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Living in a Fishbowl
by Roger Morris, Douglas Enevoldsen, Shaunna Johnson, Roger Jordan, Stacy Sigman, and Chris Ward

Local government managers know that actually doing their job is different from doing most others. It isn’t a unique
job; other jobs also carry particularly lonely or obvious responsibilities. But it does have those attributes to an unusual
degree. Like parenthood, bereavement, or becoming the champion, the concept seems familiar, and yet parents, the
bereaved, and champions will say that if you haven’t actually been in that position yourself, you can’t know what it’s
really like.

Usually people come into the manager’s position after years of preparation. They have worked as city or county
government employees for years, they have been assistants or senior managers, and they have been on the inside of
events and party to much of the activity surrounding their local elected officials and their own manager at the time.

This is a great help for any thoughtful observer—noting how people react to or deal with given situations or
circumstances and thinking about how they would behave were they the manager. You can learn a great deal from a
good manager, doing what’s called in the United Kingdom as “sitting next to Nellie,” and particularly from someone
prepared to mentor and discuss with you the emotions, tactics, and political realities of a situation. The mistakes of
inexperience can thereby be reduced, approaches seen to work can be quietly copied later, and the standards and
reputation of an honorable profession can thereby continue to be advanced.

And yet, what works in one place, with one mayor, or with one particular manager, may not work elsewhere. We are
not talking about repeatable scientific experiments here; we are talking about diverse and dynamic human emotions.
However experienced, clever, tactful, or personable you are, each of us, once appointed as the manager, has to make
it anew—this manager, this place, this set of circumstances, now. That can sometimes be a scary thought!

Talking It Through
A number of former and current managers came together at ICMA’s Pittsburgh conference in October 2007 for a
roundtable discussion under the title, “Living in a Fishbowl.” This article is the outcome of that session. We realized that
there is very little (surprisingly little, when you think about it) published by ICMA or flagged on the ICMA Web site
about the inner emotions of actually doing the manager’s job. It is our hope that this article in PM magazine and on
ICMA’s Web site at jobs.icma.org on how people handle the sense of public visibility they feel, and the realization that
their private lives are no longer entirely their own, might be helpful to others.

The most important message in this topic of discussion is that you are not alone. Whatever you’re feeling has almost
certainly been felt many, many times before by others. Like you, they couldn’t always express those feelings—not
publicly, anyway. If they had sympathetic (better, empathetic) fellow managers they felt able to talk to, or family
members, or close friends, that would have helped a lot. If they didn’t, it would have taken a lot of self-confidence,
inner resolve, and a well-adjusted approach to face down the doubts and carry on in an outwardly controlled and
purposeful manner.

So what do we mean when we talk of living in a fishbowl and in the public eye? There is an endless variety of
concerns, of course, but six kinds of problems, experiences, or situations seem to recur time and again in the examples
that people give. What follows are those that were given during the conference session. The anecdotes and
descriptions, all true, come from a wide variety of sources.

Press and media publicity are constants. Because your name and photograph appear frequently in local
newspapers, in broadcasting, and on Web sites, people recognize you wherever you go around town. The reporting
doesn’t have to be lurid, critical, or damaging in any way. It may be fair and desirable coverage of local events and
policy discussions; it may even be publicity you have sought and encouraged. Regardless of that, the result is that your
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face will be public property when you’d rather it wasn’t—just as much as when you don’t mind that it is.

TRUE STORY
The recently appointed manager initially relished publicity and seeing his name in the paper. Then one day his smiling
photograph, receiving some minor award, appeared next to an item about his proposal to triple water costs over the
next few years. A couple recognized him in the supermarket and berated him about the publicity, telling him how
“dumb” he really appeared to local residents.

TRUE STORY
Another manager was legitimately away on city business and spent about $10 on lunch. As a result of some incident,
the local newspaper demanded to see all his expense claims, and it published several items. As a result, he was
embarrassed by much local discussion over how much it was appropriate for him to be paying to eat.

TRUE STORY
A third manager thought he was off the record when he told a reporter that he knew more than he should about a
story. The reporter printed the comment, causing both him and the council a lot of difficulties.

A manager is never off duty. Being the manager doesn’t stop or go on hold when you leave the office. This isn’t
just about evening meetings, public events, or civil emergencies; it’s 24/7 as the job requires. That means that it can be
difficult to find time to think; to switch off at all (especially now with e-mail and electronics like the BlackBerry); to stay
fresh and get proper downtime and vacations; to give the attention or priority that other parts of your life need or
deserve; to do personal, private, or incidental things, especially if they involve being out in public in your community;
and to keep a sense of proportion about your job and the place of your community in the wider world.

TRUE STORY
One manager told how he had been deterred from going out with his wife to many places locally because he was so
often badgered by residents who expected his attention about everything from local tax levels onwards. Once when he
was at the county fair and there was a big problem locally about sewage polluting the river, which was putting a lot of
pressure on him, he had thought it prudent to accept a challenge to eat a raw snail as part of some stunt. To refuse
would have led to more criticism of him as somehow not willing to go along with public expectations.

TRUE STORY
Another manager described how he lived a few hundred yards along the same street as city hall. One Saturday
morning he started to clean his car on the front drive, a cleaning that took all day because people knew it was the
manager’s house and kept coming along and talking to him about city issues.

A manager’s job affects the family. Although the impact of your job on your family may be more obvious in smaller
communities, it can be a problem anywhere. Your partner may have a personal career or job, and some occupations
present immediate problems if there is any potential overlap or conflict of interest. Such areas as real estate and
development are well attested and sometimes result in accusations against managers about alleged ethics violations.

There are others: the partner may work for the same city or county in another capacity or for an organization that is
grant funded. The relationship and connection are public knowledge, which not only may infringe on the partner’s
own privacy but may result in their being lobbied to influence things. Legitimate use of contacts can easily overstep
into abuse of the access that friends or colleagues have to someone.

For children, unless already grown up, different problems can arise. Being the manager’s son or daughter can be a
burden that your children’s friends don’t have to bear. It’s less likely to be about private influence than about bullying
or pressuring children over something they can’t do anything about (making it similar to some other forms of
discrimination). Incidents or behaviors that wouldn’t be reported about most other people may get them unwanted
and deeply embarrassing publicity, and, anyway, most people want to be known for who they are themselves rather
than for their relationship to somebody else.

