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ethics matter!  | democracy

politics. Times have changed, but the 
fundamental principle that managers are 
selected based on their competencies, 
not their political affiliations, has not.

In this partisan political climate, it is 
perhaps even more difficult to demonstrate 
that your professional recommendations 
are truly independent of the influence of 
party politics, be they local or not.

Tenet 7 is the guiding principle here. 
ICMA members should “Refrain from 
all political activities which undermine 
public confidence in professional 
administrators.” Members working in 
local government should limit their 
involvement to voting for the candidate 
of their choice. The guideline on elec-
tions advises:  

“Members share with their fellow 
citizens the right and responsibility 
to vote and to voice their opinion on 
public issues. However, in order not to 
impair their effectiveness on behalf of 
the local governments they serve, they 
shall not participate in political activities 
to support the candidacy of individuals 
running for any city, county, special 
district, school, state or federal offices. 
Specifically, they shall not endorse 
candidates, make financial contributions, 
sign or circulate petitions, or participate 
in fund-raising activities for individuals 
seeking or holding elected office.” 

State and Local Ballot Measures 
The ICMA Code of Ethics recognizes that 
members do have a voice in the debate 
on public issues. When state ballot mea-
sures affect local governments, members 
often play a critical role in educating the 
public about the potential impact that 
measure will have on their lives.

Managers in California are experienced 
in developing an organized and funded re-
sponse to efforts by the state legislature to 
reduce local government revenues. Work-
ing with the California League of Cities 
and ICMA members’ elected officials, they 
raised funds for an issues-oriented political 
action committee (PAC) and conducted 
presentations on the issues. Their position 
was unified, public, and visible.

If you don’t have the benefit of an 
organized effort, consider whether your 
solo advocacy efforts align with your 
governing body. Getting too far out in 
front of your employer is not wise.

If it’s a local government ballot mea-
sure, members have options. Indeed, the 
governing body might expect staff to do 
the heavy lifting required for approval. The 
manager can take the lead to create and 
implement a PR campaign complete with 
promotional materials and public presenta-
tions. On a personal level, the manager 
can also donate to a ballot-related PAC.

If the governing body is divided over 
the issue, the manager and staff may 
decide that it is smarter to limit their 
involvement.

A strong argument can be made that 
the proper staff role is to provide the facts 
and let the voters decide. An equally com-
pelling argument is that as professionals 
who have expertise in local government 
and a vested interest in the community, 
it’s an act of integrity on the part of lead-
ers to make their voices heard.

What to Do When It’s Personal
Members are advised to consider the 
impact of such personal advocacy on 
their professional life. It’s not a reason to 
step down, just something to consider.

Here are three final tips:
 

•	 Comply with the law regarding use of 
public resources for ballot measures.

•	 Consider where the governing body 
stands on the issue. A lower-profile 
strategy limited to providing back-
ground information on the measure 
may be wise.

Think carefully about the most 
effective role you can play and what 
impact your involvement may have 
on your ability to serve the local 
government.  

Come November, voters in com-
munities across America will have 
the opportunity to influence the 

direction of the country—in terms of 
elected leadership and policy.

On the policy front, statewide and lo-
cal ballot measures will frame the future 
on a wide landscape of issues ranging 
from reforming arcane state administra-
tive rules to regulating hunting, gam-
bling, guns, marijuana, marriage, health 
care, voting, and even death.

Adding to the impact these choices 
will have are finance-specific measures 
at both the state and local levels 
addressing revenue uses, taxes, pen-
sions, and the funding of infrastructure. 
Taken together, there is the potential for 
enormous change.

And exactly how does all this relate 
to ethics? For better or worse, the 
outcome will affect the lives of those 
serving in local government. Depending 
on the issue, the potential impact might 
be both personal and professional. Given 

the possible outcomes in November and 
their consequences, local government 
professionals have a decision to make: 
Do I sit on the sidelines or get involved?

If I do get involved, what’s appropri-
ate? How do I balance my personal inter-
est in having the best candidate elected 
with my obligations to my community 
and my profession? If in my professional 
assessment, passage of a statewide ballot 
measure will do harm to local govern-
ments, do I have an ethical obligation to 
speak up?

What role should I play if I support a 
local ballot measure affecting my organiza-
tion that is opposed by a majority of the 
governing body? If I have a personal cause, 
am I in safe territory to do all that I can to 
make sure that my perspective prevails? 

Candidate Politics
The profession has a longstanding com-
mitment to political neutrality. The very 
first ICMA Code of Ethics stated that no 
manager should play an active role in 

Martha Perego 
Ethics Director, ICMA 
Washington, D.C. 
mperego@icma.org
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on point  | staying balanced

How do you Maintain control and balance 
everytHing on your full plate eacH day?

Randall dowling 

County Administrator
Gordon County, Georgia
rdowling@gordoncounty.org     

As a local government 
manager, no two days are the 
same. After 26 years in the 
profession, you never know 
what the next telephone call 
or e-mail will bring.

To maintain control and 
balance, I prepare, distribute, 
and update an easy-to-read 
report that contains budget-
funded projects and their 
status. This report allows me 
to stay focused on the timely 
completion of important 
projects/issues and not get 
derailed on routine matters 
that others can handle.

I keep in constant contact 
with staff and elected officials 
to solve problems as they 
arise before they turn into 
bigger problems. A gatekeeper 
also is enlisted to keep sales 
calls at bay.

At the end of a long day 
serving the public, my family 
keeps me grounded on what 
is important which, in turn, 
helps me balance my 
professional life. 

lauRie ahRens

City Manager
Plymouth, Minnesota
lahrens@ci.plymouth.mn.us 

While I like to think that 
I keep everything under 
control, I have worked in the 
management profession long 
enough to know that doesn’t 
always happen. Early in my 
career, I believed that if I was 
organized enough, it would 
all get done and go smoothly, 
at home and at work. The 
flaw in my thinking was 
related to control.

We all face difficult 
work and family issues that 
we cannot control. In local 
government, the unexpected 
happens every day. Some-
where along the line, I 
learned that my responsibility 
was not to control situations 
but rather to manage them.

My effectiveness and 
work/personal life balance 
improved as my skills in 
organization, planning, 
delegation, and communica-
tion grew.

aRlene FisheR, iCMa-CM

City Administrator
Cheney, Washington
afisher@cityofcheney.org
 
My days start early, and I’ve 
learned to dedicate an hour 
every morning to exercise. It 
gives me a chance to think 
about the day, jot down 
notes, and plan. I tackle the 
difficult issues first thing and 
get those off my desk, so I 
can focus on problems as 
they occur.

If possible, I keep a 
morning clear at least one 
day a week for “desk time” 
to catch up on phone calls, 
e-mails, and anything else 
that was pushed aside and 
needs attention.

Balance is an ongoing 
challenge, but I’ve learned 
(the hard way) that our 
brains need a break to 
minimize the “brain clutter.” 
It’s easy to work 24/7 but 
harder to know when you 
need a break. My balancing 
act includes no computers or 
i-Pad use after 8 p.m.

As we all know, one crisis 
can throw your best-laid 
plans out the window. If this 
happens, the best thing to 
do is to get back into your 
routine as soon as possible.

Rob Mayes, iCMa-CM

City Manager
Farmington, New Mexico
rmayes@fmtn.org

“I don’t have time to write a 
piece for PM”. . .was my first 
reaction to the question. I 
humbly admit there are times 
that I seem to successfully 
balance my busy plate, and 
others when I clearly fail.

Lately, I’ve decided to 
embrace the 24/7 technology 
and not have the iPhone sur-
gically removed from my ear. 
I’ve decided that if you can’t 
beat it, join it. This has added 
some efficiency by making 
productive use of wasted 
time. In spite of my admit-
tedly mixed track record, just 
maybe I’m doing okay. I’m 
pleased with my career and 
blessed by my family. 

I asked my 26-year-old 
married daughter to grade 
me. She remembers the fam-
ily being my highest priority. 
I also asked my 17-year-old 
daughter, who is still at 
home, and she reports that 
I am a highly involved dad. 
And, it’s about time to book 
another getaway with my 
wife of 28 years.

As you might be able to 
detect from reading this, my 
family helps me stay balanced!



@icma.org  Visit icma.org to learn more about these topics.

icma.org/pm   SEPTEMBER 2012  |  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT   5

 Community-
Based Crime 
Prevention 
in Central 
ameriCa

U.S. cities and counties and their 
police and sheriff’s departments 
are sharing community-oriented 
crime prevention practices 
with police in Panama and El 
Salvador through ICMA CityLinks 
partnerships.

 icma.org/amuprev

FiBer 
oPtiCs 
translate 
to savings
Martin County, Florida, built its own fiber optic network 
and saved millions of dollars linking to schools and 
county facilities. Read a report highlighting challenges 
the county faced and details on cost savings.

 icma.org/floridafiber

good 
Partners

A public-private partnership in 
Fort Collins, Colorado, permitted 

construction of a facility dedicated 
to science and culture and 

includes classrooms, exhibitions, a 
museum café, and more.

 icma.org/fortcollinsmuseum

 • 1

Funded by 

Leadership Examples 

of Expanding the Arts to 

New Audiences

Stories 
for 
Change

stories 
For 
Change
Groundbreaking programs 
and strategies using arts 
and culture in communities 
experiencing demographic 
shifts can be found in the 
publication Stories for 
Change. 

  icma.org/stories_for_
change
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T h r o u g h  T h e  l e n s  o f  p r i o r i T y-
b as e d  b u d g e T i n g ,  c o m m u n i t i e s 

g a i n  p ow e r f u l  i n s i g h t s  i n to 
t h e i r  p r o g r a m s

Challenges facing local governments today literally re-
quires a new way to see. It’s as if our vision has been 
blurred by the extraordinary stress of managing in this 
complex economic environment. Whether attempting 
to rebuild in a post-recession climate, or persevering 
through another year of stagnating or declining rev-
enues, the challenge remains: how to allocate scarce 
resources to achieve our community’s highest priori-
ties. Through the new lens of priority-based budget-
ing, which provides powerful insights, local govern-

ments are making significant breakthroughs. 

Takeaways
 › Gain a clearer perspective on shifting resources to programs that 

are relevant to your community and away from programs that are of 
comparatively less importance.

 › Focus on what your local government is in business to do and align 
resources to provide those important programs.

 › Provide a clearer vision to elected officials as they make difficult 
resource allocation decisions around community priorities.
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enues, the challenge remains: how to allocate scarce 
resources to achieve our community’s highest priori-
ties. Through the new lens of priority-based budget-
ing, which provides powerful insights, local govern-

ments are making significant breakthroughs. 

Takeaways
 › Gain a clearer perspective on shifting resources to programs that 

are relevant to your community and away from programs that are of 
comparatively less importance.

 › Focus on what your local government is in business to do and align 
resources to provide those important programs.

 › Provide a clearer vision to elected officials as they make difficult 
resource allocation decisions around community priorities.
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T
he June 2008 edition of PM magazine introduced 
this new budgeting process, which unveiled a 
way for local governments to spend within their 
means by continuously focusing on the results 
most relevant to their communities and the pro-
grams that influence those results to the highest 
possible degree.

The concept involved leveraging each tax dollar 
so programs with the greatest impact on results 

were distinguished from programs with a lesser influence. Four years 
later, priority-based budgeting has proven to be successful in more than 
30 communities that have chosen to follow this initiative. Communities 
that have embraced it have redefined the notion of return on invest-
ment—it’s a “return on results,” a societal return, where each dollar is 
evaluated in terms of its influence on the community.

A Vast New Perspective 
As more communities began reaping the 
anticipated benefits of this new way of 
seeing, however, something unexpected 
also happened. Surprising and new 
conversations began to emerge. The 
data assembled by communities to help 
evaluate their programs’ overall priority 
opened up fascinating revelations about 
the programs themselves, all of which 
has created a vast new perspective.

Putting the scoring criteria to use, 
in particular the criteria having less 
to do with the program’s influence on 
results and more to do with additional 
reasons that programs are relevant to the 
community, raises such questions as: Are 
the programs mandated? Are there other 
entities providing a similar service, do 
they pay for themselves? 

Here are more intriguing questions:

•	 What is the local government 
uniquely qualified to provide, for the 
maximum benefit to citizens for the 
tax dollars they pay?

•	 What is the community actually 
mandated to provide? What does it 
cost to fulfill those mandates?

•	 What are the appropriate programs for 
which you might consider establishing 
or increasing user fees?

•	 What are the appropriate programs 
to consider partnerships with other 
community service providers?

•	 What services might the local govern-
ment reach consensus about “getting 
out of the business” of providing?

•	 Where are there apparent overlaps and 
redundancies in a community where 
several entities are providing similar 
services?

•	 Where is the local government poten-
tially competing against businesses in 
its own community?

And these were just the beginning of 
the new conversations created by look-
ing through this new budgeting lens.

