Number of Signatures Required to Initiate the Petition Process Decision:  

A majority of the panel recommends a requirement for signatures of 4% of the Membership with no fixed number.  

The Bylaws specify petition requirements for initiating referenda (341.1), requesting regular meeting agenda items (342.4.a), calling special meetings (343.2) and removal of GRC council members (470.3.k). 

The Bylaws Panel recommends the following Bylaws amendments. (Changes are in bold. Ellipses indicate that there are no changes to the remainder of the section.) 


341.1 A Referendum shall be held in response to a request by a petition to the Board signed by  4% of the Membership. . .

342.4.a Members may request that the Board place specific items or issues on the formal agenda. The Board shall place an item on the agenda upon receipt of a petition that requests an item for inclusion on the agenda and that is signed by 4% of the Membership, provided that the Board receives the petition in adequate time to comply with Section 342.7. . . . 

343.2 A Special Membership meeting may also be called on request by a petition to the Board signed by 4% of the Membership. . . .  

470.3.k Any Member may bring charges against a Council Member by filing them in writing with the Secretary of the Board, together with a petition requesting removal signed by 4% of the Membership. . . .  


Rationale

The right to petition has historically been a hallmark of participatory democracy. The mechanism is designed to set a bar that would prevent a frivolous petition but would not be so high as to not be accessible.  In addition, for a business the size of HWFC, the expense of conducting a meeting or referendum is not insignificant, hence the Board's concern for its fiduciary responsibility. 

The quorum requirement is 10%. Under the suggestion that required signatures for petitions be 10% of the Membership, a member would be required to get twice as many signatures to bring an issue to a meeting as would be needed to pass the proposal (50% of those in attendance plus one). The Board itself, with many more resources, struggles to make its quorum requirements. 

In the last decade, the Membership has doubled. It is recognized that with this rate of growth, a fixed number of signatures is quickly becoming inadequate. A majority of the panel believes a percentage figure with no fixed number would be preferable and recommends a requirement for signatures of 4% of the Membership.  

This 4% figure would maintain a balance between members being able to bring matters to the membership at large and the membership at large not bearing the cost of true minority matters (a very small number of members) tying up the assets and time of the cooperative. A 4% requirement would start the process approximately where the co-op requirement is now, and then allow the bar to rise as the Membership grows. 

(For reference: The total Membership of HWFC in May 2008 was approximately 890.   A 4% requirement would currently be 36 signatures.)
