	



Audiocast Conversation with Marc Ott, Executive Director of ICMA
Kerry Hansen (00:01):
Hello, and welcome to the next audiocast of our new series Racial and Social Injustice, Continuing the Conversation. I'm Kerry Hansen, I'm the editor of Public Management Magazine for the International City/County Management Association, also known as ICMA. Joining me today is Marc Ott, executive director at ICMA. Marc, thank you so much for speaking with me.
Marc Ott (00:21):
Thank you, Kerry. It's a pleasure to be here with you today.
Kerry Hansen (00:26):
So a little more about your background. As executive director, Marc supports more than 12,000 members in advocating for professional and ethical and local government management. Before coming to ICMA, Marc served as city manager of Austin, Texas, and his award-winning career has included leadership roles in a number of other cities as well. Marc, I think it's safe to say that 2020 has been an interesting year so far, given everything that's happening in the world. Pandemic aside, looking at the civil unrest in the wake of George Floyd's death, the demand for racial justice that we're seeing across the globe, it's really unprecedented. So for you, personally, in your role as ICMA executive director, as a former city manager, who has dealt with many of the issues coming to light today, and as a person of color, can you tell us how you're feeling during this time?
Marc Ott (01:14):
Well, that's an interesting question. I guess rather than speaking to it in terms of at this time, I would tell you that over the period. As we all know, towards the beginning of the year, when we all really realized that we were dealing with a pandemic, I've had many few feelings. Certainly, about the suddenness of the pandemic, at least that's what it felt like showing up on the scene. It was stunning, I think is a good word for it, for everyone. And as pandemics do, how pervasive it was, how it moved so quickly, not just here in the United States, but, of course, we know all over the world and then the mounting deaths that was associated with it all over the world.
Marc Ott (02:09):
And certainly what has seemed to be our inability to here in the United States, even at this point, to really gain sufficient control over it or managing it more effectively. And, of course, a derivative of it was the, again, sudden and almost immediate impact that it has had on the economy. And, again, not just here in the United States, but the global economy. So those two things, a bit of a cause-and-effect relationship. But if that wasn't enough, of course, then has been the case throughout our history in America, tragically. We had to come to terms with yet another killing, murder of an African American through law enforcement. And it was funny because on the one hand I'm reacting to some of what I've just described as the executive director of ICMA and immediately shifting into a gear and shifting the organization, took focus on, given those dire circumstances, whether the needs of our members and reallocating resources, such that we could meet those needs in terms of generating all kinds of content and programming and so on and so forth and do it rapidly.
Marc Ott (04:11):
And through methods and agility that we just should not having a reason to deploy. And at the same time we transitioned to remote working, albeit it, our culture was somewhat familiar with that anyway, that some of our workforces, obviously, that way, but transitioning to that and at the same time, and doing it in a way that we didn't want to impact our ability to the serve the members and such trying times. And then we have, as I said, the murder of Mr. Floyd, and, at first, and I guess I'm kind of responding both professionally and personally, obviously, as an African American, as a black man, I can't avoid the personal side, nor will I want to, but I do remember the day that I saw it on the news, almost in passing.
Marc Ott (05:24):
And initially my reaction was I saw it. I understood, from a distance, in passing, what it was. And here it's happened again, another African American man in America has been shot, has been shot down, killed by the police. And it's tragic because I almost passed it by like that. It had become so frequent that the images were readily recognizable, but then, like everyone else, because we were all hunkered down in our homes, trying to carry out the appropriate protocols in regard to COVID, I don't know, I may have focused on it in anyway. I focused on it because it continued to be on the news. And as I focused on it and watch the images on TV, and as I read about it, first it was just a, and this is personal, a feeling that a sense that this seemed different.
Marc Ott (06:39):
And I remember thinking that in my head long before anybody was actually saying it, and I couldn't even explain why I felt that way, initially. But there was something about it. Maybe it was subliminal, but as I paid more attention, and I guess the most poignant occasion I happened to be back in Austin, as I am right now, as I'm talking to you, and I was watching the local news. And, of course, like in so many other cities around the country, and by that time, it was spreading around the world and transitioning from some of the initial reactions that have become familiar when these kinds of events occurred, the violence and the looting and the confrontations between the police and protestors, it was transforming into what started to be characterized as a movement and Black Lives Matters.