Priority-based budgeting enables 
local governments to truly see more 
clearly which programs are of the high-
est relevance. The wealth of data about 
individual programs obtained through 
the program scoring process also causes 
endless new conversations about 
programs to occur. All will contribute to 
the local government’s ability to allocate 
its resources to its highest priorities and 
focus on delivering high-quality services 
that reflect what the community expects 
from it.  

A Welcome Impact on Mandates
One of the criteria in addition to com-
munity results against which a program’s 
priority is evaluated is whether or not 
that program is mandated to be pro-
vided. For most organizations that are 
striving to balance their budget in order 

to address fiscal reality, simply uttering 
the word mandate strikes a note of terror 
and inflicts immediate paralysis.

How often in budget meetings do we 
hear the words: “It’s mandated, we have 
no choice”? Sometimes this is applied 
to a program and oftentimes to an 
entire department. At that moment, this 
program (or department) is off the table 
for discussion in terms of its continued 
level of funding.

Wouldn’t it be fantastic to have a 
conversation about those mysterious and 
sacred mandated programs, including 
questions like: What are they exactly? 
How much do we spend to provide 
them? How important are they to our 
community? What does the mandate 
truly require?

These conversations are now oc-
curring in local governments that have 
embraced the new budgeting system. 
The process recognizes that a mandate 
is a critical reason for offering a program 
and should be a differentiator in terms of 
that program’s level of importance, but 
it should not be used as a get-out-of-jail-
free card. The process also recognizes 
that there are varying degrees of man-
date that a local government is dealing 
with, which are taken into account as 
each program is evaluated.

To be considered a mandate, there 
must be written evidence of a formally 
adopted action by an official govern-
ing body or agency that calls for the 
program to be provided. Once that is 
established, the program is then evalu-
ated against the degree of that mandate, 
that is, whether the program is required 
to be offered by:

•	 A higher level of government (federal, 
state, county).

•	 A charter or some other incorporation 
document.

•	 A regulatory agency with oversight 
responsibility.

•	 Local ordinance, resolution, adopted 
policy, or practice.

•	 A professional organization responsi-
ble for setting best-practice standards.

 By understanding the degree of 
mandate associated with each program, 
including the criterion of no mandate, 
the local government can begin to 
clearly make a distinction between 
those requirements imposed by a higher 
authority, which are more difficult to 
change, and those mandates that are 
truly self-imposed and much less difficult 
to change. It can also see how much it is 
spending on highly mandated programs 
contrasted with the cost of those that are 
self-imposed.

For priority-based budgeting imple-
menters, there is clearly a new lens 
through which to study programs that 
have previously been out of view be-
cause of the belief there is no choice and 

thus no discussion. Surprisingly, when 
evaluating mandates at the program 
level and requiring evidence of what the 
mandate truly says, most local govern-
ments have discovered that what they 
are mandated to provide is far less than 
they believed.

Imagine identifying all the programs 
a local government offers and prioritiz-
ing them from highest to lowest in 
terms of importance to the community. 
Then, being able to explore the degree 
of mandate associated with each 
program and to uncover a host of op-
portunities for policy discussions about 
mandated programs.

For programs that are highly 
mandated (federal or state legislation, 
city charter, or related) but are of low rel-
evance or importance to the community, 
communities can now discuss whether 
they are potentially over-delivering 
on these programs based on what the 
statute actually requires.

 State law, for example, requires 
Colorado counties to issue vehicle 
license plates, but Jefferson County 
evaluated this program using the priority 
budgeting process and found it to be of 
low importance in terms of achieving 
that county’s stated results.

In evaluating the exact wording of 
the mandate, it was clear that the only 
requirement was to issue the license 
plates. The statute said nothing about 
offering that service in seven convenient 
locations across the county with a wait 
time of five minutes or less.

Where previous conversations about 
this mandated program were off the 
table, now there can be a conversation 
on the level of service required to meet 

the letter of the law and how resources 
can be either shifted to programs that are 
of higher importance to the community 
or reduced to help the local government 
balance its budget.

The process also allows for the 
separation between programs that are 
mandated by a higher level of govern-
ment and programs that are required 
because the local government chooses 
to operate an enterprise that involves 
regulatory compliance measures.

Programs that have a regulatory 
compliance component are not mandated 
in the true sense of the word since the 
local government could opt not to operate 
that enterprise entirely and eliminate the 
need for the regulatory programs. In most 
local governments, for example, there is 
no mandate from above to operate an 
airport, provide wastewater treatment, or 
operate a water utility.

 While there are programs that then 
have to be offered to address regulatory 

compliance issues established by an 
external regulatory agency, these could 
be eliminated entirely if the community 
decided to cease operation. To represent 
that an airport, solid-waste disposal site, 
or a water utility is federally mandated 
in most communities is not accurate. If 
these types of enterprises are determined 
to be of a low priority to the community, 
the mandated card simply can’t be 
played, and the local government should 
seriously discuss whether or not to con-
tinue operating these enterprises at all.

Finally, what about programs that, 
at best, have a self-imposed mandate 
(i.e., local legislation) or adopted poli-
cies and practices? For programs that 
have been evaluated through priority-
based budgeting as a low priority to 
the community, isn’t it worth discuss-
ing whether or not that self-imposed 
requirement should be lifted?

Having recently implemented 
the new budgeting process, Billings, 
Montana, is now looking at programs 
identified as a low priority to its commu-
nity. It is revisiting local ordinances or 
adopted practices that have been in place 
a long time but now may be considered 
antiquated or irrelevant to the commu-
nity as it exists today.

Data gleaned will help officials focus 
on just those low-priority programs with 
a self-imposed mandate. It will also help 
determine if the resources being devoted 
to them are better used elsewhere or if 
eliminating the program and the self-
imposed mandate can help them more 
effectively balance their budget.    

The Reliance Factor
Another evaluation criterion used in 
priority-based budgeting is the degree of 
reliance the community has to provide 
a particular program. Too often, the 
perception is that there are no other op-
tions available for residents, businesses, 
or visitors to receive a particular service 
except through the local government 
they pay taxes to support. If budget cuts 
require programs to be eliminated, those 
constituents would be left high and dry.

CommuniTies ThaT have embraCed pr ior iTy-based 

budgeTing have redefined The noTion of reTurn on 

invesTmenT—iT’s a “reTurn on resulTs,” a soC ieTal 

reTurn, where eaCh dollar is evaluaTed in Terms of 

iTs influenCe on The CommuniTy.
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In these times of fiscal constraint, 
wouldn’t it be beneficial to talk about pro-
grams for which there might be alterna-
tives available so that constituents could 
still avail themselves of these services, 
without relying entirely on the limited 
resources of the local government?

Inarguably, a local government 
should be the only game in town for 
many programs. It’s preferable not to 
give residents a choice as to whom they 
call to patrol the streets, arrest criminals, 
collect taxes, or install traffic lights.

But imagine if residents could call 
anyone to fix that pothole in front of 
their houses or even do it themselves? Is 

the city or county the only way someone 
can take a yoga class, play softball, rent 
a DVD, participate in an after-school 
program, have yard- waste removed, or 
obtain an inoculation?

In determining a program’s overall 
importance, it seems logical to consider 
the degree of reliance the community has 
on the local government and evaluate 
specifically whether:

•	 There are no other providers except 
the local government.

•	 There are other public-sector entities, 
nonprofit agencies, or civic groups that 
provide a similar service.

•	 There are other private-sector busi-
nesses that provide a similar service.

With this information at a program 
level, a local government can talk about 
the level of dependency the commu-
nity really has on it to provide specific 
services, and if there are other options, 
aggressively explore those opportunities. 
Think of the conversations that could 
arise with such questions as: Who else 

offers something similar? Are there local 
or regional partnership opportunities to 
explore? Should we even be in this busi-
ness if someone else offers it? Are we 
providing something for free that others 
are charging for?

Contemplating Consolidation
With every level of government and most 
nonprofit agencies struggling to address 
declining revenue streams, looking for op-
portunities to partner to provide services 
seems to be a win-win proposition. In an 
era where taxpayers are concerned about 
the costliness of duplicated and redun-
dant services, being able to identify ways 

to consolidate programs and share in their 
delivery is simply common sense.

With the data collected through the 
program-scoring process in priority-based 
budgeting, local governments can clearly 
see where these partnering opportunities 
exist and then actively pursue those con-
versations—putting cost-effective service 
delivery ahead of retaining total control. 
Adjoining cities, counties, school districts, 
and special districts can consider consoli-
dating such services as fleet maintenance, 
information technology, facility mainte-
nance, bomb squads, K-9 units, dispatch, 
internal audit,  recreation programs, and 
building inspections to name a few.

Partnering with civic organizations to 
provide after-school programs, welfare 
programs, and senior programs, as well as 
sponsoring parades, festivals, fireworks, 
movies in the park, and other events that 
bring the community together also pro-
vide ways to conserve limited resources 
without sacrificing programs.

What about those programs for 
which a private-sector provider has 
been identified? These are areas truly 

worth exploring to ensure that the local 
government is indeed the right service 
provider and is not in competition with 
private businesses, especially if one of 
the community’s stated objectives is to 
stimulate the local economy.

There needs to be a critical conversa-
tion about programs that are offered by 
the private sector and are also a low 
priority for the community. These are 

truly areas where limited resources could 
be saved and the program turned over 
to—or at least provided in partnership 
with—local business.

Even if the local government 
determines it wishes to continue offering 
these programs, it’s a sure bet the private 
sector is not offering them free of charge. 
At the minimum, there should be a fee 
that recovers their cost. 

Paying for Programs 
For most local governments, it has 
become a question not of what we want 

to provide but rather, what can we afford 
to provide. Simply raising taxes to cover 
increased costs to offer a program much 
less add programs is not the answer 
taxpayers are looking for.

A critical discussion these days 
surrounds how programs should be paid 
for—general taxes levied on the com-
munity or fees for services charged to 
the end user? In other words, to whom 
should we send the bill?

The priority-based budgeting process 
identifies programs along with their associ-
ated costs. It also documents any program 
revenues, including fees for services, 
grants, or assessments that are specifically 
charged to recoup the cost of offering that 
service. The evaluation criteria allows 
the local government to identify which 
programs have some form of full or partial 
cost recovery and to what level.

This information allows com-
munities to not waste time in budget 
reduction conversations by consider-
ing programs that already experience 
a substantial level of cost recovery. 
Reducing or eliminating such programs 
may successfully reduce expenditures 

Look to ICMA 
iCMa’s Center for Manage-
ment strategies provides 
education and technical as-
sistance on leading practices 
in local government manage-
ment, including the priority-
based budgeting model. 
for more information on the 
center, visit http://icma.org/en/
results/management_strate 
gies/home, or contact Cheryl 
hilvert at chilvert@icma.org.

but the revenues also disappear, and 
the community is back to square one in 
terms of balancing the budget.

Having the detailed information 
at the program level in priority-based 
budgeting allows for a variety of rich 
conversations among policymakers with 
such questions as: Are we covering the 
full cost of the program with the fee 
being charged and if not, why not? Is 
it appropriate to charge fees for certain 
programs? If the fee revenue decreases 
or the grant funding disappears, should 
we continue to fund that program at the 
same level as before?

For programs identified by the 
process as a low priority, budget 
discussions can explore several options. 
Where cost recoupment is appropriate, 
it seems reasonable to look at fees for 
services in order to continue offering 
these programs.

Where a local government knows a 
low-priority program is at best self-
imposed and that there are private 
businesses offering a similar service, 
wouldn’t it be obvious to strongly 
consider charging the end user the 
program’s full cost, including administra-
tive and overhead costs, in order for the 
program to continue to be offered?

Some communities have also 
identified how broad a constituency each 
program serves, differentiating between 
those that benefit the entire community 
versus those that benefit only a small 
constituency. For these programs, 
especially ones that don’t advance the 
community’s goals, shouldn’t the local 
government at least discuss charging 
the small group of users for the service 
instead of funding it with general tax 
dollars paid by the entire community?

Seeing Differently
It somehow seems fitting that author 
Henry Miller once wrote that “One’s 
destination is never a place, but a new 
way of seeing things.” Miller once lived in 
Big Sur, which is near the city of Mon-
terey, California, and one of the pioneer 
implementers of priority-based budgeting. 

We in local government are cur-
rently under such stress that we long 
for a destination when the economy 
recovers, when our resources are 
abundant, and there is less pressure to 
find more.

The new lens of priority-based 
budgeting makes it possible

•	 To see how to align scarce resources 
with the highest priorities of our 
communities.

•	 To see the most appropriate service 
provider for the programs we offer.

•	 To see what services residents are 
willing to pay for.

•	 To see public and private-sector 
partnerships ripe for leveraging.

•	 To ultimately see a new way of 
determining which services our local 
government is best suited to provide—
services that have the greatest impact 
for the resources within the commu-
nity’s means. 

we in loCal governmenT are CurrenTly under suCh 

sTress ThaT we long for a desTinaTion when The 

eConomy reCovers, when our resourCes are abundanT, 

and There is less pressure To f ind more.

