Caddo Parish Charter History from Todd Hopkins, Caddo Commission Clerk
in response to
2008 Natchitoches Parish Survey Questions (updated 2017):

The Charter was adopted by a vote of the people in April 7, 1984.  The new Caddo
Parish Commission was seated on December 10, 1984.

(It should be pointed out here that Caddo Parish is unique in that it does not have an
elected Parish president. It has a Commission/Strong Administrator form of
government, with the Commission appointing the Administrator.)

Generally, the mid to late 70s was a period of much local political foment. Both the
Caddo Parish Police Jury and the Shreveport Mayor/Commissioner forms of government
were under intense scrutiny as being not reflective of the total citizenry—not truly
representing the racial, gender, socio-economic diversity of the community. Both bodies
were viewed as enclaves of “old, comfortable white men”. There was considerable
pressure at the time to form a consolidated government in the Parish, but the idea was
never able to get real traction. Ultimately both the City and the Parish adopted new, but
separate, charters.

Specifically, the Caddo Parish Police Jury was a particular target of derision and scorn.
For one thing, it consisted of 20 members (25 at one time) who gave the appearance of
rarely agreeing on anything—or if they did agree, their unanimity centered on some
unpopular measure. Rightly or wrongly, a public perception took hold and grew that the
Police Jurors were a raucous band of bickering buffoons. This perception was fed by the
news media, particularly a popular radio DJ whose morning program regularly featured
the recorded antics of the body’s most recent meeting, and who labeled them “the 20-
mule team”.  They soon became pretty much the laughingstock of the community,
deservedly or undeservedly.

This poor public perception translated into a real hindrance insofar as the body’s ability
to take any productive steps. A major issue of the day was the Parish Jail—Caddo
Detention Center, located on 1,300 acres of land 30 miles southwest of Shreveport. It
was operated by the Police Jury and it developed a reputation as a model of inefficiency,
obsolescence and worse. The Police Jury presented a variety of ideas and proposals to
the voters to enlarge the jail, modernize the jail, build a new jail.

Community leaders, in coordination with the news media, actively worked against these
proposals, citing a larger problem—the Police Jury itself—that needed to be fixed first.
The Police Jury was given a message: nothing is going to change until parish government
changes.  Finally, the Police Jury reluctantly agreed to form a charter study group—
thinking at the time they could go through motions, give the idea lip service, and then let
it die quietly. However, once the thing was set into motion, they found that the
momentum was such that it couldn’t be stopped or controlled. =~ Ultimately the charter
study group recommended and drafted a home rule charter that was presented to the



voters and approved.

The news media led the fight, supported less visibly but not necessarily less vigorously,
by the Chamber of Commerce and local civic groups.

The Commission is now and for several years has been enjoying a period of favorable
public perception, as well as a generally congenial internal atmosphere. ~However, the
body did go through a very difficult time in the 90s, with much very public ugliness.
Initially, however, when the new body was seated in the mid-80s there was cautious but
optimistic acceptance and approval of the change.

The seating of the new Parish Commission marked the beginning of a period of
overwhelming acceptance of new programs and projects proposed by the body. It
wasn’t immediate; near the end of its first year the Commission set forward on the ballot
an ambitious program that addressed jail, roads, parks, solid waste and criminal
prosecution. All the propositions failed. The following spring, juvenile court and
Courthouse renewals passed easily. A year later the voters did approve a millage for
road maintenance, but turned down a capital roads sales tax proposal. It was offered up
again a few months later and failed by 12 votes.

In the late 80s the Commission enjoyed a string of successes: voters approved a new
Juvenile Justice complex; a new jail; a new Health Unit; a new animal and mosquito
control facility; Courthouse improvements; an economic development millage for the
BioMedical Research Center; a major capital program for the Library consisting of six or
eight new branches; a one cent sales tax for roads and and a '4 cent for solid waste.

They also approved implementation of a Parish-wide 911 communications system. All
millage renewal propositions were passed as presented. Not everything given to the
voters passed: some proposals had to be put forward in various forms two or three times
before they passed, while others never did pass. But all in all the citizens expressed their
confidence in the new body by entrusting their tax dollars to it.

When the change was made from Police Jury to Commission, eight of the 12 members of
the new body had already been serving as Police Jurors, so the immediate changes were
not obvious. Also, the Police Jury for many years had had an Administrator, and most of
the administrative responsibility had already been vested in that individual. What’s
more, that individual carried on over into the new regime as the Administrator—still
reporting to the elected officials.  So, at the Commission’s first meeting, it still looked
and felt pretty much the same—the main difference being that there were just fewer
chairs in the room.

(Several of these Police Juror/Commissioners remained on the body for several more
terms. In fact, the last of the former jurors surrendered his seat to term limits at the end
0f2003.)
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However, while those carry-over Police Jurors, then Commissioners, had perhaps not
previously been as hands-on as their counterparts in other parishes, they still
demonstrated a tendency to want to micro-manage the business of the Parish, sometimes
to the detriment of their new ‘big-picture’ responsibilities.

The incumbent Administrator at the time, in addition to having served several years in
that post, had previously been a Police Juror himself. He had sufficient political skills,
resolve and strength of personality to be able to maintain pressure on the Commissioners
to back away from their previous tendencies to get directly and personally involved in the
business of the Parish.  They resisted mightily, however, and there were numerous
contentious encounters during the first several years between the Administrator and the
Commissioners as to who was supposed to do what in Caddo Parish. Fortunately, there
have been Administrators who have the strength of character to stand up against his/her
“bosses” and not just “go along to get along” with them on important matters of principle.

In time, as faces and attitudes changed, the Commission did evolve into pretty much the
kind of body it was envisioned to be.  There have been and still are cases where
individual Commissioners have their own agendas and their own ideas about how things
ought to be, but by and large they are held in check by the simple rule of majority.

There is a great deal more cooperation today on the Commission than there was ten years
ago, or 20 years ago. That fact is more a function of personalities and softening
attitudes that more accurately reflect the times, rather than the nature of the governmental
form. The current group of Commissioners for the most part genuinely like and respect
each other (that has not always been the case), and that fact strips away one of the major
impediments to the legislative process.

Perhaps it can be said that the form of government has produced more cooperation in the
sense that Commissioners now recognize that individually they are only a fractional part
of political power. In order to accomplish goals that satisfy their constituents, they
must convince at least six other Commissioners of the rightness and worthiness of their
objectives. It requires seven votes to enact anything of consequence, so the value of
cordial, cooperative interpersonal relationships quickly becomes obvious.

Congeniality will not negate or overcome philosophical, racial, socio-economic
differences and attitudes, etc., but it will allow the debate to proceed on an intellectual
and practical basis, rather than emotional.

(See No. 5)
At one time 25; then 20. Now there are 12 Commissioners.
Much of the file information regarding the Charter Commission and its work has been

lost. There was something like ten members, all responsible citizens chosen from
various walks of life by the Police Jurors. This writer does not know how long it took
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for the committee to do its work.

Not unless we revert to a 19™-century civilization as well. The Police Jury was well-
suited to its time, and we believe the Commission is well-suited to its time.

There is no perfect form of government. The quality of a governing body will be only as
good as the people who compose it.  Similarly, elected officials are representative of
their constituents, so in the same sense they can be no better than the people who elect
them. A governmental form can in one season be abominable, then in another, utopian.
The difference is in who’s pulling the strings and pushing the buttons. In the end, the
best government is the one the most people are happy with.