Marc Ott (07:50):
And all of the things and the images we saw. And I was looking at it here on the news when I was in Austin. And as I looked at the massive crowd of people, they were moving in marching and protesting back and forth between the State Capitol and city hall, all of which is very familiar to me. I was looking at that massive crowd and I found myself struggling as I peered at the screen to identify black people. And that was striking to me that I was having to work that hard to identify African Americans in that crowd. And that was definitely different. And as time passed on and noting that there were frankly more white people out there protesting this issue of systemic racism, in general, and relative to law enforcement and oppression and all of these things. That was different and some of the reasons why it felt different to me.
Marc Ott (08:59):
And there were other things that were different about all of this. So on the professional side, there are the questions that have always been there with respect to law enforcement and systemic racism, institutionalized racism, all of those things, things that I too had to wrestle with as a city manager, but I've also had to wrestle with those issues all of my life as a black person in America, as an African American. And I will tell you all from a personal standpoint, when I watched, when I had the opportunity to watch those, what it was, eight minutes, and I don't know, so many seconds of Mr. Floyd's encounter with the police where he essentially was murdered. It took me back to an occasion when I was a college student and coming back from lunch one summer day and found myself confronted with the police, myself and a friend of mine.
Marc Ott (10:19):
Surrounded by the police, forced to get out of the car, face down on the street, without being given any explanations. Officers standing over us with their weapons drawn, ransacking my car. And when they were done those guys holstered up and we're headed back to their car, without explanation. And I asked them and they said there was a robbery in town where we have gone to have lunch and you guys fit the description. And they turned and started to walk again and I stopped them and I said, "Well, wait a minute." I said, "Officers," I said, "What do we do? I don't want this to happen again, go through it again." And I remember the officer turning and looking back and saying, "Well, boy, I don't know what to tell you. Just don't drive for a while," was the response.
Marc Ott (11:15):
So you ask me how I'm feeling at this time. During this period, I've had lots of different feelings. I've had reaction to it as the executive director of a ICMA and in that context, and having been a city manager, recognize the challenges that it all represented for our members. And so in this position, along with the entire ICMA family, mobilizing in such a way that we can provide for their needs. Their needs are critical on a lot of different levels. That's part of what I felt and how I reacted. And then, likewise, with respect to the confrontation between law enforcement and communities and issues of systemic racism and so on, again, part of me reacting in the context of serving our members.
Marc Ott (12:20):
But it was also very personal for me because I've had to deal with those kinds of issues all of my life. And it took me back, those eight minutes of watching Mr. Floyd on the street, in the gutter with the officer's knee on his neck, took me back to that occasion when I was in school. And I realized that on that day, it could have been me. It could have been me and it could have been Richard, if we had simply moved in a way that got misinterpreted, it could have been us. And that was a long time ago. And here we are today. Here we are, even as recently as a week or so ago, we're still having these incidents of black people and predominantly African American men being killed. They're killing us. And it has to stop and systemic racism and the oppression, it has to stop. We all know what's wrong.
Marc Ott (13:32):
And it's not just an issue here in the United States. It's an issue around the world. I think that's why it transcended our boundaries because those elements of society, as tragic as they are. And I've seen it since I've been executive director of ICMA, because I've had the privilege of traveling to various parts of the world. It exists. And even though it was happening here, it resonated with people all over the world. And that is why they hit the streets as well.
Marc Ott (14:03):
So to end where I began, I've had lots of feelings during this period. Your question couldn't be more appropriate. I've had feelings as the executive director of ICMA, as a former city manager, because I could understand what our members were going through. And as a black man in America, as being one of many who we walk around, as I said in the article, when you feel like you have a target on your back. Every day I have some reason to have to think about taking into account the fact that I'm black.
Kerry Hansen (14:53):
Wow. Thank you.
Marc Ott (14:53):
I hope that answered your question?
Kerry Hansen (15:01):
Yes, absolutely. Thank you. So what advice do you have for local government leaders and how do we build on this momentum now that we're seeing with the protests and people speaking out and really making this a moment. How do we build on the momentum and then use it to shape our future?
Marc Ott (15:23):
What's always been true about this profession, those of us that serve as city managers and county managers and administrator, as much as the job is about managing and administering, it has always been about leadership. And I would argue probably more today than it's ever been before. And I say leadership, and I want to say at the same time courageous leadership. And I think it's absolutely necessary in these times at this moment. I recall many years ago, I was young in the profession. One of my mentors, a manager, saying to me that you can't do the job out of fear and you can't fear to do it.