Jon Johnson 
(jjohnson@pbbcenter.org) 
and chris fabian 
(cfabian@pbbcenter.org) 
are partners in the Center 

for priority based budgeting, denver, Colorado. 
They will be presenters at iCMa’s 2012 annual 
Conference in phoenix/Maricopa County, arizona, 
october 7–10.
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the local government.

•	 There are other public-sector entities, 
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declining revenue streams, looking for op-
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versations—putting cost-effective service 
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Adjoining cities, counties, school districts, 
and special districts can consider consoli-
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nance, bomb squads, K-9 units, dispatch, 
internal audit,  recreation programs, and 
building inspections to name a few.

Partnering with civic organizations to 
provide after-school programs, welfare 
programs, and senior programs, as well as 
sponsoring parades, festivals, fireworks, 
movies in the park, and other events that 
bring the community together also pro-
vide ways to conserve limited resources 
without sacrificing programs.

What about those programs for 
which a private-sector provider has 
been identified? These are areas truly 

worth exploring to ensure that the local 
government is indeed the right service 
provider and is not in competition with 
private businesses, especially if one of 
the community’s stated objectives is to 
stimulate the local economy.

There needs to be a critical conversa-
tion about programs that are offered by 
the private sector and are also a low 
priority for the community. These are 

truly areas where limited resources could 
be saved and the program turned over 
to—or at least provided in partnership 
with—local business.

Even if the local government 
determines it wishes to continue offering 
these programs, it’s a sure bet the private 
sector is not offering them free of charge. 
At the minimum, there should be a fee 
that recovers their cost. 

Paying for Programs 
For most local governments, it has 
become a question not of what we want 

to provide but rather, what can we afford 
to provide. Simply raising taxes to cover 
increased costs to offer a program much 
less add programs is not the answer 
taxpayers are looking for.

A critical discussion these days 
surrounds how programs should be paid 
for—general taxes levied on the com-
munity or fees for services charged to 
the end user? In other words, to whom 
should we send the bill?

The priority-based budgeting process 
identifies programs along with their associ-
ated costs. It also documents any program 
revenues, including fees for services, 
grants, or assessments that are specifically 
charged to recoup the cost of offering that 
service. The evaluation criteria allows 
the local government to identify which 
programs have some form of full or partial 
cost recovery and to what level.

This information allows com-
munities to not waste time in budget 
reduction conversations by consider-
ing programs that already experience 
a substantial level of cost recovery. 
Reducing or eliminating such programs 
may successfully reduce expenditures 

Look to ICMA 
iCMa’s Center for Manage-
ment strategies provides 
education and technical as-
sistance on leading practices 
in local government manage-
ment, including the priority-
based budgeting model. 
for more information on the 
center, visit http://icma.org/en/
results/management_strate 
gies/home, or contact Cheryl 
hilvert at chilvert@icma.org.

but the revenues also disappear, and 
the community is back to square one in 
terms of balancing the budget.

Having the detailed information 
at the program level in priority-based 
budgeting allows for a variety of rich 
conversations among policymakers with 
such questions as: Are we covering the 
full cost of the program with the fee 
being charged and if not, why not? Is 
it appropriate to charge fees for certain 
programs? If the fee revenue decreases 
or the grant funding disappears, should 
we continue to fund that program at the 
same level as before?

For programs identified by the 
process as a low priority, budget 
discussions can explore several options. 
Where cost recoupment is appropriate, 
it seems reasonable to look at fees for 
services in order to continue offering 
these programs.

Where a local government knows a 
low-priority program is at best self-
imposed and that there are private 
businesses offering a similar service, 
wouldn’t it be obvious to strongly 
consider charging the end user the 
program’s full cost, including administra-
tive and overhead costs, in order for the 
program to continue to be offered?

Some communities have also 
identified how broad a constituency each 
program serves, differentiating between 
those that benefit the entire community 
versus those that benefit only a small 
constituency. For these programs, 
especially ones that don’t advance the 
community’s goals, shouldn’t the local 
government at least discuss charging 
the small group of users for the service 
instead of funding it with general tax 
dollars paid by the entire community?

Seeing Differently
It somehow seems fitting that author 
Henry Miller once wrote that “One’s 
destination is never a place, but a new 
way of seeing things.” Miller once lived in 
Big Sur, which is near the city of Mon-
terey, California, and one of the pioneer 
implementers of priority-based budgeting. 

We in local government are cur-
rently under such stress that we long 
for a destination when the economy 
recovers, when our resources are 
abundant, and there is less pressure to 
find more.

The new lens of priority-based 
budgeting makes it possible

•	 To see how to align scarce resources 
with the highest priorities of our 
communities.

•	 To see the most appropriate service 
provider for the programs we offer.

•	 To see what services residents are 
willing to pay for.

•	 To see public and private-sector 
partnerships ripe for leveraging.

•	 To ultimately see a new way of 
determining which services our local 
government is best suited to provide—
services that have the greatest impact 
for the resources within the commu-
nity’s means. 

we in loCal governmenT are CurrenTly under suCh 

sTress ThaT we long for a desTinaTion when The 

eConomy reCovers, when our resourCes are abundanT, 

and There is less pressure To f ind more.

Jon Johnson 
(jjohnson@pbbcenter.org) 
and chris fabian 
(cfabian@pbbcenter.org) 
are partners in the Center 

for priority based budgeting, denver, Colorado. 
They will be presenters at iCMa’s 2012 annual 
Conference in phoenix/Maricopa County, arizona, 
october 7–10.

     

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 



T
he passage of legisla-
tion in February 2012 
to allocate a portion of 
broadband spectrum, 
known as D-block, to 

establish a nationwide, interoper-
able public-safety network is the 
first step in creating a communi-
cations network that meets the 
modern-day needs of America’s 
first responders. After years of 
debate on the competing interests 
of public safety and economic 
development, a compromise was 
struck that will allow the nation’s 
broadband policy to adapt to meet 
both needs.

 The events that transpired 
on 9/11 highlighted the need for 
additional spectrum devoted to 
public safety. The response to the 

terrorist attacks in three locations 
was coordinated by police, fire, 
and emergency medical services, 
but the communications network 
proved unfit for such a coordinat-
ed response. Crucial time was lost 
when messages were not received 
on time and data and visuals 
were not available for download 
due to jammed networks.

The Origins of D-block
In 2004, the 9/11 Commission 
report specifically requested that 
the D-block be allocated to public 
safety for the purpose of building 
out an interoperable network that 
would meet the needs of sophisti-
cated local and state public-safety 
officers and first responders in 
ways that the current system 
could not do. 

In late February, Congress 
passed the Middle Class Tax Relief 
and Job Creation Act of 2012, the 
primary focus of which was to 
extend a payroll tax cut. In order 
to secure funding to offset the 

tax cut, the law provides for 
an auction of underused spec-
trum currently owned by 
television broadcasters. 
Part of the funding will 
be applied toward paying 
down the federal 
deficit, and another 
part will provide 
partial funding for 
the public-safety 
network buildout.

The new law provides 
for three critical elements of the 
new network:

Allocation: The law sets aside 
the D-block for use in building 
out a nationwide, interoperable 
public-safety communications 
network.

Governance: The law grants 
the license to the D-block and the 
existing public-safety spectrum 
to a sole authority.

Funding: The network is 
deficit neutral. It will be funded 
through the proceeds of spectrum 
auctions.
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Network Spectrum Allocation Issues
The new law combines elements of 
both spectrum allocation and auction. 
A spectrum auction will be held but it 
will not include the D-block, which is 
allocated directly to public safety. The 
spectrum to be auctioned comes from 
television white space that is vacant 
space situated between television 
channels. Most likely the bidders will 
be established telecommunications 
companies but it is difficult to speculate 
as this is written who they will be. 

An estimated $22 billion in white-
space spectrum was transferred to the 
FCC as part of the legislation. Television 
stations that agree to surrender this 
spectrum will be compensated by the 
FCC. Figure 1 shows a visualization of 
what will be up for auction.

This solution involving generally 
unused spectrum represents a policy 
compromise between earlier iterations 
of broadband policy proposed by those 
in favor of auction versus those in favor 
of allocation.

Network Governance Procedures
The act grants authority to existing 
institutions and also creates some new 
governing bodies. It establishes an 
interoperability board within the FCC to 
serve in an advisory role. This board will 
consist of 14 voting members appointed 
by the FCC chairman no later than 30 
days after enactment. Once the board is 
established, its members will have 90 
days to accomplish two tasks:

•	 Develop minimum technical require-
ments to ensure a nationwide level of 
interoperability.

•	 Submit developed minimum technical 
requirements to the FCC for review.

No later than 30 days after the board 
submits its recommendations to the FCC, 
the FCC will approve them, with any 
revisions that it finds necessary. Once 
finalized, the technical outline will be 
sent to the spectrum license holder. 

The license for the spectrum is grant-
ed to the National Telecommunications 

and Information Association (NTIA), 
which is housed within the U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce. NTIA will establish 
the First Responder Network Authority 
(FirstNet) to manage the license and 
develop the network architecture.

FirstNet will be led by a 15-member 
board responsible for all aspects of 
network construction once the technical 
requirements are in place, and it will do so 
in consultation with the FCC; federal, state, 
and local public safety entities; and various 
advisory committees to be established. 
FirstNet’s board will be an executive-level 
board consisting of these members:

•	 U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security.

•	 U.S. attorney general.
•	 Director, Office of Management  

nd Budget.
•	 Twelve individuals appointed by the 

Secretary of Commerce who shall 
ensure representation of local and 
state governments and public-safety 
professionals.

The appointments will consider 
regional, rural, and urban representation 
as well as individual qualifications. Each 
board member should have expertise 
in public safety, the technical element, 
networks, or finance. 

FirstNet will also establish a standing 
advisory committee for public safety, 
and it has the authority to establish ad-
ditional standing or ad hoc committees, 
panels, or councils as deemed necessary. 

State Options
The law does allow states to choose not 
to participate in the deployment of the 
network designed by FirstNet so long as 
interoperability is maintained. States that 
choose to opt out have 90 days to do so 
after being notified by FirstNet, and if 
they select this option, they will have to 
conduct deployments in their own states.

If a state decides to opt out, it will 
have 180 days to develop and complete 
requests for proposals for construction, 
maintenance, and operations of its own 
network. The state will also need to 

Date Action

February 22, 2012 Enactment of D-block statute.

March 23, 2012 FCC appoints interoperability board.

May 22, 2012 Technical recommendations submitted to FCC.

June 21, 2012 FCC approves technical recommendations with revisions.

August 20, 2012 Secretary of Commerce appoints FirstNet board.

August 22, 2012 NTIA establishes requirements for local and state planning grants.

TBD FirstNet forms Advisory Committee for Public Safety.

TBD FirstNet establishes itself organizationally and releases opt-out notice.

TBD States have 90 days after receipt of notice to opt-out.

develop an alternate plan that demon-
strates it will be in compliance with the 
minimum technical requirements as 
approved by the FCC.

This plan will also need to dem-
onstrate that the state’s network will 
meet the interoperability standard of the 
FirstNet network, ensuring that a single 
interoperable network is maintained as 
opposed to a “network of networks.” 
All state plans are subject to review and 
approval by the FCC, and if a state plan 
is not approved, then the state will be 

required to comply with the require-
ments established by FirstNet.

Once the state has an approved plan, 
it can apply to NTIA for grants to con-
struct (but not to operate and maintain) 
the network. It will have to demonstrate 
that it can maintain interoperability, 
control costs, and complete the project in 
a timely manner in order to receive these 
funds. Essentially, this amounts to a 
lease of spectrum capacity from FirstNet 
to the state(s).

Network Funding Details
The act provides for $7 billion in initial 
funding for the construction of the 
network; $5 billion will come from future 
spectrum auctions, and NTIA will have 
the authority to borrow $2 billion to 
begin the network buildout. NTIA will 
also have the authority to borrow up to 
$135 million for local and state network 
implementation.

Once the auctions take place, the funds 
will be deposited into the Public Safety 
Trust Fund (PSTF) and made available for 
these purposes (see Figure 2):

•	 Repayment of any amounts borrowed 
by NTIA (up to $2 billion).

•	 Build out of the network ($7 billion 
minus the amount borrowed initially 
by NTIA).

•	 Public-safety research and develop-
ment ($100 million).

•	 Deficit reduction ($20.4 billion).
•	 911 support ($115 million).

•	 Additional public safety research 
($200 million).

•	 Additional deficit reduction (any 
leftover funds).

Grant Program Will Assist States
To assist states with the implementa-
tion of the plan, including integration 
of equipment and services, NTIA is 
charged with setting up a grant program 
for states to be established six months 
after the law’s effective date. The grant 
program’s initial objectives are to:

•	 Define eligible costs.
•	 Determine the scope of eligible activities.
•	 Prioritize grants for activities that 

ensure coverage is available in both 
urban and rural areas.

