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Ethics

Cutthroat Election Battle

Q. A majority of the seats on the county council are up for election and the campaign has been fierce. The county has three active union groups, but not all employees are represented by a union. One of the unions took out an advertisement in the local newspaper that gives the impression that all county employees endorse a particular slate of candidates. 

Because it is not true that all county employees endorse the slate, the county manager has complained about the advertisement to the newspaper, the shop steward, and the union representative. A further concern is that the advertisement was paid for by one of the unions, but that fact is not disclosed in the ad. As an ICMA member, the county manager is particularly concerned that it could appear that he is taking sides in this contentious election. What steps can he take? 

A. The county manager can document his concerns in writing to make it clear that he was not asked to endorse the candidates, nor did he give permission to the union to submit the advertisement on behalf of county employees. Although it is unfortunate that the union handled its advocacy in this way, the fact that it did so creates a “teachable moment.” 

The county manager can use the opportunity to educate the media and county employees about the role of a professional manager and his ethical responsibility to maintain political neutrality, especially in an election season. In addition to sharing a copy of the ICMA Code of Ethics with the media and elected officials, the county manager might write a column about his professional values in the employee newsletter. 