TRUE STORY
The city manager’s wife was friendly with another woman who, like her, was a volunteer in a local facility that received
support from the city. Issues arose for the city about the future of and support for the facility. The friend expected that
the manager’s wife would publicly take the side of the facility in the discussions that were going on. When the wife
declined to do so—recognizing that campaigning by her might be both embarrassing and damaging for her husband,
on whose income the family depended—the friend was offended and the friendship quickly cooled.

TRUE STORY
Another manager’s teenage daughter attended a publicly funded school whose district boundaries included some
areas where a number of “problem” families were housed. The daughter suffered at school because she had a
distinctive surname, and it was known that her father was ultimately responsible for allocating scarce housing units to
people in those areas. The father felt obliged, against his normal principles and the kind of rules his job required him
to expect the public to accept, to seek preferential treatment from the school authorities to allow his daughter to
move to a different school outside her home district.
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You have no choice about private time. You cannot be private when you want to be. This is really an extension of
the second category, about never being off duty. Like anyone else, you want or need to do everyday things when you
are not actually at work. It may be just shopping, keeping a hair appointment, buying a birthday card, or getting new
tires for the car. Things that ordinary people do all the time are less likely to be anonymous for you.

Residents may not be rude or complain about the mayor or their neighbors, but they can be intrusive even so. Or you
may feel or imagine some intrusion, enough to put you on your guard, put you slightly on edge, or just erode the
value of a snatched few minutes of fresh air or relaxation out of the office in the middle of a long and busy day.

Someone may, you think, disapprove of the kind of birthday card you have chosen. Or someone might overhear the
salesperson offering you 10 percent off the price of tires when you don’t know whether it’s either a favor you shouldn’t
accept or the salesperson doesn’t recognize you and everyone’s getting 10 percent today. It doesn’t matter: being the
manager is affecting your private life at that moment, in however small a way. Often the occasion will be more
significant for you. It may be an important day for your children at school, when it’s their day more than your day. You
might be teaching them to swim somewhere and not welcome the idea of what people might be thinking about
seeing you in a swimsuit. You might be taking a wheelchair-bound parent shopping.

In many situations, in fact, you aren’t trying to behave or be on parade as the manager. You just want to be you,
going about your own private or family life. Most people will see this and respect it. They’ll know it’s “not a good time.”
But, unfortunately, some people think nothing of trespassing on your privacy, don’t have an inhibiting sense of time
and place, and think that because they pay you through their taxes they somehow own you and your time. Unless
you’re to live like a hermit, you’ll need patience, tact, and self-controlled politeness—and a little notepad and pen, so
that you can record the names or telephone numbers you’ve promised to get back to.

TRUE STORY
A certain manager enjoyed partying on his own time and sometimes tended to drink too much. One evening he and
his pals got well out of order, and he lost his job as a result. He complained that the others, including two elected
officials, hadn’t lost their positions similarly, but the city he led held him to a higher standard.

Making new personal relationships can be hard. This again is a particular instance of the previous situation about
not being private when you want to be. An unattached single manager wants to be able to meet people, go out, and
make friends; “maybe more” as those advertisements say. A good social life and doing what you enjoy is not an
unreasonable antidote to the challenges of the job and long hours spent at city hall. It will probably be easier in a
bigger community because there can be more cover. In a smaller community, where “everybody knows everybody
else,” it will be particularly difficult to avoid the feeling that others can see what you’re doing and whom you’re doing
it with, and that they are gossiping about you and making up things to fill the gaps in their supposed knowledge.

Women speak of this particularly—maybe they feel it more acutely or maybe they are simply more inclined to
articulate their feelings about it—but it can be a serious issue for anyone. Like any relationship or contract, it’s fine
while the sun is out: take away the trust or try to end things, and the scenario and personal pressures quickly change.

TRUE STORY
In an admittedly extreme example, a woman who resented the end of her relationship with a certain manager drove a
car up the steps and through the glass doors of the municipal office building where he worked, causing him—as she
intended—considerable publicity and embarrassment.

You aren’t the same sort of citizen as most are. You’ll be familiar with the argument lawyers sometimes use:
although X shouldn’t get special privilege because of being a member of Congress, a celebrity, the local mayor, or
whatever, then conversely, because X is in fact also a citizen like anyone else, X shouldn’t be subject to any
disadvantage from the norm either. It ought to apply for you, too. Except that it doesn’t, or at least a lot of the time it
doesn’t, and you need to work out when the warning lights are on for you and when they aren’t.

For a start, partisan politics are out. ICMA members know that any kind of perceived support, let alone open support
or campaigning, is definitely prohibited (it would breach Tenet 7 of the Code of Ethics). How this is defined may vary.
It may perhaps be acceptable to be thought of as sympathetic to a particular political party in some contexts but not in
others. In the U.K., for example, the concept of political restriction extends by law to all senior local government
employees.

When voting extends at the local level to more than just electing the councilmembers, avoiding partisan activity may
be a lot harder because all sorts of people and issues vie for campaign funds, endorsements in media and publicity
campaigns, and, of course, the actual votes themselves. Supporting petitions, including online ones, is another
expression of your private views that might better be left out of the public domain.

The practical restrictions are much wider, even if few of them are about breaking the law or a professional code. They
can summed up in the one word: judgment. If you draw needless attention to yourself in the wrong context, if you’re
perceived to have a high sense of your own importance, if people think you’re using some inside track to your private
or family benefit, or if you behave in some way that makes reasonable people frown or worse—“our manager should
have had more sense than to have done that”—then you may well have lessened your reputation and may pay a
penalty across the community for your prominence and what they think of as your lack of judgment.
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TRUE STORY
Cars and alcohol (particularly together) are potent catalysts of public opinion. At one level, neither has much to do
with that downtown regeneration strategy, that need to follow up allegations of improper use of immigrant labor, or
the need to sack the police chief for overspending the budget and remodeling the office when street patrols have just
been reduced.