States will designate officers or 
governmental bodies to administer grant 
funds under the conditions established 
by the NTIA. FirstNet will be responsible 
for the request-for-proposal process for 
construction, operations, maintenance, 
and improvements under the network 
plan that is decided upon. 

Looking Ahead
The buildout of a nationwide, interoper-
able public safety communications 
network is one of the nation’s most 
significant telecommunications projects 
ever undertaken. The tools to take on 
this project have been given to the 
federal government, which will need to 
work closely with local and state 
governments to ensure that the network 
is developed on schedule and in a 
cost-effective manner. 

Alex Brown is a research and 
policy analyst for ICMA, Washington, 
D.C. (alexbrown@icma.org).
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these purposes (see Figure 2):

•	 Repayment of any amounts borrowed 
by NTIA (up to $2 billion).

•	 Build out of the network ($7 billion 
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ment ($100 million).
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To assist states with the implementa-
tion of the plan, including integration 
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charged with setting up a grant program 
for states to be established six months 
after the law’s effective date. The grant 
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governmental bodies to administer grant 
funds under the conditions established 
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for the request-for-proposal process for 
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plan that is decided upon. 
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able public safety communications 
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significant telecommunications projects 
ever undertaken. The tools to take on 
this project have been given to the 
federal government, which will need to 
work closely with local and state 
governments to ensure that the network 
is developed on schedule and in a 
cost-effective manner. 

Alex Brown is a research and 
policy analyst for ICMA, Washington, 
D.C. (alexbrown@icma.org).
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Police driver training is a tyPical casualty of the 
budget ax during tight times.  It’s an easy cut to make if nothing 
bad has happened recently, but that’s not a good long-term strategy. 
A manager would not think of cutting funding for confined space-entry 
equipment for public safety employees or training for its public works and 
utility employees. So why is it that so many local governments do little or

nothing when it comes to addressing 
their greatest liability risk? A visit to the 
Officer Down Memorial Page (ODMP; 
http://www.odmp.org) or a search of 
the Internet can reveal that too many 
officers and innocent residents are seri-
ously injured or lose their lives in law 
enforcement-related collisions.

Whatever the reason, it’s time to 
view driver training as an invest-
ment, not a cost. Being proactive 
in this area is much less expensive 
than paying for the aftermath of 
unnecessary collisions. There is more 
to police driving than meets the eye, 
and this article is intended to help 
busy managers learn more about this 
complex issue.

Why Is Police Driver Safety a 
Critical Issue?
In our experience, here are solid 
reasons why driver safety is an issue:

In-the-line-of-duty deaths 
(LODDs). For 13 consecutive years, 
until 2011, ODMP reports that 
traffic-related fatalities were the 
No. 1 cause of LODDs for officers.  

Career-ending injuries. These 
injuries occur at a much higher rate 
than LODDs. There are no official 
statistics kept on these injuries, but it 
is understood in the profession that 
serious injuries and career-ending 
injuries exceed fatalities.

Cost. Police-vehicle collisions of-
ten represent the greatest liability for 
local governments. Just one incident 
can result in a series of claims against 
an agency. For the approximately 350 
police departments insured through 
the North Carolina League of Munici-
palities, for example, police collision 
claims are its most costly.

The league’s risk management 
services branch reports that these 
four types of claims can derive from 
one accident: 1) workers compensa-
tion claim for an officer’s injuries; 
2) collision for damage to the patrol 
car; 3) damage to vehicle and other 
property; and 4) police professional 
liability, with lawsuits and claims for 

negligence against the police depart-
ment, the local government, and the 
department officials. 

Credibility loss. In our observa-
tion of what happens with agencies 
in the aftermath of tragic accidents 
involving death or serious injury to 
officers, residents channel all atten-
tion and energy to dealing with the 
situation and negative publicity. The 
website at www. policedriving.com 
can be a reference source for this type 
of situation.

Why Accidents Happen
While a substantial number of factors 
contribute to police collisions, injuries, 
and fatalities, the three primary culprits 
are speed, seat belts, and intersections.  

Speed. ODMP reports that most 
officer fatalities occur when speeds 
exceed 75 miles per hour. High speed 
makes avoiding collisions unlikely, re-
gardless of  driver skill. Surprisingly, 
most collisions occur when officers 
are running nonemergency calls.

The website also reports that 
single-vehicle collisions result in about 
half of the traffic-related fatalities in 
law enforcement. In these situations, 
officers’ cars typically leave the road 
due to excessive speed. Resulting 
impacts with roadside obstructions are 
often career-ending or even fatal.

Takeaways

Readers will learn:
 › Surprising results of police  

collisions.
 › Conditions that frequently lead 

to vehicle-related injuries and 
fatalities for officers.

 ›Manager’s role in reducing police 
collisions, providing proper train-
ing for officers, and decreasing 
liability for their agencies.
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nothing when it comes to addressing 
their greatest liability risk? A visit to the 
Officer Down Memorial Page (ODMP; 
http://www.odmp.org) or a search of 
the Internet can reveal that too many 
officers and innocent residents are seri-
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Whatever the reason, it’s time to 
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in this area is much less expensive 
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unnecessary collisions. There is more 
to police driving than meets the eye, 
and this article is intended to help 
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exceed 75 miles per hour. High speed 
makes avoiding collisions unlikely, re-
gardless of  driver skill. Surprisingly, 
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The website also reports that 
single-vehicle collisions result in about 
half of the traffic-related fatalities in 
law enforcement. In these situations, 
officers’ cars typically leave the road 
due to excessive speed. Resulting 
impacts with roadside obstructions are 
often career-ending or even fatal.
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Again, the website along with 
clarifi cation from the National Highway 
Transportation System Administration 
(NHTSA) point out it’s amazing that 
trees and poles are literally killing more 
offi cers than psychopaths. This should 
infuriate everyone in local government 
management and law enforcement 
professions and spur us to take action to 
prevent this trend from continuing. 

Seat belts. NHTSA’s publication, 
“Characteristics of Law Enforcement Offi -
cers’ Fatalities in Motor Vehicle Crashes,” 
indicates that approximately half of 
offi cers involved in fatal vehicle collisions 
were not wearing a seat belt. Since 1980, 
about 750 of the offi cers who lost their 
lives in collisions were not wearing seat 
belts—19 percent were ejections.

Intersections. NHTSA data also pro-
vide that some 50 percent of police vehicle 
collisions occur in intersections. Residents 
frequently make unpredictable movements 
in their cars, including turning in front of a 
police car that’s approaching with running 
lights and sirens. This often happens 
because residents are distracted, including 
talking or texting on cellphones.

Offi cers also must be aware of a 
critical phenomenon called “inattentive 
blindness.” This is when people do not 
see something even if it’s right in front of 
them because they are not expecting it. 

Complex, Complicating Factors
Two main factors can enhance the risks a 
police offi cer faces when driving:

Risk homeostasis theory. Developed 
by Gerald Wilde, author and profes-
sor emeritus of psychology at Queen’s 
University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada, 
this theory hypothesizes everyone has 
a level of risk that is acceptable in their 
daily lives. Fortunately for residents, 

there are local government employees 
willing to run towards gunfi re and into 
burning buildings.

In this case, police offi cers’ comfort 
level with dangerous situations enables 
them to perform a vital job that most of 
the population would not consider do-
ing. This is a double-edged sword in that 
offi cers can get too comfortable when it 
comes to taking unnecessary risks when 
driving a patrol car. Meaning, they can 
drive too fast for situations and not wear 
seat belts.

Physiological impacts on offi cers 
when driving. Driving the patrol car is 
just part of the story when it comes to the 
complexity of police driving. Engaging the 
sympathetic nervous system, as happens 
when offi cers are under stress when 
responding to a call, naturally results in 
adrenaline, hormones, and other chemi-
cals being dumped into the body.

This severely diminishes offi cers’ 
abilities to operate a vehicle. The 
resulting perceptual distortions dur-
ing these times are well documented: 
tunnel vision, loss of peripheral vision, 
auditory exclusion, slowed reaction 
times, impaired ability to judge distance, 
deterioration of motor skills, and slowed 
cognitive processing.

These conditions help explain why 
offi cers can inadvertently drive too fast 
for conditions and/or make other deadly 
mistakes. Ironically, the same physiologi-
cal responses that can save an offi cer’s 
life in a violent encounter can cost the 
offi cer’s life in a vehicle.

What Can Be Done?
We believe the challenges of police driv-
ing safety can be dealt with in nine ways:

Train. You do not need a multimillion 
dollar driving facility to provide effective 

training. The classroom can be a powerful 
training tool. Conduct an annual review of 
emergency response and driving policies 
with offi cers. Doing “what if” scenarios 
during shift briefi ngs or in the classroom 
is free, quick, and effective. As noted by 
Gordon Graham, a 33-year veteran of 
law enforcement and a risk management 
expert, “If it’s predictable, it’s preventable.”

Train smart. Behind-the-wheel 
training is great, if done properly. If 
not, it can do more harm than good. A 
transition is taking place in emergency 
vehicle operations course (EVOC) train-
ing. The traditional method of skill-based 
training risks unintentionally increasing 
collisions by 1) creating overconfi dence, 
2) prompting greater risk taking, and 3) 
focusing on skills with a low success rate 
of avoiding collisions.

Advanced driver training emphasizes 
decision making, situational awareness, 
changing conditions, and exercising 
discipline in danger zones, which 
include entering intersections, turns, and 
hill crests in a controlled and cautious 
manner, especially at night. Scenario–
based training that incorporates aspects 
of stress inoculation training can help of-
fi cers combat the physiological changes 
that occur during high-stress situations.

Call attention to decision-making 
skills. A training program must condition 
offi cers to ask themselves, “Is the risk 
worth the reward?” If offi cers are going 
to pursue a suspected criminal by driving 
at high rates of speed, they need to make 
sure it’s for a good reason. Due to the 
time lag of calls being dispatched and 
people having left the scene, speed rarely 
makes a difference in stopping a crime.

Target high-risk groups and 
individuals. Collision rates are highest 
among offi cers with 1 to 3 years and 

Rising energy costs. Underfunded public programs. The solution might be where 
you least expect it. The sun. Right now solar can be found in all kinds of places. 
National parks. State governments. Choose solar to reduce utility operating costs, 
so funds can be spent elsewhere. Talk to SolarWorld about how to harness the 
power of the sun for your community. Learn more at solarworld.com .
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Again, the website along with 
clarification from the National Highway 
Transportation System Administration 
(NHTSA) point out it’s amazing that 
trees and poles are literally killing more 
officers than psychopaths. This should 
infuriate everyone in local government 
management and law enforcement 
professions and spur us to take action to 
prevent this trend from continuing. 

Seat belts. NHTSA’s publication, 
“Characteristics of Law Enforcement Offi-
cers’ Fatalities in Motor Vehicle Crashes,” 
indicates that approximately half of 
officers involved in fatal vehicle collisions 
were not wearing a seat belt. Since 1980, 
about 750 of the officers who lost their 
lives in collisions were not wearing seat 
belts—19 percent were ejections.

Intersections. NHTSA data also pro-
vide that some 50 percent of police vehicle 
collisions occur in intersections. Residents 
frequently make unpredictable movements 
in their cars, including turning in front of a 
police car that’s approaching with running 
lights and sirens. This often happens 
because residents are distracted, including 
talking or texting on cellphones.

Officers also must be aware of a 
critical phenomenon called “inattentive 
blindness.” This is when people do not 
see something even if it’s right in front of 
them because they are not expecting it. 

Complex, Complicating Factors
Two main factors can enhance the risks a 
police officer faces when driving:

Risk homeostasis theory. Developed 
by Gerald Wilde, author and profes-
sor emeritus of psychology at Queen’s 
University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada, 
this theory hypothesizes everyone has 
a level of risk that is acceptable in their 
daily lives. Fortunately for residents, 

there are local government employees 
willing to run towards gunfire and into 
burning buildings.

In this case, police officers’ comfort 
level with dangerous situations enables 
them to perform a vital job that most of 
the population would not consider do-
ing. This is a double-edged sword in that 
officers can get too comfortable when it 
comes to taking unnecessary risks when 
driving a patrol car. Meaning, they can 
drive too fast for situations and not wear 
seat belts.

Physiological impacts on officers 
when driving. Driving the patrol car is 
just part of the story when it comes to the 
complexity of police driving. Engaging the 
sympathetic nervous system, as happens 
when officers are under stress when 
responding to a call, naturally results in 
adrenaline, hormones, and other chemi-
cals being dumped into the body.

This severely diminishes officers’ 
abilities to operate a vehicle. The 
resulting perceptual distortions dur-
ing these times are well documented: 
tunnel vision, loss of peripheral vision, 
auditory exclusion, slowed reaction 
times, impaired ability to judge distance, 
deterioration of motor skills, and slowed 
cognitive processing.

