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Politics, Issues, and Lame Ducks 

Scenario: Ballot Measures 

By a 4–1 margin, the city council placed a measure on the spring ballot to increase the local sales tax. The dissenter was the mayor. Generating new revenues to support service levels and capital investment had been an issue for debate even before the current economic tsunami hit. Because the vote to place the measure on the ballot was not unanimous, the city council decided that no members of the council should use their official titles to advocate either for or against the measure. The city manager sought advice on an appropriate role for both him and the senior staff. 

Advice: 

The ICMA Code of Ethics draws a distinction between activities on behalf of a candidate for elected office (such activities are not permitted) and advocacy for issues (these are permitted). The code recognizes that there is a legitimate role members can play in providing crucial information to governing bodies and the voters on the impact of ballot measures. 

The guideline states that members may assist the governing body in presenting issues involved in such referenda as bond issues, annexations, and similar matters. This makes sense given the professional expertise local government managers and staff contribute to the policy dialogue. 

Members may also make financial contributions to issue-oriented political action committees (PACs), publicly express their views, and actively engage in the debate and dialogue. As members consider their involvement, they should keep in mind four caveats: 

1. Know and comply with the law regarding use of public resources for ballot measures. 

2. Consider where the governing body stands on the issue. If members are opposed, divided, or have taken the position described above, a low-profile strategy limited to providing background information on the measure may be wise. 

3. Caution is necessary even if you decide to actively join the debate. 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. 

4. If you feel compelled to raise funds for the measure, do not ask your staff to contribute, as they may not feel free to say no. 

This advice works for senior staff as well as the manager. A strong argument can be made that the proper role for all staff is to provide the information and then let the voters decide. There is an equally compelling argument that, as professionals who have expertise in local government operations and a vested interest in the future of the community, it's an act of integrity on the part of managers to make their voices heard. 

Scenario: Lame Ducks 

Mix in a few retirements with some defeats and the county will soon be governed by a commission with one incumbent and four new members. Rather than retreating, the lame-duck commission is aggressively moving to leave its imprint. The outgoing chair has directed the county manager to place several items on the agenda for a vote during the remaining 60-day term. 

Among the measures is a final vote on an update to the region’s comprehensive plan. The sole incumbent and the incoming commission members are opposed to the measure. A vote by the county commission will cement a plan already approved by the other local governments in the region. 

The returning incumbent has privately approached the county manager to discuss ways to ensure defeat of this effort. After all, the election of a new commission is a signal that the public expects change! 

Advice: 

The rule of law is paramount here. While lame ducks they may be, they are legally empowered to act on behalf of the constituency until a new commission takes over. The strength of the council-manager form of government has been to represent and implement the actions of the governing body as a whole. There is no ethical role for the manager to play in anticipating the wishes of a commission yet to be sworn in and ignoring the authority of the one still in place. 