Marc Ott (16:29):
And if there ever was a moment about courageous leadership for us, it's now. We sit in these seats and we have authority and we have power and we have influence. And it matters how we choose to use it. I believe that in our cities, in our government, in our nation, in our society, and even around the world, that we are at an inflection point. We have the opportunity to choose a path that has great promise, hope, and opportunity to finally address systemic racism. Oppression, ethnic and gender bias in ways that we never have before, because this occasion, as I said to your other question, it not only feels different, it is clearly different.
Marc Ott (17:43):
And so we have to grab on to this opportunity as leaders, one, and make sure that we don't go back, that we don't regress. We don't regress this time, like has been the case so many times in the past. And that we work hard to try and have the capacity to see beyond where we are. And recognize that we really can't. If we work hard, if we have those tough conversations, if we're willing to convene, if we're willing to facilitate, if we're willing to be courageous, if we're willing to stand in the round in authenticity and have conversations with people about what really matters, then we have the opportunity to change the world and to create a world and environment where all people, equitably, have the opportunity to flourish, wherever they are, whatever they look like.
Kerry Hansen (18:53):
So this is clearly an important moment in history and hopefully the sort of meaningful, lasting change. So thinking to the future, what can the next generation of liberal government leaders learn from this moment of time?
Marc Ott (19:10):
Kerry, that's an interesting question because my initial response would be to say to you that they're already doing it. When I look out into that crowd, that masses of people, I am seeing young people. They understand the fundamental nature of what we're talking about here. And the immorality associated with systemic racism, oppression, and the biases often directed at gender, sexual orientation. All of those things, they're out there. It reminds me of an exchange with my daughter, Carly, she's 21 years old and she is here in Texas, in Austin. And I was back in Washington at the time, but there was a family text message exchange. And there was protests at that time going on down in Austin. My daughter had two other young ladies as roommates.
Marc Ott (20:28):
And she was saying in this text message to her mother and me and her younger brother that they were planning on going downtown to participate in the protest. And I saw a response from mom offering some caution about doing that. You know, parents, a little nervous about doing that kind of thing. And I didn't offer a response or reaction in the text message exchange, but the next text that we've got from Carly was a text with a picture of her and the crowd behind and her girlfriend, and they're holding up a sign and it said, "I can't breathe." And we've all seen those signs amongst all of the other signs that the protesters have been carrying. And I was proud of her that she had the courage to go out there, but it was in the next text message that she sent her mother and seeing the picture and all of that, I also apparently had seen something on the news that had concerned her and said something about it in the text to Carly and, again, about being careful.
Marc Ott (21:47):
And Carly's response was she said, "It didn't feel right not to go." And that was powerful to me because she, like so many of the other young people that have been out there protesting, transforming this into the movement that it needed to be, many of them do that without having the historical context that I have. And so many other African Americans of my generation have. But they know and understand at the most fundamental level of a human being about right and wrong. And if you're operating out of that, there's no better place. So I think that young people should continue to do what they're doing now. I think the young people that we're talking about, they are in fact the future leaders in our profession and otherwise, and my hope is that they bring those fundamental instincts and passion about right and wrong and social justice and equality and resistance and defiance in regard to systemic racism and all of the other biases, that they bring that to the leadership positions that they have, and that they're going to have in the years ahead.
Marc Ott (23:37):
And because of that feeling I had initially, because of the things that I've seen since early part of this year up till now that seem different, that are different from the things I saw in the past when it was just one more time and then we fell back. Because of what's been occurring, as I've talked about it, I'm probably more hopeful now about the future and more optimistic about the future than I have ever been. Young people and what they're doing. Their voices, what they're saying, what they're demanding, their courage is the reason that I feel that way. And so long as we have that. And so long as they carry that with them into these leadership positions in government and in otherwise, then I think the future is bright.
Kerry Hansen (24:35):
Wow. That's great to hear. Well, Marc, this has been great. Thank you so much for speaking with me today.
Marc Ott (24:41):
Yes. It's been a pleasure to spend time with you, Kerry. I appreciate the invite.
Kerry Hansen (24:45):
Absolutely. And we greatly appreciate you joining us. And for those listening, thank you for tuning into ICMA's new audiocast series, Racial and Social Injustice, Continuing the Conversation.

	
	



