
Public Relation Officers For Cities? 
D . C. RowAT 

JN Canada and the United States the 
most important problem connected with 

local government is that of developing 
among the people a general interest 
in municipal affairs. At one time the 
favoured method in the United States 
wa to generate a high degree of emo-
tional excitement over new reforms. 
High pressure salesmanship was often 
the_ core of ~uch a scheme; when the 
excitement died, so did the reforms. 
To-day, however, a less spectacular but 
more permanent program of educating 
~he people in good government is promis-
mg much more in the way of concrete 
results. 

One good example of how local citizens 
can be duped by a political boss is found 
in Kansas City, Missouri. H ere, despite 
the early employment of a city manager, 
Boss Pendergast managed to keep com-
plete control until 1939. Reformers 
could talk their heads off , telling how 
Pendergast supervised the perversion of 
election procedures and how he constant-
ly employed corrup t practices. But 
what people saw was tangible evidence 
of Pendergast' s consideration for them. 
T_hey could regard the complaints against 
hrm as not being very important. 

H ere, then , is graphic illustration that 
no ideal form of civic organization will 
necessarily bring about good local gov-
ernment. That is an achievement to 
be brought about by the concerted action 
of the local citizens, who are well in-
form ed on the problems and aware of the 
possibilities. 

Creating a Demand 

p. \Y. Roan, one- time Mayor of 
Milwaukee, put thi s idea into practice 
many yea:·s a<so and turned the city from 
one rendering mediocre services into 
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what is now claimed to be the best-
governed city in the world . When he 
came into power , a corrupt political 
organization had been milking the city 
dry and a huge debt hindered the expan-
sion of municipal services. Now Mil-
waukee has high administrative stand-
ards of city government, one of the best 
heal th r ecords in the United States, 
great success in the prevention of crime 
and the apprehension of criminals, a 
well-developed system of adult educa-
tion, recreational facilities for old and 

· young, and a high standard of education 
in the public schools. All this has come 
about by Mayor Hoan 's method of in-
forming the people as to what efficient, 
citizen• controlled city government can 
do for them, and thus creating a general 
demand for such government. 

The program of public education must 
continue, however, or the interest of 
the people will flag. Milwaukee's was 
developed over a thirty-year period. 

Reporting Helps 

One phase of such a program is good 
periodical reporting to the citizens. Most 
Canadian cities have no general program 
of informing the public on civic affairs . 
Indeed most don' t even issue a written 
annual report to the cit izens. Halifax, 
for example, other than the annual 
financial statement, has no published 
report of any kind . Toronto issues a 
tiny handbook which- although handy 
for reference- would hardly make inter-
esting bed-time reading. 

Compare this situation with that in the 
best-governed American cities of Cin-
cinnati and Milwaukee. They send out 
pamphlets each month with the water 
bills- just two or three page affairs, 
but they do inform the citizens on the 
current problems of the city. These 
pamphlets are clear and illuminating. 
Even more effective are their annual 
reports. These are carefully prepared, 
clearly phrased, and contain many charts, 
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diagrams, and ph otograph s to illu strate 
th e con ten ts. ..\s one ~lihrnukee city 
official put it. "O ur R eports are simple 
descrip t ions made up of comm on sense 
instead of ro \,·s of figures made up of 
dollars and CC'n ts." 

It is only fair to note, howC'\'CI', t hat 
in 1947 les than 10 per cent of a ll Amer-
ican cities publishC'd annual reports of a 
general nature fo r distribution to cit-
izens. Tho pl.an has been adopted in 
Canada by a few municipa lities- as, for 
example, by Verdun, Outrcmont, Shaw-
inigan Falls and Lrt Tuque, all in the 
Province of Quebec . In }1ontreal, com-
petent repor ts arc published separately 
by tho various dcprtrtment , while the 
City P lanning D epartm ent , like the 
planning bodies in other Canadia n citie , 
has produced commendabl e studios which 
the non-specialist finds both attractive 
and und erstandable . But indiYidual re-
ports such as these can be no substitute 
for the shor t, over-all descrip tion of a 
city's annual program. 

Radio Comes Next 

Although annual reports are tho most 
widely used m oan of bringing ci,·ic in-
formation to the people, rad io is rapid !)· 
becoming of almost equal importance . 
The mayors of T oronto, Edmonton and 
~lontreal all have r egular rad io programs 
in which they explain civic affairs . But 
the most popular method is for various 
city officials to giYo talks or be inter-
viewed on the opera tion of their respec-
tive departments. This i a good way 
of informing the public and ha been 
used with much success in H ali.fax, Saint 
John and other cities. 