These conditions help explain why 
officers can inadvertently drive too fast 
for conditions and/or make other deadly 
mistakes. Ironically, the same physiologi-
cal responses that can save an officer’s 
life in a violent encounter can cost the 
officer’s life in a vehicle.

What Can Be Done?
We believe the challenges of police driv-
ing safety can be dealt with in nine ways:

Train. You do not need a multimillion 
dollar driving facility to provide effective 

training. The classroom can be a powerful 
training tool. Conduct an annual review of 
emergency response and driving policies 
with officers. Doing “what if” scenarios 
during shift briefings or in the classroom 
is free, quick, and effective. As noted by 
Gordon Graham, a 33-year veteran of 
law enforcement and a risk management 
expert, “If it’s predictable, it’s preventable.”

Train smart. Behind-the-wheel 
training is great, if done properly. If 
not, it can do more harm than good. A 
transition is taking place in emergency 
vehicle operations course (EVOC) train-
ing. The traditional method of skill-based 
training risks unintentionally increasing 
collisions by 1) creating overconfidence, 
2) prompting greater risk taking, and 3) 
focusing on skills with a low success rate 
of avoiding collisions.

Advanced driver training emphasizes 
decision making, situational awareness, 
changing conditions, and exercising 
discipline in danger zones, which 
include entering intersections, turns, and 
hill crests in a controlled and cautious 
manner, especially at night. Scenario–
based training that incorporates aspects 
of stress inoculation training can help of-
ficers combat the physiological changes 
that occur during high-stress situations.

Call attention to decision-making 
skills. A training program must condition 
officers to ask themselves, “Is the risk 
worth the reward?” If officers are going 
to pursue a suspected criminal by driving 
at high rates of speed, they need to make 
sure it’s for a good reason. Due to the 
time lag of calls being dispatched and 
people having left the scene, speed rarely 
makes a difference in stopping a crime.

Target high-risk groups and 
individuals. Collision rates are highest 
among officers with 1 to 3 years and 
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you least expect it. The sun. Right now solar can be found in all kinds of places. 
National parks. State governments. Choose solar to reduce utility operating costs, 
so funds can be spent elsewhere. Talk to SolarWorld about how to harness the 
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12 to 18 years of experience according 
to ODMP. Thus, lack of experience and 
complacency are the likely contribu-
tors. Departments often know who the 
high-risk drivers are—those who have 
already had collisions or are regularly 
seen driving unnecessarily fast.

Pursue seat-belt compliance. Even 
after one major department suffered 
the loss of two officers who were not 
wearing seat belts during high-speed 
collisions, the department’s wear rate 
for seat belts was just 50 percent. The 
chief wisely asked why and found out 
the most common answer was fear of 
ambush. His department responded by 
adopting a policy allowing belt removal 
at low speeds, such as when officers 
need to exit the vehicle quickly.

After enacting this practical policy, 
which matched what officers already 
were doing, the department started strict 
enforcement. It now has a high wear 
rate among officers. Talk to officers to 
understand their concerns when evaluat-
ing your department’s compliance rate 
and developing solutions.

Update emergency response and 
pursuit policies. Vague policies do an 
injustice to officers. A typical generalized 
policy means one thing to a 21-year-old 
rookie officer and something else to 
a 45-year-old veteran. Physiological 
effects, divided attention, distractions, 
and multitasking put officers on sensory 
overload; therefore, it’s imperative that 
policies give clear direction to officers.

Residents regularly pull out in front 
of officers even though the officer has a 
green light or a right-of-way. Hence, de-
partmental policy can set such maximum 
safe speeds through an intersection as 35 
miles per hour or the prevailing speed 
limit, even when running lights and 
sirens. Require officers to stop before 

clearing an intersection with a red light 
or stop sign because people just don’t 
see them coming.

Engage in meaningful conversa-
tions about speed and seat belts. 
Saving lives ultimately comes down to 
officers in the field having “courageous 
conversations. The difficulty of dealing 
with the loss of an officer or bystander is 
compounded when fellow officers failed 
to confront the officer about not wearing 
a seat belt or simply driving too fast.

There is the saying that “Denial 
kills twice.” The first death is failing to 
prevent a tragedy by not talking to your 
fellow officer. The second is living with 
knowing you didn’t say anything. It’s an 
enormous burden to carry.

Support “Below 100.” This national 
campaign supports reducing in-the-line-
of-duty deaths to less than 100 for the 
first time since 1944. It focuses on speed, 
seat belts, wearing vests, avoiding com-
placency, and focusing on WIN –What’s 
Important Now.

The North Carolina Justice Academy 
has just taken the progressive step of mak-
ing this required training for officers in that 
state. Training can be done in as little as 
two hours. Visit the campaign’s website at 
www.Below100.com for more information.

Advocate leadership from local gov-
ernment managers. Managers need to 
understand they also share responsibility 
in addressing this nationwide problem. 
We have a professional obligation to 
ensure officers have the proper training 
and equipment to perform this incred-
ibly important and dangerous task that 
occurs in our communities 24/7/365.

The law enforcement community 
is gaining momentum in addressing 
police driver safety with a variety of 
initiatives, such as the “Below 100” 
national campaign mentioned above; the 

“Slower Is Faster” video from the North 
Carolina League of Municipalities; “SAFE 

Driving Campaign” from California’s 
Commission on Peace Officer Standards 
and Training; and projects from ALERT 
International (The Association of Law 
Enforcement Emergency Response Train-
ers); as well as others. Yet, there is still 
much room for improvement as few law 
enforcement agencies provide regular 
driver safety training for their officers.

There is clearly tremendous pressure 
on managers, police chiefs, and governing 
boards regarding the need to tighten bud-
gets. In spite of limited resources, we are 
adamant about the need for leadership 
on this critical issue and ask you to pose 
these two questions in your community:

  
1. Is the police department adequately 

addressing its highest-risk operations 
(driver safety) by proper training, 
policies, and equipment?

2. Are the management staff and the 
governing board giving the police 
department the support it needs to 
manage these risks?
  
We implore mangers and police 

chiefs to be proactive and gain a better 
understanding of the critical issue of 
police driver safety, which has been 
ignored and misunderstood for years. 
Remember, in police driving “success 
means that nothing happens.”

As Sergeant Phil Esterhaus from the 
old television series Hill Street Blues used 
to say at the end of each roll-call briefing, 
“Let’s be careful out there!” 
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12 to 18 years of experience according 
to ODMP. Thus, lack of experience and 
complacency are the likely contribu-
tors. Departments often know who the 
high-risk drivers are—those who have 
already had collisions or are regularly 
seen driving unnecessarily fast.

Pursue seat-belt compliance. Even 
after one major department suffered 
the loss of two officers who were not 
wearing seat belts during high-speed 
collisions, the department’s wear rate 
for seat belts was just 50 percent. The 
chief wisely asked why and found out 
the most common answer was fear of 
ambush. His department responded by 
adopting a policy allowing belt removal 
at low speeds, such as when officers 
need to exit the vehicle quickly.

After enacting this practical policy, 
which matched what officers already 
were doing, the department started strict 
enforcement. It now has a high wear 
rate among officers. Talk to officers to 
understand their concerns when evaluat-
ing your department’s compliance rate 
and developing solutions.

Update emergency response and 
pursuit policies. Vague policies do an 
injustice to officers. A typical generalized 
policy means one thing to a 21-year-old 
rookie officer and something else to 
a 45-year-old veteran. Physiological 
effects, divided attention, distractions, 
and multitasking put officers on sensory 
overload; therefore, it’s imperative that 
policies give clear direction to officers.

Residents regularly pull out in front 
of officers even though the officer has a 
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Opportunity approach. Policy devel-
opment is based on significant commu-
nity and/or organizational benefit.

Politically based approach. Policy 
is based on narrow intent from special-
interest groups or constituents.

Core business/staff-recommended 
approach. Policy is based on the require-
ment to run government’s core business 
functions and is recommended by staff 
to improve services, internal operations, 
and policies.

In terms of policy models, more is 
better. Try out models and see how they 
work. Groundwork has to be done for 
strategic policy development to work. A 
number of critical issues also have to be 
considered:

•	 Time required, the more the better. 
Thinking ahead and developing an 
annual  work plan is important to 

provide the time to fully evaluate 
important policies that the governing 
board will consider.

•	 Staff capacities to effectively imple-
ment the policy. Are there enough 
worker bees to get the job done? This 
needs to be fully evaluated by the 
governing board and staff before time 
is spent developing the policy.

•	 Committee referral before consider-
ation. This is a no-brainer. It always 
helps to have a committee recom-
mendation.

•	 Communication of need and out-
comes. Unfortunately, the clear and 
concise communication of the need 
for the policy is often overlooked. Get 
the sound bites determined before the 
policy-formulation process starts.

No Easy Answers
An approach and model for strategic 

policy development is needed. The ap-
proach described in this article is based 
on experience and what I have seen 
work and not work behind the curtain 
of policy formulation. Managers know 
there are no easy answers or solutions to 
policy development.

But like all journeys, it begins with 
one step and the compass, map, or GPS 
to get you to the destination. Strategic 
policy development is that first step 
managers need to take. 

EndnotE

1 Bowman, Brandon, 2009, Problems with the 
American Public Policy Process
2 ©BridgeGroup, LLC. http://voices.yahoo.com 
problems-american-public-policy-3879954.html.
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T he transformation of 
governance over the past 30 
years has been remarkable. 
Geometric growth of tech-

nology, improved management practices, 
new approaches to civic engagement, 
strategic planning, and other changes 
have forged an excellent foundation for 
public management in the 21st century.

One key component missing in 
this foundation is a more strategic, at 
the local government level, thoughtful 
approach to public-policy development, 
according to author Brandon Bowman. 
“In the American political system, 
public-policy formulation is a fractured, 
complicated, and multileveled process 
characterized by competition among 
groups seeking to influence future policy, 
disagreements among different levels of 
government as to how a policy initia-
tive should be crafted, and debates and 
compromises between politicians seeking 
to satisfy many divergent and sometimes 
contradictory political objectives,” writes 
Bowman in his article, “Problems With 
the American Public Policy Process.”

“The result of the policy formation 
process is often a policy that is consider-
ably different that the one envisioned 

by whoever first defined the problem as 
something needing government interven-
tion,” he concludes.

The short- and long-range 
implications of poorly formulated 
public policy can have significant and 
sometimes catastrophic consequence 
for communities. Since public-policy 
formulation is one of the most important 
functions of a governing body, more 
strategic and systematic approaches need 
to be considered. The opening of the 
curtain on a new approach to public-
policy formulation provides a great 
opportunity to correct issues stemming 
from current practices.

Need for a System
A review of the problems behind the 
curtain of public-policy formulation is es-
sential for effective governance. This will 
not be an easy task, as Bowman points 
out. “Contrary to the popular belief of 
public-policy formulation as a clearly 
defined and straightforward process, 
government policy making is often rife 
with fragmentation, lack of coordination, 
and inconsistencies.”

Strategic policy development may 
offer a way to open the curtain and add 
more consistency and improved results 
for public-policy formulation. What does 
strategic policy development look like? 
Figure 1 provides an example.

The issue or need for the policy is 
the initial step in the process. This is 
followed by a determination of the policy 
model or models that best describe the 

issue. The determination of the policy 
model is critical for the governing body 
and staff to clearly determine what is 
driving the need for this policy.

Theoretically, the goal of policy 
development is to reach a critical mass 
of policy models that are identified and 
can be applied to the issue. The more 
models that can be applied should 
result in a balanced, efficient, and 
result-oriented policy.

Once the policy is developed, metrics 
are identified for the governing body 
and staff to measure its effectiveness. 
Initially, the policy should be reviewed 
annually and then at least once every 
five years to determine if it is still achiev-
ing its intended results.

Figure 2 shows policy models that 
can be a key guidepost to strategic policy 
development. The policy models and 
subsequent definitions are not meant to 
be all-inclusive. The concepts or models 
can be adapted to meet the unique needs 
of the governing body and staff.

Components of the strategic policy 
development system can be changed and 
policy models altered to fit your par-
ticular needs. In my experience working 
with governing bodies for more than 30 
years, these models represent the key 
components or drivers that create the 
push for public-policy formulation.

Compass approach. Policy develop-
ment is based on community values, 
approved plan, or strategic approach.

Best-practice approach. Policy is 
based on best-practice principles.

opportunity

PoliticallyCompass

Core 
Business/Staff

Best Practice

      A NewTransformation
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By IB ØSTERGAARd RASMUSSEN

Cutting-edge 
Resident seRviCes 
in denmaRk
Personalized with telepresence techologies

T his Danish city manager found 
inspiration on a visit to a U.S. 
company. As a result, the local 

government of Guldborgsund has since 
created a connected community using 
video for more efficient and personalized 
resident services.

