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Ethics

Are We Prepared?

Ethics in the Post-9/11 World 

Since the U.S. federal government failed to pass immigration legislation, local and state governments have been busily debating and sometimes adopting new laws of their own. Police chiefs worry openly that some of these new laws will destroy their community policing efforts. City and county managers expect to struggle with disjointed policies, mandates on police, and the financial burden of incarceration. Security may be threatened, too, if immigrants become afraid to tell law enforcement about potential threats. 

Since September 11, 2001, local governments have wrestled with everything from hate crimes to racial profiling and how to decide which investments will improve their community’s security. To help navigate the uncertain waters ahead, ICMA’s core values can provide a framework for addressing the emerging ethical issues: 

Equity: Engage and serve all people in the community

When the first city managers were hired 100 years ago, many of them faced public health crises in the communities they served. Segregation was common at the time, and the poor often lacked basic health and sanitation services. The managers saw their responsibility to serve everyone in the community. As a result, they improved services for everyone and made significant strides to improve public health. 

In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the nation watched in disbelief as those who were too poor or too frail were left to fend for themselves. Today, many communities have taken steps to organize public transportation and evacuation assistance for those who cannot take care of themselves. Chesapeake, Virginia, for example has set up 26 sites to provide transportation for those who don’t have cars or who need help when evacuation is necessary. 

Transparency: Be attentive to procurement and disclose employee benefits

Florida has faced a number of hurricanes in recent years and has learned to anticipate some of the special needs that employees and their families have during disaster response and recovery. Some communities allow family members to shelter with employees so that employees are able to concentrate on their work without worrying about the safety of family members. 

Others publicize in advance that employees may tap supplies that are available to the general public. If employees have first-in-line status for any supply, that should be well publicized and explained in advance. 

Letting contracts quickly often leads to regret later, unless good policies are in place that allow for expedited procurements. Governments that have contracts in place in advance of an emergency can avoid most complaints about fairness and costs. 

New Orleans jazz musician Wynton Marsalis provided his own endorsement of transparent and open practices: “We have some really big cockroaches in New Orleans. And when you turn the lights on, the roaches scatter.” 

Honor: Take responsibility and don’t point fingers

When local government leaders set the bar high, they gain the respect of elected officials, employees, and the public. They are alert to potential conflicts of interest and are quick to disclose anything that could raise a question in the public’s mind. When they make a mistake, they own it and don’t blame others. 

Integrity: Tell the truth and don’t exaggerate or spread fear

In assessing threats, local governments must decide which ones are serious enough to alert the general public. Baltimore, Maryland, for example, received an anthrax threat a month after September 11, and city officials decided to alert the general public. Fortunately, it was a false alarm. While some criticized the city for making the threat public, city officials had given careful thought to their decision. 

Afterward, they explained that it was important that the public receive straightforward information from the city government rather than hear exaggerated rumors that might lead to panic. In addition, they said it was a good training exercise on how to communicate with hospitals when there is a public health emergency. 

Passing along unconfirmed rumors can add to a community’s anxieties, so good judgment is critical in dealing with health and safety issues. After Hurricane Katrina, the New Orleans police chief made the mistake of sharing with the news media rumors about murders and rapes in the convention center—which the police had not confirmed. It elevated the level of fear in the community and led to the police chief’s departure a few weeks later. 

Commitment: Sustained efforts are essential

Whether the issue is developing the competence of associates or building relationships with other jurisdictions, states, the federal government, nonprofit organizations, and the private sector, it will take time and effort. 

In areas where local governments have less capacity, such as dealing with public health threats, the learning curve may be steep. 

Stewardship: Long-term thinking leads to better communities

What sort of community do we want to become? How do we balance the desire for greater security with the need for economic vitality and our core freedoms? Have we looked at the ICMA Declaration of Ideals lately? Are we promoting a balance between the needs to use and to preserve human, economic, and natural resources? Are we taking actions to create diverse opportunities in housing, employment, and cultural activity in every community for all people? 

Adopted by the ICMA membership in 1982, the preamble to the Declaration of Ideals says: 

ICMA was founded with a commitment to the preservation of the values and integrity of representative local government and local democracy and a dedication to the promotion of efficient and effective management of public services. To fulfill the spirit of this commitment, ICMA works to maintain and enhance public trust and confidence in local government, to achieve equity and social justice, to affirm human dignity, and to improve the quality of life for the individual and the community. Members of ICMA dedicate themselves to the faithful stewardship of the public trust and embrace the following ideals [11 principles] of management excellence. 

ICMA’s values have served the profession and communities well for nearly 100 years. In uncertain times, these strong public service values can be a beacon for the

