
 
  
A Guide to the Elements of Mayoral Power 

 
 

Portland’s 12 Charter Commissioners are now engaged in a year-long review of the structure of our city 
government. Many of them promised during their campaigns to pursue charter changes that would strengthen 
the powers of the mayor relative to the City Manager and to the other members of the City Council. Individual 
campaign promises aside, the Charter Commission as a whole must now decide what is problematic about the 
existing allocation of powers and duties amongst the key “players” in our city government and what specific 
changes will best address those problems -- without creating other problems of their own. 
 
The LWVME has created a chart comparing the powers given to mayors in Portland (both currently and before 
the 2010 charter revisions) and the three Maine cities that presently have relatively strong mayors. The 
information comes from a review of the charters of each city and related ordinances. The 16 rows of the table 
may be thought of as "tools" which cities (and the Charter Commission) can use to increase or decrease the 
powers of the mayor's position relative to the city council and the city manager. The columns have been aligned 
left to right based on an assessment of the strength of the mayor's powers in these cities (strongest mayor on the 
left). This table is a first step in understanding the levers available for adjusting mayoral power; it should be 
complemented with information from cities outside Maine that are like Portland.  
 
Portland has a mayor/council/manager structure. Mayor/council structures (without the manager) became 
popular in the early 19th century and went through numerous transitions, primarily in terms of powers granted 
to the mayor and the introduction of professional city managers. Today, most cities with elected mayors have a 
city manager answerable to the mayor and/or council. The elected mayor is expected to demonstrate leadership, 
provide vision, and conduct strategic planning. The elected council members are responsible for legislating 
through passage of ordinances. The hired city manager takes care of the day-to-day operation of the city, and 
the implementation of legislation and policy established by elected officials. What differentiates cities with this 
structure is the level of authority granted by the Charter and ordinances to mayors versus other actors. 
 
Some mayors in this system may have little control over executive functions (e.g., the budget or the hiring and 
firing of municipal personnel). This is the current situation in Portland. These executive functions are assigned 
to the city manager who insulates government employees from undue influence by either the council or the 
mayor. The city council makes most policy decisions in consultation with the mayor, who may also sit on the 
council. Mayors may or may not have a vote on the Council and their veto power over the council is limited.  
.  
In other cases, the city may grant the mayor some or all the executive and governance powers listed in the chart 
on page two. Smaller cities tend to distribute the powers listed in the table among the council, the city manager, 
and the mayor, while larger cities (population over 500,000) tend to give their mayors many or all these powers 
while retaining city administrators to take care of day-to-day operations under the direction of the mayor.  
 
An important criterium for assessing the effectiveness of municipal government is how well the mayor, city 
council, and professional staff collaborate in the best interests of the city. Portland's experience since the 2010 
Charter Commission that re-established an elected mayor has been challenging in this respect. Elected mayors 
have indicated that although they are elected to be policy advocates, the Charter did not give them the authority 
to move their policy agenda forward. The task before the Charter Commission is to find an appropriate balance 
of authority among the key actors -- a balance that makes the mayor more effective but also maintains checks 
and balances to guard against corruption and politicization of municipal decision making. 



 


