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Ethics

The Recall Turmoil

Q. The mayor is taking the heat for an unpopular zoning decision, and disgruntled residents have begun circulating recall petitions. The village manager and senior staff want to do whatever they can to help the community and the organization get through the turmoil, but they are not sure how to handle it. They are bombarded with questions from the news media, who want to know how the recall campaign will affect the village. What are the ethical considerations the village manager should keep in mind? 

A. A recall campaign has many of the same elements as a regular election of elected officials. Voters have the right to determine who is elected or who is removed from office. Elected officials have the responsibility to educate the public to vote for them or to explain the reasons to vote against the recall. The village manager should avoid commenting on the negative effects of a recall campaign because some residents will interpret that as a show of support for the mayor. 

When speaking with the media, the village manager can explain her ethical obligations under the ICMA Code of Ethics and why she and her staff cannot comment on the situation. The second sentence of Tenet 7 requires ICMA members to “refrain from participation in the election of the employing legislative body.” The guideline on elections of the governing body notes that “members should maintain a reputation for serving equally and impartially all members of the governing body of the local government they serve, regardless of party. To this end, they should not engage in active participation in the election campaign on behalf of or in opposition to candidates for the governing body.” 

The village manager will want to give a similar briefing to her elected officials so they, too, gain an understanding of her professional obligations. 