But people demanding high standards of anyone else must first themselves demonstrate high standards, or else they
lack credibility. What might be minor failings in others will very likely be exploited against you by people opposed to
whatever you’re trying to achieve. As with any battle, if you’ve ceded the high ground, you’ve made it a great deal
harder to win.

Public Scrutiny Is a Given
As we’ve observed, the foregoing six groupings often shade into one another. We can sum up most of them by
saying that, like any celebrity of any sort, what you do and say is going to get noticed. You have forfeited or at least
reduced the cloak of anonymity that normally allows most of us to go about in broad daylight without really being
seen. Certain standards will be expected of you, and sometimes the lens of public scrutiny will magnify the issue in
question.

There’ll probably be some jealousy and some sycophancy around you and your family. The cumulative effect of all
these things (as the rich and famous find) is that it becomes hard to know what motivates the emotions you meet,
what is genuine, and what is a means to an opportunistic end. Who you are in itself may alter the dynamics around
you.

So, what advice can we give and what can we say about this state of affairs, if we can’t really change it?

The first thing is to try and keep a sense of proportion. Assess as best you can, certainly, the environment in which
you’re living and working, but remember that we’ve expressed most of the problems we’ve suggested conditionally.
There are some decent, take-it-at-face-value people out there, and some you can learn to trust. You can help yourself
to take in your stride the downside of being in the local public eye.

A speaker at the annual business meeting at ICMA’s Pittsburgh conference spoke out against the frequency he
observed of people running down the manager’s profession; he noted how damaging it was and also off-putting to
potential new recruits to hear people complaining about the difficulties, the hours, the exposure, the elected people,
the public, and so forth that were getting them down.

Well, we all need to let off steam now and then, and what better place to do it than with an audience of
understanding peers who all agree with you? Putting aside the difficulty of asking us to change the habits of a lifetime
though, there is a point here: Being a manager is for many a great job. They recognize the issues we’ve aired about
the fishbowl factor, but even if it does get to them sometimes, they’ve learned to cope. In fact, they accept the
fishbowl as part of an overall good deal in which for a certain degree of inconvenience of various kinds they get to be
the manager and take home a lot of satisfaction and good pay.

So how can you be one of those, recognizing the issues set out above in this article but learning to see potential
problems coming and minimize them, and to cope sensibly with whatever you can’t avoid? We think you can do
several things.

Vitally important for understanding the environment in which you’ll be living and working is to assess the political
realities very deliberately—not only before you take the job but also as soon as you start in it, when the context
around you may already have been changed in some way by the fact of your appointment.

Then make some deliberate decisions about the six kinds of issues we’ve discussed in this article; and, without getting
too obsessed about it, always keep them under review somewhere in the back of your mind. You can lessen the
number of potential handholds for people who want to climb all over your privacy and individuality. Smooth surfaces
are harder to get a grip on!

At the workshop session mentioned, participants received a copy of Figure 1, which accompanies this article. The
approaches on either side are opposites, or at least contrasts, in attitudes. All are neither wholly right nor wholly
wrong. They are not necessarily extreme behaviors: they are grouped around a middle course somewhere in between
what most people will probably adopt most of the time. They are the sorts of things about which you should desirably
have given some thought and for which you want to have a reasoned policy, practice, or outlook.

It probably isn’t a good idea, for example, not to care at all what people think of you, but neither is it healthy to be
really stressed by being talked about and publicized. Whatever line you take on any of the statements, be prepared to
explain the reason for it—if only to yourself or your partner—so that you see how it fits how you want to be treated
and perceived. Introverts and extroverts are both OK, but both reputations have consequences.

Figure 1. Living in a Fishbowl

The two columns here show contrasting or opposite attitudes on surviving the demands of a manager’s job, such
as “I keep myself to myself,” which is opposed to the polarity of “I’ll tell anyone any time what I really think, and
so will my partner.” Readers might see themselves as somewhere between the two extremes in these columns and
think about the differences and what they mean for coping with and surviving in their jobs. —Roger Morris
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FROM OUTSIDE, IT’S HARD TO TELL HOW BIG THE FISH REALLY IS!
FROM INSIDE, YOU CAN’T SEE OUT CLEARLY!

My family and I can’t go anywhere locally without being
recognized and pestered about city issues.

Nobody knows me, recognizes my name or seems to have
any idea what I do.

I don’t pay any attention to the media, I ignore publicity and I live
well out of town.

I don’t know what people are saying about current city
issues, and I don’t have my finger on the city’s pulse.

I have as little to do with the elected people as possible. I socialize with the elected people whenever I can, and
invite them home for drinks and barbecues.

I don’t care what people think of me at all. The public and media attention really stresses my family
and me.

I keep myself to myself. I’ll tell anyone anytime what I really think, and so will my
partner.

I avoid the firestorms. I make sure I’m around when something big or politically
significant happens.

I don’t join professional organizations, or go to any outside
meetings I don’t have to.

I speak and write and publicize myself all the time, so that
everyone knows where I’m coming from.

I have my council favorites with whom I share information. I make sure I share the same information with all Council
members.

I never seek or take the credit for anything. Mr/Ms Limelight, me! Get it whenever you can, I say!

I don’t pay attention to what my staff say. If they want to be the
manager they need to get another job someplace else.

I don’t do anything that I’m not sure all my staff agree with.

My predecessor’s still around, but I ignore him/her completely. I get my predecessor’s opinion about every significant city
issue.

People say I’m a character. People think I’m a caricature.

I just don’t get what “living in a fishbowl”means — I’ve not
changed just because I’ve got this job.

As a manager my image matters more than anything else.

Issues Guide
Finally, we offer recommendations on how to work through the six kinds of issues that were identified.

The first was about press and media publicity. You can’t get the last word on this, so don’t try. It’s a fast-moving
media world, and fewer people are probably reading the newspapers than you think. Unwelcome publicity can still be
extremely damaging and hurtful, however, so don’t give the media types any personal reason to want to get you.
Establish a professional relationship with key editors and others if you can; treat them courteously; remember that they
have jobs to do too; and, if you promised to call back, call back!