By car, Guldborgsund is located one 
hour south of Copenhagen. It has 64,000 
residents living in an area that covers 
347 miles. During the past two years, the 
community was challenged to provide 
critical social services to residents despite 
migration towards the capital, the global 
financial crises, and the economic need to 
close local service centers.

Two years ago, some 55 staff 
members were employed in six service 
centers. These Danish municipal service 
centers deliver vital services to people of 
all ages, particularly the elderly.

I asked myself and the city’s board 
of directors how could our commu-
nity still deliver high-quality services 
without having staff working at each 
location? Two years ago, during a 
personal visit to California that included 
a stop at a company known for its state-
of-the-art video solutions, the answer to 
our dilemma became clear.

The company’s video solutions were 
inspirational to me. Entering the com-
pany’s headquarters, I was bid welcome 
by a smiling receptionist on a telepresence 
flatscreen. Like a flash out of nowhere, I 
realized that such technology could replace 
staff in our service centers at home.

One year later, Guldborgsund 
unveiled the first video-enabled virtual 
resident center ever seen in Europe, and 
from what I understand, in the United 
States, too. From a central location, 
virtual staffs are available by high-defini-

tion video at libraries in rural districts of 
the Danish municipality.

How Does It Work?
When residents enter the video-enabled 
local service center they are greeted by 
telepresence technologies, including a 
staff member who actually sits 35 miles 
away. An online queue management 
system enables residents to select the 
service they require and receive a unique 
queue number.

While waiting in the reception area, 
they can see a displayed status in queue. 
When their numbers are called, residents 
meet with the remote central staff to 
solve their problems. 

 Special cameras installed in each 
center’s roof enable residents to share 
documents with staff when necessary. 
The central staff member can work 
the camera remotely, as well as view 
documents and guide the completion of 
forms. In fact, the staff member and resi-
dent can work on a document together 
on screen. The staffer also can archive 
forms directly into the system and print 
pages locally as needed by a resident.

Being technology neutral and not 
requiring residents to use a keyboard or 
mouse, or switch on anything, was an 
integral part of the plan. With an aging 
population, it was essential that engag-
ing services should be as easy as shop-
ping in a local store. An efficient model 
for all 98 municipalities in Denmark, our 
virtual resident center could be imple-
mented worldwide.

Easier, Efficient Access
A consultant conducted an evaluation 
based on such facts as the number of 
services in different categories before 

and after implementation of the project. 
The evaluation was positive, and the 
overall conclusion was that residents did 
not run away from the services provided. 
Resident feedback has also been col-
lected by interviews.

Cost measurement on salaries was 
done after one year to make sure the 
costs decreased. A cut in total salaries 
was an important part of the business 
case because salary reductions were to 
finance the investment in technology.

It has been nearly two years since 
implementation. Expertise still is avail-
able to all residents at multiple local 
service centers, with no center closures. 
The only change is that the expertise is 
provided remotely through video by one 
person in each center rather than two or 
three staff members.

People can now access the exact ex-
perts they need more readily and more fre-
quently. Under the previous circumstances, 
if services were only available in person at 
the central location, citizens would have to 
make arrangements to travel to the nearby 
city center. Now a specialist is available by 
video as close as the local library.

During the exploration phase, a local 
seniors organization opposed the change, 
concerned about the quality of service 
provided distantly. The mayor and the city 
manager demonstrated the system, and 
the seniors later became involved in the 
training phase. Members of the seniors 
organization are now enthusiastic ambas-
sadors when new centers are opened.

One more resident service center 
opened in Guldborgsund this past May. At 
the same time, four centers opened in 
another Danish community. It’s fiscally 
possible to continue to open more centers 
because of the reduced administrative 
costs. The return on investment can be 
realized in some four to five months. 

tech touch  |  resident services

For more information, search Youtube: 
guldborgsund + cisco.
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By MERRETT STIERhEIM

A SOBERING EXAMINATION

I felt a twinge of apprehension when 
I thought about writing a review of 
Michael Lewis’s best seller Boomer-

ang: Travels in the New Third World. 
Lewis’ book is a sobering examination of 
the reasons for and the effects of cheap 
credit and greed that had its origin in un-
regulated Wall Street financial centers—a 
situation that led to the terrible recession 
the United States and Europe are still 
trying to get out from under.

The architects of those incredibly 
complex credit default swaps on the 
subprime mortgage bond market set 
in motion a system where a minority 
of knowledgeable investors bet against 
the market and made a fortune while 
certain countries, institutions, and small, 
unwary investors bought into a system 
that was, overtly or covertly, designed to 
fail—and in which they were destined to 
lose big time.

This includes, of course, hundreds 
of thousands of ordinary citizens who 
bought homes during the boom. Lewis 
examines in some detail the financial 
collapses, like dominoes, in Iceland, 
Greece, and Ireland, which were 
financed by trusting German banks 
who naively believed in the integrity of 
Wall Street.

This, of course, occurred during this 
country’s residential housing boom and 
subsequent collapse. Having its inception 
in the United States, Boomerang ends 
in California, offering us more than a 
passing glimpse into the consequences 
of irresponsible, unsustainable political 
decisions without regard to the ultimate 
implications and cost of those decisions.

A Necessary Downer
My initial apprehension stemmed from 
a concern that I not put public manager 
colleagues into a downer when they, by 
and large, are already stressed out by 
vacant homes, declining tax bases, high 
unemployment, uninformed  and unsym-

pathetic  state legislatures, unfunded 
liabilities including pensions, and a host 
of other local challenges.

Upon reflection, however, I’ve 
concluded that the book should be read 
not only by managers but particularly 
by their elected officials, governors, and 
state legislators as well as the powers 
that be in Washington, D.C. If nothing 
else they should read the last chapter 
titled “Too Fat To Fly.”

In the final chapter, Lewis has 
a fascinating interview with then-
California Governor Schwarzenegger 
during a high-speed bike ride; moves to 
an enlightening interview with well-
informed San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed; 
and ends in the bankrupt city of Vallejo, 
California, with Phil Batchelor, former 
interim city manager.

Lewis saved the worst for last. In 
Vallejo, when the day of reckoning 
finally occurred and bankruptcy proceed-
ings concluded, the city’s creditors 
received five cents on the dollar and 
employee pensioners, with liberalized 
pension provisions, received 20 to 30 
cents on their pension dollar.

Internationally, the small country 
of Iceland went into a free fall when 
three Icelandic global banks went bust 
with $100 billion in irresponsible loan 
losses. That was equivalent to $330,000 
for every Icelandic man, woman, and 
child, not to mention tens of billions in 
personal losses.

Like Iceland, three Irish mega 
banks also folded because of cheap 
credit and unjustified loan policies. 
Like giant pyramids of playing cards 
that were built on the euphoria of 
greed and fast money and lacked 
prudent financial justification, ac-
countability, and regulation, the banks 
collapsed like Ponzi schemes ulti-
mately always do, with great financial 
losses and personal suffering.

In Ireland, however, through a bum-
bling and questionable political decision, 
the Irish government took responsibility 
for that bank debt. Greece is another wild 
story, where tax evasion is a way of life, 
as are other egregious practices.

In an election year, for example, Greek 
tax collectors who try to do their jobs are 
reassigned into a back room so they can’t 
generate adverse political consequences. 
The recent Band-Aid from the European 
Union hasn’t solved Greece’s fundamental 
problems, and we will continue to read 
about how this Grecian story unfolds, 
along with other shaky European coun-
tries that face serious financial challenges.

Dealing with the Dilemma
To his credit, Governor Schwarzeneg-
ger understood that California was the  
leading candidate for bankruptcy 

among U.S. states. Initially, he tried 
to deal with the problem through the 
state legislature but failing that, he put 
four items on the ballot that, collective-
ly, would have had a positive impact on 
the state’s financial dilemma. Schwar-
zenegger had faith in the people’s 
judgment that elected him, with close to 
a 70 percent approval rating, but he was 
proved wrong when California’s voters 
resoundingly rejected all four proposals.

The city of San Jose, which enjoys 
one of the highest per-capita incomes in 
America, had gone from 7,450 employ-
ees to 5,400 when Lewis interviewed 
Mayor Reed, who statistically predicted 
that the city would have only 1,600 
employees by 2014 because of the city’s 
employee pension requirements. He then 
extrapolated his forecast to only one 
employee at some point in the future.

Talk about a doomsday predic-
tion on quality-of-life issues from an 
informed mayor! Currently, and quite 

apart from Boomerang, there are initia-
tives underway in California that may 
have significance to the issues described 
that bear watching.

Somewhere, somehow, America and 
its states, including local governments, 
must come to grips with fiscal reality 
and fiscal responsibility. We don’t know 
when or if this will happen, but Michael 
Lewis’s book offers an educational 
vehicle to that awareness.

My suggestion to fellow managers is 
that they read the book and decide for 
themselves how best to use it—preferably 

as an educational tool for their elected 
officials, legislators, governors, union 
leaders, and others. If nothing else, the 
last chapter may well help managers 
make relevant and specific points when 
discussing critical issues facing their own 
local governments.   
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ang: Travels in the New Third World. 
Lewis’ book is a sobering examination of 
the reasons for and the effects of cheap 
credit and greed that had its origin in un-
regulated Wall Street financial centers—a 
situation that led to the terrible recession 
the United States and Europe are still 
trying to get out from under.

The architects of those incredibly 
complex credit default swaps on the 
subprime mortgage bond market set 
in motion a system where a minority 
of knowledgeable investors bet against 
the market and made a fortune while 
certain countries, institutions, and small, 
unwary investors bought into a system 
that was, overtly or covertly, designed to 
fail—and in which they were destined to 
lose big time.

This includes, of course, hundreds 
of thousands of ordinary citizens who 
bought homes during the boom. Lewis 
examines in some detail the financial 
collapses, like dominoes, in Iceland, 
Greece, and Ireland, which were 
financed by trusting German banks 
who naively believed in the integrity of 
Wall Street.

This, of course, occurred during this 
country’s residential housing boom and 
subsequent collapse. Having its inception 
in the United States, Boomerang ends 
in California, offering us more than a 
passing glimpse into the consequences 
of irresponsible, unsustainable political 
decisions without regard to the ultimate 
implications and cost of those decisions.

A Necessary Downer
My initial apprehension stemmed from 
a concern that I not put public manager 
colleagues into a downer when they, by 
and large, are already stressed out by 
vacant homes, declining tax bases, high 
unemployment, uninformed  and unsym-

pathetic  state legislatures, unfunded 
liabilities including pensions, and a host 
of other local challenges.

Upon reflection, however, I’ve 
concluded that the book should be read 
not only by managers but particularly 
by their elected officials, governors, and 
state legislators as well as the powers 
that be in Washington, D.C. If nothing 
else they should read the last chapter 
titled “Too Fat To Fly.”

In the final chapter, Lewis has 
a fascinating interview with then-
California Governor Schwarzenegger 
during a high-speed bike ride; moves to 
an enlightening interview with well-
informed San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed; 
and ends in the bankrupt city of Vallejo, 
California, with Phil Batchelor, former 
interim city manager.

Lewis saved the worst for last. In 
Vallejo, when the day of reckoning 
finally occurred and bankruptcy proceed-
ings concluded, the city’s creditors 
received five cents on the dollar and 
employee pensioners, with liberalized 
pension provisions, received 20 to 30 
cents on their pension dollar.

Internationally, the small country 
of Iceland went into a free fall when 
three Icelandic global banks went bust 
with $100 billion in irresponsible loan 
losses. That was equivalent to $330,000 
for every Icelandic man, woman, and 
child, not to mention tens of billions in 
personal losses.

Like Iceland, three Irish mega 
banks also folded because of cheap 
credit and unjustified loan policies. 
Like giant pyramids of playing cards 
that were built on the euphoria of 
greed and fast money and lacked 
prudent financial justification, ac-
countability, and regulation, the banks 
collapsed like Ponzi schemes ulti-
mately always do, with great financial 
losses and personal suffering.

In Ireland, however, through a bum-
bling and questionable political decision, 
the Irish government took responsibility 
for that bank debt. Greece is another wild 
story, where tax evasion is a way of life, 
as are other egregious practices.

In an election year, for example, Greek 
tax collectors who try to do their jobs are 
reassigned into a back room so they can’t 
generate adverse political consequences. 
The recent Band-Aid from the European 
Union hasn’t solved Greece’s fundamental 
problems, and we will continue to read 
about how this Grecian story unfolds, 
along with other shaky European coun-
tries that face serious financial challenges.

Dealing with the Dilemma
To his credit, Governor Schwarzeneg-
ger understood that California was the  
leading candidate for bankruptcy 

among U.S. states. Initially, he tried 
to deal with the problem through the 
state legislature but failing that, he put 
four items on the ballot that, collective-
ly, would have had a positive impact on 
the state’s financial dilemma. Schwar-
zenegger had faith in the people’s 
judgment that elected him, with close to 
a 70 percent approval rating, but he was 
proved wrong when California’s voters 
resoundingly rejected all four proposals.

