results of each in anticipation of the coming community engagement process.  

 

 

Presented by City Manager Eric Holmes 

The City is sponsoring a City-to-City Leadership visit to Minneapolis-St. Paul (MSP), Minnesota, from May 22-26, 

2017. The participants invited to travel include the City Council and key City staff members, along with local 

leaders from Columbia River Economic Development Council, Identity Clark County, Vancouver-Clark Chamber of 

Commerce, East Vancouver Business Association, Clark County Rental Assocation, C-TRAN, Greater Porltand Inc., 

Port of Vancouver, Port of Portland, Metro, and Tri-Met. 

http://www.cityofvancouver.us/sites/default/files/fileattachments/city_council/page/33311/revenue_options_overview.pdf
http://www.cityofvancouver.us/sites/default/files/fileattachments/city_council/page/33311/07_revenue_options_summary_revised_2-2017.pdf
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Through a series of peer-to-peer sessions, presentation and tours with MSP city staff, business and economic 

development organiziations, the goal is to foster networking, creative thinking and discussion among participants.  

Areas of focus will include transit, urban renewal, economic development, affordable housing, cultural 

development, public safety and the role of regional partnerships.  

The strong civic agenda will focus on what Vancouver’s leaders can learn about MSP and Vancouver to help the 

City fully realize strategic goals for the community.  

Staff provided Council with the list of invited and confirmed participants, travel information and a draft itinerary  

 
 
ADJOURNMENT: 4:32 p.m. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Submitted by:        Approved March 27, 2017: 
 
 
 
___________________________________    _______________________________ 
Eric Holmes, City Manager      Timothy D. Leavitt, Mayor  

 