Give them the information you can. That way, they’ll probably respond by respecting your embargo dates, by giving
you a chance to respond before they publish that hot story, and by not giving you gratuitous grief. It’s playing the
percentages, but so are most of the self-protecting steps we mention here.

Make sure also that you don’t upstage your mayor or council. Check who’s handling the press, and don’t assume
you’re the spokesperson unless you know it’s agreed or accepted. Make yourself notes on any key points you must
not miss when you make statements or give interviews.

The second was about never being off duty. Here you need to set some ground rules. Take care that what you do at
the start of your new contract isn’t seen as setting an example you can’t keep up. Visiting all the evening community
organizations during your first year sounds fine (and is probably easier if your family hasn’t moved to the area with
you yet), but if people think you can keep that up every year when you can’t, you’ve raised expectations only to let
them back down again pretty quickly.

You may also have to consider whether some places and activities you might have chosen in your own personal time
are better avoided because you know that people will take advantage too much and not let you enjoy or do what you
wanted in the right kind of atmosphere.

You can make sure from the outset that—unless it’s a genuine emergency—the elected officials and public
understand that you cannot respond to any query at any time. Take a message and say you’ll look into it as soon as
the office reopens. Tell people you’ll call back at a mutually convenient time (and again, do it!).

Come in and go home at sensible times, similar to the rest of your staff. You sleep and eat for much the same time as
they do, so take a lead from that! Don’t be a clock-watcher in the wrong sense, but keep a private note of things like
how many hours you do work, how many units of alcohol you drink per week, how much exercise you take, how
much time you spend with your partner and children, how much time you spend on a favorite pastime—whatever
matters to your particular quality of life and will help you spot insidious trends as pressures build up and you find
yourself doing more and more in the job.

Leave the BlackBerry at home when you go away or, if you must take it, leave it switched off and tell your office to call
you only if it is genuinely urgent. And don’t answer the cell phone straightaway: listen to the voice mail or read the
text so that you can judge when you need to respond in your own time or if at all. People will soon learn when to
contact you, when not to bother, and that you’ll be there doing the job when you need to be because it’s you who is
holding the job down and not the other way around.

When you are off duty in the everyday sense that you’re not at work or at an extension of it, set an example you and
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your community can be proud of. Image isn’t everything, but it is important; and leading by good example never goes
wrong. If you make a headline, try to avoid making one you won’t enjoy reading in the newspaper.

The third was about the job impacting your family. This is also partly a question of ground rules from the outset. You
may decide to live some distance away in a neighboring community, for instance, but if you do, you must make sure
that your employer knows that and doesn’t object.

Some people and some councils think you should live in the community that pays you and be part of it. Others think a
degree of separation is helpful, giving you some objectivity and more protection from the fishbowl phenomenon.
These can’t be absolute rights and wrongs, but make sure you know what the local expectations are.

In particular, if you plan to leave your family members where they are at the current time and live only Monday
through Friday where your new job is, make sure that’s OK. Maybe it shouldn’t matter these days, but often it still
does, and being thought of as only half-committed, however unfairly, may come to count against you.

Your attendance, and maybe that of your spouse, will be compared against that of others. Councils have a way of
finding other means of venting some gripe that they can’t make directly. Perhaps it’s that small weekend emergency,
that special church service, and you weren’t there. . . .

Have a discussion with your family about what they can expect, but stand up for them too by setting some limits and
making sure that your community knows why you expect some privacy for your partner and children.

Actions Speak Volumes
Fourth was the point about not being able to be private when you want to be. You probably have to accept this most
of the time. It’s part of the price of what you get paid to be. It’s likely to be easier, of course, if you live a long way
away from your community or if there is safety in the numbers of a large population. But otherwise, just try to act
consistently.

Even if it’s not quite fame or celebrity, you cannot turn your local prominence on and off. If you normally actively seek
publicity or have an extrovert style 90 percent of the time, you cannot expect people to recognize that you want to be
treated differently when you have a family problem to resolve or need to go for health checks.

If you can enjoy yourself away from your own community (but not so much at conferences you might attend!), so
much the better. It’s fine to work hard and play hard so long as you keep a sense of proportion about both and you
recognize that people who work for you have their own work-life balances to keep too. Think about where and how
you shop, for instance. Comment or resentment soon builds if people think, for example, that you always go to store
A and never go to store B. It is best to be as even-handed as possible and be seen around wherever you can.

The fifth issue, about it being hard to make new personal relationships, will also be helped if you don’t live among
the small community you work for and don’t encourage publicity that others would find intrusive. But it’s only natural
for people to be interested in you to some extent, particularly if you are single and the personal relationships may be
of the romantic kind. You can be discreet; firm about your personal territory; and use common sense about whom you
do what with, and where. People expect you be human, so understand their curiosity but don’t feed it.

In the workplace, be careful not to be too close to people who may try to take advantage of their supposed proximity
to you, or who may compromise some aspect of the space you need to do your job—and particularly the more
difficult parts of the job—in a professional manner. Friendliness is one thing, but friendship quite another, and
familiarity is something else again. People will see supposed favoritism easily enough without you demonstrating it for
them.

Sixth and last was the issue of not being the same sort of citizen as most others. As with the preceding five, many
years in less senior local government jobs have probably prepared and reconciled you to the realities of this. It is
simply much more obvious if you are the manager, and it is dangerous to your job security if you get it wrong.

In many respects the dilemma is similar to that around personal privacy and, indeed, is just another example of it. Just
as you cannot easily be at the same time a prominent local figure and an anonymous grocery shopper, so you cannot
at the same time easily be the apolitical manager representing the community’s views while also advertising your own
private opinions on public issues of the day.

Whatever you do, think about it first from others’ points of view, and think how it will play in the local paper if it gets
picked up. Political awareness in the widest sense won’t guarantee that you keep your job, but lack of it will probably
eventually guarantee the opposite.

Don’t Let the Fishbowl Affect You
So, there it is. As we began by saying, you aren’t alone. If
many of the things we’ve said seem to you like
statements of the obvious, that’s probably because they
are.

