
Never Tell the Truth When a Lie Will Do

Building Confidence through Public Service Ethics



J.R. Ewing’s Brand of “Ethics”



J.R. Jackson?











Ethics is More than Not Doing Bad Things

• Such as...
– Stealing

– Lying

– Cheating

– Favoritism

– Profiting from our positions

… because these things may not be 
illegal...



However, after much of the audience had left, 

the council took a brief recess and then 

motioned to reconsider their initial vote. The 

majority then voted to suspend procedural rules 

so they could amend the notice period to three 

days and put it up for another vote, which 

occurred on June 30.



"A Detroit Free Press investigation 

found other county commissioners 

voted on proposals – and in some 

cases, agreements – involving 

entities where they were also 

employed."

“These aren’t just paper conflicts, 

they’re power conflicts. They come 

down to trust, access and who’s 

really being served. I think it’s fair 

to say you can’t be both advocate 

and the arbiter when there are 

contracts that have you possibly 

split your loyalty.”

- Davina Hurt, director of government ethics, 

Santa Clara University and former Mayor



"[The defense attorney] hinted 

at the need for a state-wide 

audit of Iowa's rural 

governments, using it as fodder 

in defense of his client, the 

former McCallsburg mayor." 

Ames Tribune, Albertson, 

5/17/23

"We do expect, as we should, 

that even small-town 

members, whether it's city 

council or employees, that 

they have to do their best to 

follow the law," [Judge] Neary 

said. - Des Moines Register 

10/2/24



These procedures include the 

“segregation of duties, 

performing utility 

reconciliations, performing 

independent review of bank 

statements, and ensuring all 

disbursements are properly 

supported, approved, and 

paid in a timely manner.” -

Sand, in KCRG 6/24/25



Special Interest Reports

13 City-focused Reports released 2023 – 2024

Hamburg, Iowa

Special Investigation

Concerns were also received regarding City officials, 

City employees, and their family members and friends 

receiving direct benefit from the funds awarded to the City.



So, why do they do it?

• Greed

• Arrogance

• Stupidity

• Bad Judgment



Determining Ethically Right or Wrong

• Level 1

– What does the law say?

– Attorney approval does not mean ethical.

• Level 2

– What will preserve the public's confidence?

– What about your organization's Code of Conduct?



Determining Ethically Right or Wrong

• Level 3

– Would I be willing to defend my actions in the media?

– Could I do so successfully?

• Level 4

– What decision would my family be most proud of?



Held to a Higher Standard

• Be Mindful: What could go wrong?

• Perception = Reality

• Staff and Elected Officials forfeit the right 

to be regular citizens.









Expectations and Responsibilities

• Dating and Romance

• Nepotism

• Accepting Discounts or Favors

• Development/Investment Conflicts

• E-Mail – Social Media – Texts – Hot Mics

• Confidentiality



Expectations and Responsibilities

• Political Activity (Different for Staff and Elected 

Officials)

• Conflicts of Interest

• Off-Duty Activities

• Residency (Essential for Electeds; Consideration 

for Staff)



The only thing necessary for 

the triumph of evil is for good 

men to do nothing.

- Attributed to Edmund 

Burke

We all share responsibility 

for what takes place.

We must act, not be 

passive, in the face of 

wrongdoing.



Trust is our currency.







Observation:

Illegality and unethical behavior rarely, if 

ever, goes unnoticed in the long run.

Tip:

Obey the voice in your head and the sense 

in your gut.

If you don't want to talk with someone 

about an issue, that's a sign!





Questions? Let's Discuss!



Contact Information

Mark Jackson, City Administrator

Story City

majackson@cityofstorycity.org

Curtis Brown, Assistant City Manager

Urbandale

cbrown@urbandale.org