The city of San Jose, which enjoys 
one of the highest per-capita incomes in 
America, had gone from 7,450 employ-
ees to 5,400 when Lewis interviewed 
Mayor Reed, who statistically predicted 
that the city would have only 1,600 
employees by 2014 because of the city’s 
employee pension requirements. He then 
extrapolated his forecast to only one 
employee at some point in the future.

Talk about a doomsday predic-
tion on quality-of-life issues from an 
informed mayor! Currently, and quite 

apart from Boomerang, there are initia-
tives underway in California that may 
have significance to the issues described 
that bear watching.

Somewhere, somehow, America and 
its states, including local governments, 
must come to grips with fiscal reality 
and fiscal responsibility. We don’t know 
when or if this will happen, but Michael 
Lewis’s book offers an educational 
vehicle to that awareness.

My suggestion to fellow managers is 
that they read the book and decide for 
themselves how best to use it—preferably 

as an educational tool for their elected 
officials, legislators, governors, union 
leaders, and others. If nothing else, the 
last chapter may well help managers 
make relevant and specific points when 
discussing critical issues facing their own 
local governments.   

2nd Annual 

Leadership institute 
Session topics announced!

Back by popular demand! 
Using the Public Triangle: Public Interest, Public Reason, and Public Value
Saturday, Oct. 6, 8 a.m.–noon

New! 
Powerful Conversations: How High Impact Public Sector Leaders Should Communicate

Saturday, Oct. 6, 1–5 p.m. 
Join your colleagues for a provocative conversation about some of the most important work we do as local government managers.

Discussion Topic 1: Managing Relationships with Our City Councils
Discussion Topic 2: Women Leading Government
Discussion Topic 3: “The 3 R’s of DAOs” (role, relationship, and responsibility of deputies, assistants, and others)

Space is limited to the first 100 registrants for each session. For details,  
see the 2012 conference preliminary program in this issue of PM magazine.

LEwIS’S BOOk IS A SOBERING EXAMINATION 
of the reasons for and the effects of cheap 
credIt and greed that had Its orIgIn In 
unregulated Wall street fInancIal centers— 
a sItuatIon that led to the terrIble recessIon 
the unIted states and europe are stIll tryIng 
to get out from under.

Boomerang: Travels in 
the New Third World
By Michael Lewis, W.W. Norton 
and Company, Ltd., 2011, 224 
pages, U.S. hardcover.

Author notes that since this review was written, 
Stockton, California, has filed for bankruptcy.



28  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT  |  MONTH 2009 icma.org/pm28  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT  |  SEPTEMBER 2012 icma.org/pm icma.org/pm   

management minute  |  waste disposal technology

By MARC RoGoff ANd BRUCE CLARk

Staying inFORMED OF SOliD-
WaStE DiSpOSal OptiOnS
A brief primer on what managers need to know about new conversion technologies

Since 2004, new solid-waste 
conversion technologies have 
emerged that may be a game-

changer in some locales for solid-waste 
disposal. These technologies are being 
touted by their developers with claims 
that they produce essentially zero air 
emissions; reduce greenhouse gases; 
incur costs that are similar to landfill-
ing; produce energy and marketable 
byproducts; and offer opportunities to 
“mine” closed landfills thus reducing 
local liabilities.

When faced with such claims, public 
officials ask them themselves: Are these 
offers too good to be true?

This article provides an overview of 
new solid-waste conversion technologies 
as well as a methodology that public 
officials can use to preliminarily assess 
the feasibility of this type of project. The 
article also builds on the lessons learned 
from more than 50 feasibility assessments 
of new waste-conversion technologies 
and provides some basic guidance on the 
technologies themselves.

 

The Current Picture
Communities without mass burn, 
waste-to-energy (WTE) plants have 
become totally dependent on landfill 
disposal. At the same time, privatization 
of landfills is increasing and in many 
cases, with more costly long-hauls to 
remote facilities. Tipping fees (i.e., gate 
fee or what the landfill owner charges a 
customer, typically per ton) are rising. 
Local government budgets are tight and 
everyone is looking at ways to reduce 
costs. Onto this scene enters the devel-
oper for a new waste-conversion plant. 
The proposal to local officials typically 
involves no up-front costs and all of 
the other claims mentioned previously. 
Since this is all new, many officials have 

no experience or road map to help them 
evaluate the claims.

Figure 1 provides a brief overview 
of methods that have recently been 
developed to use energy produced by 
converting solid-waste products. These 
methods are numerous and can be 
grouped in various ways.

Figure 1 also illustrates technolo-
gies that have been developed to try 
to extract different benefits from the 
processed waste stream, including these 
possible by-products:

•	 Gases for power production or feed-
stock for vehicular fuels.

•	 Basic chemicals for use as a raw 
feedstock.

•	 Compost and soil amendments.
•	 Slag (a hard material fused from 

inert materials) for road sub-base 
aggregate.

•	 Char or a charcoal-like substance from 
a pyrolysis process as a soil-building 
amendment.

Some of the common definitions 
for these new technologies are listed in 
Figure 2. 

Key Feasibility Questions
A waste-conversion project can be one of 
the most complex public works projects 
considered by a community. Not unlike 
traditional, mass burn, WTE facilities, 
such projects should undergo a me-
thodical feasibility assessment that seeks 
answers to key questions up-front.

This approach will assure the public 
and the decisionmakers that all relevant 
issues have been explored and a resolu-
tion reached before significant resources 
are expended on such projects.

Does the technology work? Assess: 
annual operating experience; scale-up is-
sues; need for preprocessing of the waste 
stream; reliability of disposal.

What is the strength of the company? 
Assess: its business strength to secure 
capital; its intellectual property and 
patent rights for the technology.

Does the project fit with the commu-
nity’s current solid-waste program? As-
sess: recycling and disposal program; if a 
transfer system is needed; if modification 
of the solid-waste plan is necessary.

Can you provide waste supply for the 
project? Assess: legal or economic flow 
control; whether enough waste can be 

Common Terms Brief DefiniTion

Anaerobic 
digestion

A biological process that takes place in a closed reactor vessel 
and allows microorganisms to feed on the organic fraction of the 
waste producing a biogas and a by-product that can be turned 
into compost. The biogas is typically combusted in an engine to 
produce electrical power. 

Autoclave

Mixed solid waste is fed into a vessel where it is subjected to heat, 
pressure, and agitation causing the organic fraction of the waste 
(food scraps, fiber/paper, and vegetation) to break down into a 
pulp-like substance that has energy applications.

Gasification

Segregated waste is fed into a vessel and is indirectly subjected 
to high heat and a small amount of air. A syngas is produced that 
has such direct applications as powering a turbine or an internal 
combustion engine. 

Hydrolysis

A technique that can involve acids or enzymes that are mixed with 
water and the waste in a reactor. These agents break down the 
waste materials into sugar compounds and a byproduct from the 
plant fraction known as lignin. 

Pyrolysis

Segregated waste is fed into a vessel and is indirectly subjected 
to high heat.  Practically all air is excluded from the reactor vessel 
resulting in producer gas  that contains methane, carbon dioxide, 
carbon monoxide, liquid (oil), and a solid char.

provided by the community; if waste 
imports are needed.

What are the project’s siting needs? 
Assess: if land is available with the 
proper zoning and setbacks; if needed 
utilities are available at a reasonable cost; 
if there is public buy-in for the project.

What kind of permits will be 
needed? Assess: air permits, local and 
state zoning and plan amendments.

Are markets available for the 
products and energy? Assess: if there is 
sufficient information to predict plant 
outputs from the technology selected; if 
markets exist for by-products.

What are the costs? Assess: calculate 
the project’s short-term and long-term 
economic impacts through Pro Forma 
modeling to develop accurate capital 
and operating costs for the project, to 
determine if funds are available to cover 
operating costs; and to determine if 
tipping fees are required.

Will there be financing risks? As-
sess: the role of government agencies 
in the process; whether taxpayers could 
be on the hook for risks of loan.

What happens if system fails? 
Assess: which local agency would 
control the solid-waste system; where 
waste would go if plant had to be shut 
down; who would be responsible for 
extra costs incurred in a system failure 
or extended shutdown.

What’s Ahead
The market of new waste-conversion 
technologies is rapidly evolving with 
new facilities being announced and 
operating data on pilot facilities 
beginning to be received to fill in the 
current gaps with operating history. 
This will allow better due diligence.

By asking the right questions, 
decision makers can take steps to 
ensure that what is being promised is 
what they will receive. 
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the feasibility of this type of project. The 
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fee or what the landfill owner charges a 
customer, typically per ton) are rising. 
Local government budgets are tight and 
everyone is looking at ways to reduce 
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oper for a new waste-conversion plant. 
The proposal to local officials typically 
involves no up-front costs and all of 
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Since this is all new, many officials have 
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for these new technologies are listed in 
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considered by a community. Not unlike 
traditional, mass burn, WTE facilities, 
such projects should undergo a me-
thodical feasibility assessment that seeks 
answers to key questions up-front.

This approach will assure the public 
and the decisionmakers that all relevant 
issues have been explored and a resolu-
tion reached before significant resources 
are expended on such projects.
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sues; need for preprocessing of the waste 
stream; reliability of disposal.

What is the strength of the company? 
Assess: its business strength to secure 
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ensure that what is being promised is 
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By GENE STRICkLANd

DO’S anD 
DOn’tS 
With 
ElEctED 
OFFicialS
During my 34-year local government 
career, I learned quite a few lessons on 
how to work with elected officials. Here 
are my recommendations for managers, 
listed in no particular order:

•	 Live inside the city or county limits.

•	 Respond in a timely way to requests by 
elected officials, no matter how trivial.

•	 Make elected officials look good.

•	 Understand clearly your role and their role.

•	 Remember that every retiree or terminated 
employee can become an elected official.

•	 Get your head out of the computer moni-
tor and be accessible to the public, the 
employees working “out in the trenches,” 
and the administrative staff; consider 
doing your own work after 5:00 p.m. or 
on Saturday.

•	 Meet individually with each elected official 
no less than every two weeks.

•	 Ask elected officials to schedule an 
annual retreat.

•	 Ask for an annual job performance 
evaluation.

•	 Never allow a news story to surprise your 
community’s elected officials.

•	 Resist being the first to use technology 
and equipment because the first items 
issued usually have bugs to work out and 
cost more; capitalize on lessons learned 
from others.

•	 Mediate, as a last resort, between feuding 
elected officials; mediation can be 
tricky, so be careful as a high degree of 
diplomacy is necessary.

•	 Arrive 30 minutes before and leave 30 
minutes after the regular working hours of 
employees.

•	 Remember, the chair that you are sitting in 
is only being lent to you. 

•	 Respect elected officials and residents 
and serve them with honesty, integrity, 
and humility.

•	 Time your recommendations so they do 
not cause unfair political fallout—nothing 
controversial near an election.

•	 Never take sides in a local election.

•	 Never tell any of the elected officials, 
including your favorite one, that you plan 
to vote for them.

•	 Never make a derogatory comment about 
one official to another.

•	 Never violate your credibility because it’s 
easy to lose and difficult to restore.

•	 Never act like you know more than a 
resident or an elected official; discipline 
your ego.

•	 Never make changes as knee-jerk reac-
tions.

•	 Never allow a news story to surprise the 
elected officials.

•	 Time your recommendations so they do 
not cause unfair political fallout; nothing 
controversial near an election. 

“AICP certified planners know  
how to help communities attract  
investment. They bring real value 
to the people they serve.”

  Fernando Costa, faicp
  Assistant City Manager
  City of Fort Worth, Texas

American Institute of Certified Planners

Photo by Joe Szurszewski

Gene StricklAnd 
Retired Manager 
Lakeland, Florida 
gene@stricklandrealestatellc.com

management minute  |  work wisely
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AnnA ReAd 
Project Manager, ICMA 
Washington, D.C. 
aread@icma.org

By ANNA REAd

Partnering With 
Solar ProviderS
Long-term partnerships offer financing and other benefits

When a local government begins 
considering a solar installation 
on a local facility or locally 

owned land, selecting a solar provider 
is an important first step. Because the 
life span of a solar system is now in the 
25-year range and because many local 
governments are choosing to finance the 
systems through leasing or third-party 
power purchase agreements, rather 
than owning the system outright, local 
governments are entering into long-term 
partnerships with solar companies.

These partnerships can help local 
governments go solar by making new 
financing methods available. Leasing 
agreements and power purchase agree-
ments (discussed below), can remove 
the risk associated with installing and 
operating a photovoltaic (PV) system, 
which the developer assumes.

Partnering with a solar company can 
also allow local governments to install 
larger installations than they would have 
been able to through direct ownership—
for example, by including general funds 
or bonds as a loan to the developer in 
the financing package.  