Most people experience difficulties from time to time; it’s in the nature of the job. Dealing with them involves a mixture
of setting out the ground rules from the beginning, seeing things as others (and particularly critical others) will, getting
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used to your local visibility and prominence, having self-confidence but recognizing your limitations (a little humility in
the job never hurt anyone), and applying common sense. Oh, and a little luck too!

Don’t let the fishbowl effect put you off. People who attended the conference session agreed that being a community
manager is one of the best jobs there is. It can be the best just so long as you’re holding the job down, rather than it
holding you down. Many people, when the time comes to give it all up, say that they feel like a fish out of water.

Roger Morris, ICMA-CM, is retired chief executive, Northampton, United Kingdom, and now a consultant
there (RJBMorris@janedon.demon.co.uk); Douglas Enevoldsen is city man-ager, Sand Springs, Oklahoma
(djenevoldsen@sandspringsok.org); Shaunna Johnson is city administrator, Waite Park, Minnesota
(sjohnson@waitepark.org); Roger Jordan is a retired manager, Dallas, Oregon (rj.cityinfo@yahoo.com) and
now a consultant; Stacy Sigman is village manager, Northfield, Illinois (ssigman@northfieldil.org); and Chris
Ward is city manager, West Liberty, Iowa (cward@lcom.net).

Learn about the benefits of joining ICMA and receiving PM magazine as part of your benefits package. To subscribe to PM, call 202/289-ICMA
(202/289-4262) or e-mail bookstoremanager@icma.org.
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Public-Private Partnership Saves Public Libraries,
Avoids New Taxes
by Danny Jordan

A public-private partnership between Jackson County, Oregon, and several city governments in the county and a
private library management company saved the county’s public libraries from indefinite closure after they had been
shuttered for a six-month period because of a countywide budget crisis. It’s also saving Jackson County taxpayers
approximately $27 million over a five-year period.

In 2006, federal funding for the “timber subsidy”—money paid to Jackson County and more than 700 counties in 38
states in lieu of money earned from harvesting timber—ended. The total annual impact was the loss of $23 million to
Jackson County. Of that amount, $15.3 million had been going into the county’s general fund, and it accounted for 36
percent of our nondedicated operating revenue. The remainder had been going toward other dedicated uses such as
roads and forest projects.

This money had been coming from revenue the federal government earned from land it had been leasing to
commercial loggers since the early 1900s. A sharp curtailment in timbering for environmental reasons, which started in
the 1990s, had reduced these revenues to a trickle.

In 2006, the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act of 2000, the most recent federal legislation
that allocated these funds, expired. At the eleventh hour, Congress convinced President George W. Bush to grant a
one-year reprieve. But with no promise of any further extensions, Jackson County’s appointed and elected officials had
to make tough, painful, but fiscally sound decisions to respond to this budget crisis.

Funding public safety and human services had to be given the highest priority. Spending cutbacks were required,
however, to balance the county’s budget. Reducing the prior year’s library budget of $8.5 million, which far exceeded
the national per capita average spending on public libraries, was one partial solution. A reduced library budget would
also have to be sustained for at least the next three years.

THE POSSIBILITIES
In response, the county’s library advisory committee convinced Jackson County’s elected commissioners to put a
separate library tax levy on the ballot in November 2006 to maintain the library’s current spending level. It was soundly
defeated at the polls but not because our residents didn’t value their libraries. In fact, in 2000, voters passed a $39
million bond measure to either renovate or rebuild all 15 branches. The final construction of these new facilities will be
completed in 2008.

In January 2007, the county announced that the entire library system would be closed by April. Only a base budget
could be authorized to fund a minimal staff of six who were needed to maintain core library services, including
periodical subscriptions, collections, utilities, preexisting construction management, and courier services, as a bridge to
a more permanent solution.

Plans for reopening the libraries were set back again in May 2007 after voters once again defeated another proposed
tax levy to support the libraries. The libraries remained closed to the public, forcing the county to find other funding
solutions since keeping the public libraries closed indefinitely was clearly not an option.

County staff explored but ultimately dismissed the possibility of breaking up the countywide system and ceding control
and financing of the branches to the individual local governments. The goal remained to open the system at some
level of service. We also wanted to encourage each community with a library branch to share some of its operating
costs by paying for any additional hours deemed necessary to provide an acceptable level of service.
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In July 2007, the county issued a request for proposals (RFP) in search of creative but sound solutions for reopening
and managing the public library system on a significantly smaller operating budget. Proposals were submitted by
Local 503 of the Service Employees International Union, a local union representing the library employees, and also by
a privately held library management company, LSSI, based in Germantown, Maryland. As required by the collective
bargaining agreement, Jackson County officials assisted union officials with the preparation of a competitive proposal.

One of the RFP requirements was a breakdown of branch-by-branch operating costs at the same number of hours
each branch had been operating prior to closure. Excluded from the RFP requirements was the budgeting for some
operating costs that the county would assume separately, including building and grounds maintenance and utilities.
Details of both respondents’ budget proposals were compared side by side and line by line with the previous year’s
operating budget.

The local union submitted a proposal for an annual budget of approximately $6.2 million. The management
company’s bid was for an annual budget of approximately $4.4 million. Jackson County’s budget committee
recommended the management company’s proposal to the board of commissioners, which subsequently voted
unanimously to award the company a five-year, $3.1 million annual management contract.

DECISIONS MADE
The management company was selected on the basis of its extensive public library management portfolio, the
professional librarians on staff, and the centralized infrastructure that allowed it to offer a proposal sharply reducing
operating costs. It also had the expertise to develop a plan that would deliver the maximum amount of customer
service possible at a significantly lower cost. As hoped, this public-private partnership was eventually joined by several
of the local municipal governments that stepped in with additional funding to help extend library operating hours
once the branches reopened.

Of the $23 million that the county received in 2007 of the final federal funding allocated by the act of 2000—a
provision that has still not been renewed but for which several pieces of legislation are being floated—$8 million was
allocated for spending during the next few years on roads, search and rescue, and clearing brush in the forest.
Another $2 million was budgeted for other county expenses.

Of the $13 million remaining, $2.3 million was allocated for reopening the libraries as quickly as possible. This process
began on October 1, 2007, and was completed by the end of that same month. The balance, $11 million, has been
set aside to assure funds will be available to keep the libraries open for at least the next three years.