Brantford, Ontario , recently began 
broad casting actual city co uncil m eet-
ings. As to the probable success of this 
ven ture, Halifax 's M ayor Ahern pointed 
out that it is hard enough to get the 
city fathers to expre s opinions in regular 
council meetings, even withou t the pres-
ence of a radio microphone. There is also 
the ques tion of just how many people 
1isten to such programs. Th ey are usual-

ly dry a nd often technica l. Th e~· arc al so 
pu zzling to the Ji tcncr because the most 
interes ting discus ions ha,·e a lready taken 
place in committees. The Pro,·ince of 
Saskatchewan, on the other hand, has 
adopted tho practice of b road ca ting 
only imJJortant m eeting of its Legis-
lature. Another plan i sugges ted by 
the experience of the Gn itcd ~ation's 
D epar tment of Public Info rmation at 
La ke Succc s and by tho American net-
works' practice in brinO'ing Congrcs ional 
comm ittee hearing to tho nation ; dis-
cuss ion at selected so ions is record ed, 
then edi ted wi th com petenL narration 
and commenta ry for broadcast at a suit-• 
able hour. 

~.\.nothcr means of "selling" local go,·-
ernm cnt to t he public is by means of 
t ime-tes ted visual t echniques. }lost 
people know li ttle more about ciYic 
administration than what th ey see-
the police man on his beat, the garbage 
collector or the snow remo ,·er. If care-
fully prepared, easy-to-read charts ,,·ere 
posted in public plac s, people would 
notice them and become interes ted. CiYic 
vehicles of a ll kind s conld a lso be used to 
carry pos ters . One particularly good 
place for such information would l C' 
tramca rs and bu cs. H ere the maj ority 
of t he people co uld be reached, and it 
would be hard for them not to read such 
exhibits, as any "strap hancre r" or ad 
man will t 11 us. 

The Total Approach 

R eporting, alone, is no t enough. how-
eYer. If citizen participation is to be 
assured, t h program of public ed ucation 
must be a ll inclusive. Down to earth 
civics cour es in the schools are needed. 
If the people are taught the fundamentals 
of democratic government while the~· are 
young, t hey will haYe a natural intere t 
,vhen they become full fl edged citizens. 
Not only that, but an inlere t will be 
arou sed in the parents from listening to 
their children talk at home. 1n so me 
cities a start bas already been made. 
Halifax, for exampl e, has a "youth 
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goYernment. " The schools annually elect 
a mayor, alderman and city offi cials, who 
sit in with Council once a year and learn 
by helping to run the city. An expan-
si0n of such a program would no doub t 
be enthusiastically received b.v the encr 
ge tic teen-a~er of to da,y . In :(ew Yor k, 
iJayor La Guanlia established a plan 
or choosing promising students from 
local high chool and colleges and 
offering them summer apprenticcshir,s 
in th e city's goYernment. Such a plan 
\\·ill probably produce many future ciYic 
leaders. 

At the adult level, too, the coldne s 
of print must be bolstered with the 
warmth of human contact. Following 

Ia~·or Hoan 's example, top city admin-
ist rators could be encouraged to address 
clubs and social organizations on the 
nature and extent of their work. This 
in expcnsiYe means of educating the pub-
lic should appea l eYen to pcnn~·\\·i. e 
aldermen on finance committees. Anoth-
er useful idea is that of tour through 
the city and its works, conducted by 
<:iYic employe s. T he more oby· ous app al 
of thi plan to vi sitors and school child-
ren might be ext oded to arouse the 
interest of the community's adult tax-
payers in the activities financed by their 
money. 

Adult education must also play its 
part. Both D es Moines and Milwaukee 
han successfully organized adult classes 
to study municipal goYernment. Mil-
waukee recently took the unprecedented 
step of holding a "school for poli tician " 
open to all 356 candidates in the 1948 
city and county election. Sponsored 
by the public library, fin seminars 
in municipal affairs were conducted b? 
nationally known authorities . 

In Canada, various ciYic organizations 
could be called upon to help organize 
discussion groups on local governmen t . 
Civic Improvement Associations and 
Junior Boards of Trade haYe already 
done useful work. In some localities, 
the Home and School organizations have 
taken steps in this direction-and logic-

ally so . since th eir pccial interest i 
in imprond relations between a vital 
municipal acti\·ity a nd an important 
section of ihe com munity . And a care-
fully planned program of public discus-
sion should reach beyond the adul t pop· 
ula tion . Many centres haYe organized 
teen-age clubs, for example, which might 
be persuaded to co-opera le in a comm un•· 
ity-wid e program of thi type. 