Benefits of New Financing Methods
Third-party financing models, including 
leasing and power purchase agreements 
(PPAs), allow local governments to effec-
tively accelerate PV deployment, take ad-
vantage of federal tax incentives available 
for solar installations, and avoid paying the 
up-front costs for solar through partner-
ships with solar developers. Through a 
lease agreement, a solar developer makes 
lease payments to a local government for 
the use of land or facilities on which it is 
developing a solar project. The developer 
owns and operates the project.

Through a PPA, the local govern-
ment enters into a long-term agreement 

(generally 20 to 25 years, in line with the 
life of the system) to purchase the elec-
tricity that is generated by the PV system 
installed on the local government’s land 
or facility.

The developer then manages the 
financing, installation, and maintenance 
of the system over the length of the con-
tract. Currently, 21 states and Puerto Rico 
authorize PPAs, while five states disallow 
or restrict the use of these agreements.  

Tucson Embraces Solar
Tucson, Arizona, is located in one of the 
most solar-rich locations in the county.  
Situated in the heart of the Sonoran 
Desert, the city receives 350 days of 
sunshine a year. Not surprisingly, 
given its solar potential, Tucson has 
emerged as a solar leader.  Named one 
of the Department of Energy’s 25 Solar 
America Cities in 2007, Tucson has com-
pleted a solar plan, updated its zoning 
ordinances to be more solar-friendly, 
adopted a solar-ready ordinance, and 
completed a number of installations on 
municipal facilities.

In 2008, the city issued a request for 
proposal for 1 megawatt (mW) of solar 
on seven sites. The city financed the 
installations with $7.6 million in Clean 
Renewable Energy Bonds (CREBs), a 
tax-credit bond allocated by the Internal 
Revenue Service. SPG Solar, a San 
Francisco Bay Area-based company, 
was selected by the city and completed 
the installations, which included both 
rooftop and ground-mount solar tracker 
systems, in 2009.

In 2012, Tucson again partnered 
with SPG Solar to install 2.3 mW of 
rooftop and carport solar systems. 
These downtown systems include a 591 
kilowatt (kW) installation at the Tucson 
Convention Center.

“We worked closely with the city to 
streamline the solar process, providing 
our expertise in design and engineering 
to meet the city’s design requirements.  
It was a great partnership and is an 
ongoing partnership,” said Marissa 
Muller, senior manager of marketing at 
SPG Solar. “For cities, it is based around 
that partnership, realizing that solar is a 
long-term, performance-based asset. SPG 
Solar is committed to the city, providing 
our own monitoring software to ensure 
the system runs at peak performance for 
decades to come.”

With these latest installations, which 
bring Tucson’s total installed capac-
ity through the partnership with SPG 
Solar to 3.3 mW, the city is expected to 
realize $6.2 million in net revenues over 
25 years. The recent installations also 
created 60 construction jobs during the 
installation phase, including internships 
for solar installer students from Pima 
Community College. 

To learn more about what Tucson 
and other communities are doing to ad-
vance solar, access ICMA’s solar podcasts 
at www.icma.org/solarpodcasts.

endnotes

1. U.S. Department of Energy. Solar Powering Your 
Community: A Guide for Local Governments.
2. Ibid.

3 DSIRE. www.dsireusa.org/solar. 

Above: Tucson, Arizona’s convention center 
includes a 591 kilowatt rooftop solar system. 
Photo courtesy of SPG Solar, Novato, California.

solar communities  |  partnerships
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Details of Roger Kemp’s background and professional skills are 
highlighted on his website. Dr. Kemp has experience as a city man-
ager in politically, economically, and ethnically diverse communi-
ties. Call or e-mail for a brochure.

Kemp Consulting, LLC
Roger L. Kemp, PhD, ICMA-CM – President
P. O. Box 342, Meriden, CT 06450-0342
PH 203.686.0281       FX 203.265.2746    
rlkbsr@snet.net       www.rogerlkemp.com

•   User Fees and Charges Review

•   Financial Management 
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•   Budget Reduction Reviews

•   Financial Policy Reviews

•   Consolidation Studies

•   Management Briefings

•   Capital Projects Planning

•   Presentations and Speeches

•   Enterprise Fund Reviews

•   Other Special Assignments

•   Cutback Management 
Methods

•   Retainer Services

BYOB Balance Your Own Budget!

 ■ Service and Workload Analysis of Your  
Police and Fire Departments

 ■ Police and Fire Chief Selection
 ■ Alternative Service Delivery
 ■ Asking Your Police Chief the Right  

Questions to Get the Right Answers

For more information, visit icma.org/publicsafety,  
contact Thomas Wieczorek at twieczorek@icma.org,  
Leonard Matarese at lmatarese@icma.org,  
or call 716-969-1360.

www.icma.org/publicsafety
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to Public Safety ServiceS
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As the membership magazine of ICMA, a premier local government 
leadership and management organization, PM reaches more than 
9,500 local government decisionmakers around the world. Advertising 
in PM puts your message in front of the top appointed official in local 
government—the city or county manager, as well as department heads 
and assistant chief administrative officers, who are all dedicated to 
improving quality of life in their communities.

For advertising information, contact Fox Associates, 1-800-440-0232 
or e-mail adinfo.icma@foxrep.com
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short story  | lighter moments

Decker Ploehn 
City Administrator 
Bettendorf, Iowa  
dploehn@bettendorf.org

By DECkER PLoEhN

Take a Bus, MayBe!
Enjoy the lighthearted moments

From time to time, local government 
administrators come across an 
unsatisfied resident and occasion-

ally this occurs at a council meeting. I’ve 
had such an experience that I’m glad to 
relate had one lighthearted moment.

Perhaps similar to council meetings 
in other communities, in Bettendorf we 
offer a “public request of council” sec-
tion during our meeting, where anyone 
can address the council about a problem 
or grievance. On this particular occasion, 
a gentleman was dissatisfied because 
several of his family members had 
settled on a road project with a majority 
of the family in favor of the project. He, 
however, was not satisfied.

The road was built, and he objected 
to his share of the settlement. He also 
had objections to work that was not 
completed—from his perspective—and 
so was determined to tell the council 
he was not satisfied with this entire 
project, nor the way he was treated 
during the negotiations. He attempted 
to make the point that he is a taxpay-
ing resident, and he wanted the city 
attorney to represent his interest in the 
matter against the city.

As you can imagine, the city attorney 
tried to help the gentleman understand 
that he represented the city, not the 
individual taxpayer.

This unhappy resident didn’t seem 
(or want) to understand this concept 
and so became a little more belligerent 
and frustrated with the discussion, and 
it was obvious he was not going to give 
up his place at the podium. The mayor 
tried to instill reason in the discussion, 
but the resident was not deterred in 
getting an answer.

Finally, the mayor convinced him to 
meet with the city attorney and me after 
the meeting so that perhaps a solution 
could be worked out and brought back to 
council for resolution at its next meeting. 

Offense and Defense
Our resident was not delighted with the 
city in this matter or with me in par-
ticular. The city attorney reminded him 
again that he was the city’s attorney and 
couldn’t, by law, be the individual’s at-
torney, too. The attorney was honest and 
added that the individual would probably 
need private counsel in the matter.

This is not what the resident wanted 
to hear, and he again asked the city 
attorney to garner an opinion for him 
on the road issue. It was a heated 
conversation on the resident’s part, to 
the point that everyone who remained 
after the council meeting was concerned 
about the volatility of the situation.

The city attorney continued with the 
same message—he could not represent 
the gentleman even though he paid 
city taxes, which was a big part of the 
resident’s argument—that is, if the city 
attorney’s salary was paid for with taxes 
and the resident paid taxes, then the city 
attorney could work for him.

Several more times, the city attorney 
attempted to calmly point out, “The 
taxes you paid have not been directed 
to any one department individually 
but rather to the city generally.” The 
resident continued with the classic line 
we have all heard before: My taxes pay 
your salary.

The city attorney then 
changed tactics by stating: 
“Sir, the city council does not 
specifically allocate individual 
taxes to individual functions 
in the city. For all I know, the 
taxes that you pay went to the 
transit department.”

The resident looked at both 
of us quizzically and me more 
pointedly and asked, “What 
is he talking about…transit? I 
don’t even take the bus, and 
I’ve never used the bus!” The 

city attorney’s reply: “That’s my whole 
point. The taxes you pay are paid to the 
city’s general fund and not specifically 
directed to any one function. Therefore, 
perhaps you should be talking to the 
transit department as your tax dollars 
may have gone there.”

Greater Good
It was a spectacular piece of disarmament! 
The gentleman was stunned and kept ask-
ing, “What is he talking about. . .transit?”

We weren’t able to get our resident 
to any specific type of solution that 
evening, and he left the meeting, still a 
little disgruntled and definitely talking 
to himself. Occasionally, he comes back 
to council meetings, but he has not 
addressed the council formally since his 
original appearance. Apparently, we gave 
him way too much to consider, or we 
thoroughly confused him.

The moral of this story: The man-
ager’s job is serious enough as it is, so 
sometimes we should enjoy a light-
hearted moment when one stares us in 
the face. And perhaps once in a while, 
take a ride on the bus! 
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By DECkER PLoEhN

Take a Bus, MayBe!
Enjoy the lighthearted moments

From time to time, local government 
administrators come across an 
unsatisfied resident and occasion-

ally this occurs at a council meeting. I’ve 
had such an experience that I’m glad to 
relate had one lighthearted moment.

Perhaps similar to council meetings 
in other communities, in Bettendorf we 
offer a “public request of council” sec-
tion during our meeting, where anyone 
can address the council about a problem 
or grievance. On this particular occasion, 
a gentleman was dissatisfied because 
several of his family members had 
settled on a road project with a majority 
of the family in favor of the project. He, 
however, was not satisfied.

The road was built, and he objected 
to his share of the settlement. He also 
had objections to work that was not 
completed—from his perspective—and 
so was determined to tell the council 
he was not satisfied with this entire 
project, nor the way he was treated 
during the negotiations. He attempted 
to make the point that he is a taxpay-
ing resident, and he wanted the city 
attorney to represent his interest in the 
matter against the city.

As you can imagine, the city attorney 
tried to help the gentleman understand 
that he represented the city, not the 
individual taxpayer.

This unhappy resident didn’t seem 
(or want) to understand this concept 
and so became a little more belligerent 
and frustrated with the discussion, and 
it was obvious he was not going to give 
up his place at the podium. The mayor 
tried to instill reason in the discussion, 
but the resident was not deterred in 
getting an answer.

Finally, the mayor convinced him to 
meet with the city attorney and me after 
the meeting so that perhaps a solution 
could be worked out and brought back to 
council for resolution at its next meeting. 

Offense and Defense
Our resident was not delighted with the 
city in this matter or with me in par-
ticular. The city attorney reminded him 
again that he was the city’s attorney and 
couldn’t, by law, be the individual’s at-
torney, too. The attorney was honest and 
added that the individual would probably 
need private counsel in the matter.

This is not what the resident wanted 
to hear, and he again asked the city 
attorney to garner an opinion for him 
on the road issue. It was a heated 
conversation on the resident’s part, to 
the point that everyone who remained 
after the council meeting was concerned 
about the volatility of the situation.

The city attorney continued with the 
same message—he could not represent 
the gentleman even though he paid 
city taxes, which was a big part of the 
resident’s argument—that is, if the city 
attorney’s salary was paid for with taxes 
and the resident paid taxes, then the city 
attorney could work for him.

Several more times, the city attorney 
attempted to calmly point out, “The 
taxes you paid have not been directed 
to any one department individually 
but rather to the city generally.” The 
resident continued with the classic line 
we have all heard before: My taxes pay 
your salary.

The city attorney then 
changed tactics by stating: 
“Sir, the city council does not 
specifically allocate individual 
taxes to individual functions 
in the city. For all I know, the 
taxes that you pay went to the 
transit department.”

The resident looked at both 
of us quizzically and me more 
pointedly and asked, “What 
is he talking about…transit? I 
don’t even take the bus, and 
I’ve never used the bus!” The 

city attorney’s reply: “That’s my whole 
point. The taxes you pay are paid to the 
city’s general fund and not specifically 
directed to any one function. Therefore, 
perhaps you should be talking to the 
transit department as your tax dollars 
may have gone there.”

Greater Good
It was a spectacular piece of disarmament! 
The gentleman was stunned and kept ask-
ing, “What is he talking about. . .transit?”

We weren’t able to get our resident 
to any specific type of solution that 
evening, and he left the meeting, still a 
little disgruntled and definitely talking 
to himself. Occasionally, he comes back 
to council meetings, but he has not 
addressed the council formally since his 
original appearance. Apparently, we gave 
him way too much to consider, or we 
thoroughly confused him.

The moral of this story: The man-
ager’s job is serious enough as it is, so 
sometimes we should enjoy a light-
hearted moment when one stares us in 
the face. And perhaps once in a while, 
take a ride on the bus! 
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