On the same day that the county commissioners unanimously approved this management contract, an information
session was held with furloughed public library employees. More than two-thirds of them were rehired, but as the
management company’s employees; their salaries were comparable with what their county pay had been.

They also received a 401(k) retirement plan in lieu of the state retirement plan; previously vested employees will also
receive their state pensions upon retirement. Some county library staff either chose not to apply for employment,
retired, or remained working in other jobs they had found after the libraries closed.

No silver bullet could be found that would allow the county to reopen the public libraries without this partnership,
without compromise, and without instituting some new ways of doing things. In fact, the county had to bite the bullet!
It had to reduce library operating hours from what they had been before the crisis.

Ironically, in so doing, we ultimately strengthened the stakeholder role of each of the local governments with local
library branches. They now have more of a say in what their operating hours will be because they have the option of
“purchasing” additional weekly operating hours in four-hour blocks of time.

Reducing the operating hours will save Jackson County residents approximately $27.7 million over the course of five
years. Even if we had not reduced the hours, the efficiencies gained through this public-private partnership would still
realize taxpayers a savings of an estimated $20 million over the same timeframe.

For Jackson County’s elected officials, employees, and residents, closing the libraries for six months and struggling with
this issue for more than a year was a gainful experience. Disruption to the quality of life was clearly painful for some,
especially for loyal library staff. Our creative public-private partnership, however, has made Jackson County more self-
sufficient and the government more innovative in tackling tough issues. Also, residents remained unburdened by a
new tax they clearly would not accept.

Danny Jordan, Jr., is county administrator, Jackson County, Oregon (jordandl@jacksoncounty.org).

Editor’s Note: This is the third in a series of three PM articles on the importance of libraries in our communities. Published in March was “Libraries:
Partners in Sustaining Communities” and published in April was “Welcome to the E-Government Library of the Future – Today.”

Learn about the benefits of joining ICMA and receiving PM magazine as part of your benefits package. To subscribe to PM, call 202/289-ICMA
(202/289-4262) or e-mail bookstoremanager@icma.org.
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Ethics
A Spring Checkup
Some ethics issues come up frequently in the life of a local government manager. Check your ethics knowledge by
taking this quick quiz.

1. The former president of the downtown merchants’ association is a CPA and wants to expand her business. The city
manager was pleased with the work she did for him and wants to be supportive. What can the city manager do?

A. Write a letter of recommendation.
B. Offer to serve as a reference.
C. Provide a quotation for her promotional brochure.
D. None of the above.

2. The county manager has strong opinions about the upcoming presidential election. Which of these political
activities is permitted?

A. Making a donation to the political party that supports the candidate.
B. Calling friends and acquaintances from home to ask them to support the candidate.
C. Sitting on the stage with the candidate at a campaign rally.
D. Explaining (in the county manager’s weekly column for the local newspaper) why the candidate’s policies are better for

the county than the opponent’s policies.
E. None of the above.
F. All of the above.

3. The city manager’s spouse is politically active. Does the ICMA Code of Ethics restrict any of these political activities
of a manager’s spouse?

A. Making a financial contribution to a candidate.
B. Signing a petition for a candidate.
C. Holding a meet-the-candidate coffee at their home.
D. Participating in a political party fund-raising event.
E. None of the above.
F. All of the above.

4. The city administrator wants to support a ballot measure to increase taxes for the independent public school system
her children attend. Which of these activities is allowed?

A. Making a contribution to the Save Our Schools Committee.
B. Signing a petition in support of the ballot measure.
C. Putting a yard sign in support of the measure in her yard.
D. Advising the Save Our Schools Committee on fund-raising strategies.
E. None of the above.
F. All of the above.

See quiz answers.
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—Elizabeth Kellar
Deputy Director
ICMA
Washington, D.C.
ekellar@icma.org

Ethics advice is a popular service provided to ICMA members. The ICMA Executive Board members who serve on the Committee on
Professional Conduct review the inquiries and advice published in PM magazine. ICMA members who have questions about their obligations
under the ICMA Code of Ethics are encouraged to call Martha Perego at 202/962-3668 or Elizabeth Kellar at 202/962-3611.

Learn about the benefits of joining ICMA and receiving PM magazine as part of your benefits package. To subscribe to PM, call 202/289-ICMA
(202/289-4262) or e-mail bookstoremanager@icma.org.
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On Retirement
As a provider of retirement plans for more than 800,000 state and local government employees, ICMA-RC always
encourages young employees to sign up for their employer-sponsored retirement plans as soon as possible. That way,
time works to their advantage.

For all sorts of reasons, however, employees often wait until they are getting close to retirement age before they
realize that they could face a difficult time after they leave service if they do not begin to seriously start putting money
away.

Although older workers may not have the miracle of compounding working for them for as long as those who begin
saving for retirement early in their careers, they should not despair. It is still possible to build a significant retirement
savings balance if they begin contributing immediately.

The most important principle workers should understand is that they are not saving for the first day of retirement but
for 20 or 30 years beyond that date. In other words, people who retire at 65 today can expect to live to be about 90
years old—a 25-year investment horizon after retirement.

Second, they should try to save every dollar possible for their retirement. Even a small amount can add up
considerably. For example, $10 per day in a 457 deferred compensation plan will amount to more than $100,000 in 15
years at a rate of earnings of 8 percent per year.

In 2008, an employee can contribute a maximum normal contribution of $15,500 to a deferred compensation plan.
Employees who are age 50 or older are also eligible to either contribute up to an additional $5,000, for a total of
$20,500, or choose to use a “pre-retirement” catch-up provision that permits them to contribute an extra $15,500 in
addition to the normal contribution of $15,500, for a total of $31,000.

The “pre-retirement” catch-up provision allows public workers to contribute additional dollars in the final years before
retirement. This helps them make up for years in which they did not contribute the maximum for which they were
eligible to contribute under their current employer’s 457 plan.

If the worker is eligible, a taxdeductible IRA may also be available in 2008 for an additional contribution of $5,000. For
people who are over 50 years old, the maximum IRA deduction for those eligible in 2008 rises to $6,000.