It is obvious that the new paper a l-
ready play an important part in inform-
ing 1 he public about municipal affair . 
But if the city itself can create a public 
interest in local gonrnment then the 
circle is complet!>, since the newspapers 
cater to their sub cribers' intere ts. 

These, then, are the means by which 
citizens have been and can be educated 
in civic affairs . Once they are used, the 
people will , as Ma~·or Hoan has prond, 
demand and get better local gonrnment. 

Someone to Do It 

Th e big problem. hm\·eyer . i : \\·ho 
should organize and run such a progra m. 
To leaYe it denlopment to a single elect-
ed official like a ma:y or is too uncerta in. 
It may eYen be dangerou . A cit~· 
might start with a Hoan and end \\·ith 
a Pendergast. In tead , Canadian ci ties 
would be better ach·ised to ent ru ·t 
re ponsibility to their permanent , non-
partisan officers, \\·ho would act of co urse 
under the guidance of the elected Coun-
cillors. 

, ~arious form of organization may be 
used in a Town or City Hall for purposes 
of public relations activity. One plan 
is for each Department to have its own 
Public R elations Section. The di sad-
vantage here is the absence of concr rt ed 
action . A second is for one of the pres-
ent officials to be handed the job of 
co-ordination. This would be feasible 
in the sma~ler cities and towns, but would 
not work for large cities. To do a job 
properly, the re. ponsible official mu t 
not only be interested in it and beli e,·e 
in it; he must al o han time for it. For 
cities, then, the logical step is the ap · 
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pointment of a Public Information Of-
ficer. It may be noted that the British 
Government's Committee on Publicity 
for Local Government have recently 
reached the same conclusion. 

Such an officer would act as the 
"information booth" of City Hall, the 
medium through which all information 
is funnelled to the public. His would be 
the job of managing tours, giving speech-
es, supervising exhibits, writing pam-
phlets, arranging radio talks, organizing 
adult education forums, taking opinion 
polls, etc., and, last but not least, plan-
ning and editing an annual report on civic 
affairs . He would, of course, require 
assistants, and would need the full co-
operation of each D epar tment. 

The qualifications for such an officer 
would na turally have to be very high. 
The first one would be imaginative 
organizing and executive ability. A 
second would be a wide knowledge of 
educational and publicity method s, in-
cluding the t echniques of direct contact 
as well as the use of radio and the press . 

To organize and edit the annual report, 
publishing experience would be invalu-
able but not essential provided h e had 
competent assistance. His main job 
would be to stimu late the public rather 
than to produce technically "slick" pub-
lications. An officer with these respon-
sibilities would have to be paid a good 
salary, and a certain amount of author-
ity should accompany his position. 

That some such guiding hand in 
public education is needed for most 
municipal governments is proved by the 
high incidence of non-voting in elections. 
In most civic elect ions less than half 
of those listed vote. Studies in the 
United States show that lack of interest 
and general indifference account for al-
most a third of non-voting. H ence a 
system of public euucation and reporting 
is needed to stimulate not only interest 
in civic government but also active 
participation. It cannot be emphasized 
too strongly that the cure for a sleepy 
publjc is a wide awake program of pub-
lic education . 

The New Synthesis 
M. H. H EDGES 

CONSIDER for a moment the trend 
in Europe to-day in respect to 

labour-management relations. The dem-
ocratic countrie seem to be reaching 
for a new synthesis, a new principle 
for contact and co-operation. It has 
been reported ·that Norway has hundreds 
of labour-management committees. It 
is apparent also that this trend is prompt-
ed by a stern economic condition that 
demands ever-increasing production to 
secure an ever-increasing standard of 
living. 

\Yar is a great leveller . It r educes 
economies to simple elementary condi-
tions. Europe is turning to production 
as the key to European recovery. All 
the countries of western Europe have 

increased prod uct ion beyond the 193 
levels. This is not enough to take up 
the backlog of capital needs and not 
enough to give the standard of li \·ing 
which th e populations desire. It i 
apparent al o that these nations realize 
that unsound relations between labour 
and management are a costly tax on the 
economy of each coun try. ations with 
a small margin cannot afford the luxury 
of a constant war between labour and 
management. Just such a conclusion 
as this was reached in the United States 
during the depression and during the 
World War. More than four thousand 
Jabour-management committees were et 
up during the war and earnestly tried 
to reduce to a minimum strikes resulting 