Even if an employee starts saving later rather than sooner, there is still time; and tools are in place to help build
retirement security. It’s important for older workers to take advantage of those savings tools now and to encourage
their younger colleagues about the importance of starting early.

—Joan McCallen
President and CEO
ICMA Retirement Corporation
Washington, D.C.
www.icmarc.org

This article is intended for educational purposes only and is not to be construed or relied upon as investment advice. The ICMA Retirement
Corporation does not offer specific tax or legal advice and shall not have any liability for any consequences that arise from reliance on this
material. It is recommended that you consult with your personal financial adviser prior to implementing any new tax or retirement strategy.
Vantagepoint securities are sold by prospectus only, and the prospectus should be consulted before investing any money. Vantagepoint
securities are distributed by ICMA RC Services, LLC, a broker dealer affiliate of ICMA-RC, member NASD/SIPC. ICMA Retirement Corporation,
777 North Capitol Street, N.E., Washington, D.C. 20002-4240; 1-800/669-7400; www.icmarc.org. AC: 0306-627.

--->

Create Account

Current Issue About Articles PM+ Online Extra Archives Advertise Professional Services Directory Blog Contact Us

     
Join  | Job Center  | Annual Conference  | Knowledge Network

ICMA UNIVERSITY PUBLICATIONS PROGRAM
CENTERS

INTERNATIONAL

http://icma.org/en/press/home
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/current_issue
http://www.icmarc.org/
http://www.icmarc.org/
http://icma.org/en/CreateAccount?ReturnURL=http://webapps.icma.org/login?returnurl=/pm/9004/public/retirement.cfm?title%3DOn%2520Retirement%26subtitle%3D%26author%3D
http://icma.org/en/CreateAccount?ReturnURL=http://webapps.icma.org/login?returnurl=/pm/9004/public/retirement.cfm?title%3DOn%2520Retirement%26subtitle%3D%26author%3D
http://icma.org/en/CreateAccount?ReturnURL=http://webapps.icma.org/login?returnurl=/pm/9004/public/retirement.cfm?title%3DOn%2520Retirement%26subtitle%3D%26author%3D
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/current_issue
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/about_pm
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/articles
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/articles?PMPlus=1
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/archives/2014_2015
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/advertise
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/professional_services
http://icma.org/en/press/blogs/blog/72/Write_About_Now
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/contact
http://www.facebook.com/ICMAorg
http://twitter.com/icma
http://www.linkedin.com/company/icma
http://www.youtube.com/user/ICMAvideos
http://flickr.com/photos/icma
https://www.pinterest.com/icma
http://icma.org/en/icma/members/join/overview
http://icma.org/en/icma/career_network/job_seekers/browse_jobs
http://icma.org/en/icma/events/conference
http://icma.org/en/icma/knowledge_network/home
http://icma.org/en/icma/home
http://icma.org/en/icma/home
http://icma.org/en/university/home
http://icma.org/en/university/home
http://icma.org/en/press/home
http://icma.org/en/press/home
http://icma.org/en/results/home
http://icma.org/en/results/home
http://icma.org/en/results/home
http://icma.org/en/international/home
http://icma.org/en/international/home


Archives | icma.org

http://webapps.icma.org/pm/9004/public/retirement.cfm?title=On%20Retirement&subtitle=&author=[10/6/2015 4:01:32 PM]

Learn about the benefits of joining ICMA and receiving PM magazine as part of your benefits package. To subscribe to PM, call 202/289-ICMA
(202/289-4262) or e-mail bookstoremanager@icma.org.

ICMA
About
Membership
Ethics
Priorities
Partners
Career Network
News
Events

UNIVERSITY
About
Annual Conference
Professional Development
Credentialing
Leadership Development

PUBLICATIONS
Print
Digital
PM Magazine
Blog

PROGRAM CENTERS
About
Sustainable Communities
Performance Analytics
Management Strategies

INTERNATIONAL
About
Projects
Services
Where We Work
CityLinks
Resources
News

ICMA HOME
Contact Us
Sign up for E-Newsletter
Join Now
Make a Gift

Privacy Statement | Terms of Use © ICMA All Rights Reserved

INTERNATIONAL CITY/COUNTY MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION
777 North Capitol Street NE, Suite 500, Washington, DC 20002-4201 800-745-8780/202-962-3680 fax 202-962-3500

http://icma.org/join
mailto:bookstoremanager@icma.org
http://icma.org/en/icma/about/organization_overview
http://icma.org/en/icma/members/home
http://icma.org/en/icma/ethics
http://icma.org/en/icma/priorities/fund_for_professional_management
http://icma.org/en/icma/partnerships/partnerships
http://icma.org/en/icma/career_network/home
http://icma.org/en/icma/newsroom/highlights
http://icma.org/en/icma/events/events
http://icma.org/en/university/about
http://icma.org/en/icma/events/conference/about/annualconference
http://icma.org/en/university/professional_development
http://icma.org/en/icma/members/credentialing
http://icma.org/en/university/leadership_development/
http://icma.org/en/press/print
http://icma.org/en/press/digital
http://icma.org/en/press/pm_magazine/current_issue
http://icma.org/en/press/blogs/blog/72/Write_About_Now
http://icma.org/en/results/about
http://icma.org/en/results/sustainable_communities/home
http://icma.org/en/results/center_for_performance_measurement/home
http://icma.org/en/results/management_strategies/home
http://icma.org/en/international/about
http://icma.org/en/international/projects
http://icma.org/en/international/services
http://icma.org/en/international/regions/overview
http://icma.org/en/cl/home
http://icma.org/en/international/resources
http://icma.org/en/international/news
http://icma.org/Contact
http://icma.org/en/icma/newsroom/icma_e-newsletters
http://icma.org/en/icma/members/join/join_now
http://icma.org/en/icma/priorities/fund_for_professional_management/make_a_contribution
http://icma.org/en/Page/21/Privacy_Policy
http://icma.org/en/icma/knowledge_network/about/terms_of_use


Archives | icma.org

http://webapps.icma.org/pm/9004/public/profile.cfm?title=Profile&subtitle=&author=[10/6/2015 4:01:43 PM]

ICMA Publications /  PM Magazine /  Archives

MAY 2008  ·  VOLUME  90  ·  NUMBER  4

DEPARTMENTS

Profile

David Smith is county manager, Maricopa County, Arizona.

Manager’s No-Nonsense Style Keeps Maricopa Moving Ahead
David Smith, the Maricopa County, Arizona, manager, is big on brevity, spare with smiles and sentiments. On a recent
morning, he stood in front of a crowd, handing out awards to county employees.

Tall and lean, with a shock of white hair, he praised them for creating programs that saved Valley residents time and
money. He’s the boss, but it’s their moment, and he’s the kind of guy who shies from the limelight. “We couldn’t do a
single good thing without you, your energy, your commitment to public service,” said Smith, 61. “Thank you for your
service.”

A little more than a decade ago, Maricopa County was $64 million in debt and panned nationally as one of the worst-
run counties. With a disciplined, direct style, Smith turned what was once a demoralized county government into one
of the country’s most lauded.

“We needed a strong hand,” recalled Betsey Bayless, then a county supervisor. “He had a firm grasp of county
government, the needs of a government in financial distress. He was big on accountability. He was a no-nonsense
manager. He had high expectations.”

Smith is essentially the CEO of Maricopa County, the nation’s fourthlargest county, home to 3.8 million people.
Dressed in business suits and chocolate dress shoes, he’s the inside man who gets things done.

He balances the egos of elected officials with the needs of the fastestgrowing county in the U.S. Those needs aren’t
sexy: crime and courts, flood districts, health care, air quality, property assessments. But Smith has command of those
needs and the county’s $2.2 billion budget.

Today, the county has no general obligation debt, its bond ratings have hit all-time highs and combined property- tax
rates have hit the lowest in almost three decades.

Fixing a Mess
Like so many who came of age during the political and social tumult of the late 1960s, Smith was idealistic. He thought
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he could “make major changes in the world” by working on the inside of government.

His degrees came from Dartmouth, New York University, and Pace University School of Law. His leadership skills came
from the Marine Corps Reserve, where he served from 1968 to 1971, including a stint in 1969 as a lieutenant in
Vietnam.

“It wasn’t the best experience of my life going to Vietnam, but it is good leadership training,” said Smith, sitting in his
windowed office on the 10th floor at Third Avenue and Jefferson Street in downtown Phoenix. “I think I have a social
conscience. I know I do. Even during the Vietnam War period, I felt that I ought to be participating.”

Throughout most of the 1970s, Smith worked in the depths of county government in Orange County, in southern
New York. He did purchasing and public works and learned the fundamental functions of local movement.

Smith landed a lobbying job in 1977 with Westchester County, New York. He learned how to politick and persuade.
Over the next several years, he worked as counsel for New York’s lieutenant governor and then went to Yonkers,
where he worked as assistant city manager.

When cleaners on the night crew complained how hard it was to clean floors, Smith picked up a mop to test it out. He
filled garbage trucks to test the expectations of the job with its demands.

He climbed again in the late 1980s, to deputy county executive for Erie County, New York. The county encompasses
Buffalo.

When Maricopa County’s top spot opened in the early 1990s, Smith was ready. And recruited.

The county was in a miserable mess. The board of supervisors had fired the top administrators, including the county
manager. The county was such a disaster, it earned the unwanted publicity of being named “one of the worst run
counties” in the nation by Governing magazine, a respected trade publication. After Smith was hired, the turnaround
began.

Smith built credibility with his bosses, the Board of Supervisors, and then used it to get the county back to black. He
slashed budgets and ordered audits of contracts to root out wastefulness. He detached himself from the politics and
personalities of local government. “He thinks about the way government should be, rather than what it is,” said Sandi
Wilson, a deputy county manager.

“Miracle Man”
Smith started in December 1994. It is typically the county manager’s job to run the vast bureaucratic operation quietly,
guide elected officials on policy and stay out of the spotlight. That’s Smith’s style, and it worked well for him.

He implemented reforms in the county’s health system and called for department heads to cut costs. He set up a
command structure of chief officers and put them in charge of major departments. He met with elected officials and
built trust, one by one, winning them over with his messages of aggressive fiscal management.

In 2001, Governing magazine named him “Public Official of the Year” and nicknamed him “Maricopa’s Miracle Man”
for turning the county around.

“When David came, people weren’t particularly interested in what Maricopa County was doing,” recalled Phoenix City
Manager Frank Fairbanks. “Now, their national reputation is outstanding. They’re seen as leaders among counties
across the nation. He is the biggest single change over there.”

Not Ready to Leave
Smith sat in a bare meeting room one afternoon as his chiefs briefed him on property taxes, parks, and air-quality
issues. Smith doesn’t get buried in the details; he lets his staff do that. He works on a five-year plan and is always on
the offensive, identifying “threats” or problems that could drag down the county, like the rising costs of criminal justice.

Maricopa County has had an aggressive capital improvement campaign without borrowing a lot of money. It built jails
in recent years and has a $334 million criminal-court building planned. Fitch Ratings and Standard & Poor’s Rating
Services rank the county the highest-possible AAA. Moody’s Investor Services upgraded it to AA-, a tick below triple-
A.

Inside of the bureaucracy, Smith created a mentoring program for young people who want to move up. He
shepherded the creation of a Human Services Campus in downtown Phoenix, which helps 9,000 homeless people
yearly. He worked with the county supervisors to spend $7 million and helped acquire land for the project.

“He has a commitment to the community that I don’t think he wants to advertise,” said Mark Holleran, president and
CEO of Central Arizona Shelter Services, which helps run the campus.

This is the longest Smith has stayed in any job and one of the longest stints anyone has kept the post in Maricopa
County. He’s been recruited for other jobs, he admits, though he won’t get into the details. He’s not ready to leave.

“It’s the kind of job that’s at the top of my field,” he said. “And I’ve been doing some really rewarding things.”

—Yvonne Wingett
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Reporter
Arizona Republic
Phoenix, Arizona

This article is reprinted with permission from the September 7, 2007, Arizona Republic,  Phoenix, Arizona. Permission does not imply endorsement.
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