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‘Dodge City without Wyatt Earp’

Ethics boards either absent or too weak to protect public

By Chris McKenna. - ., .
Times Herald-Record’ o
cmckenna@m-record com .

“They" re supposed to be watch
dogs, the guardlans of pubhc
integrity.. :

But.a Times ‘Herald Record
investigation has found thatmost
boards of ethics set.up by county,
and local governments to.keep
public officials and employees

from crossing ethical boundaries -
might be better described as lap-

dogs or slumbering hounds::
That’s if they even exist.

A weak or non-existent et}-n'cs"“' ,
board means no neutral party:to- .
blow the whistle when an-official

does something egregious, such

as award a contract to a spouse’s’

company, or vote on a brother-in-
law’s development project. ,

1t also means no independen
group to steer honest public ser
vants away from conflicts of

are wrongly accused of ‘ethical
transgressions, -

developers and the-officials who

late land use.

“The public needs a cop walk-
ing the beat,” says Blair Horner;
legislative director ~for- the
Albany-based New York Publie

. place i Horner - said,”

Sulhvah"counnes, 10 had Do pro-f ~h
i visions m.theu' Iaws to estabhsh‘ ‘

"n'one to speak of. -

‘post the faces of 1ts'ethncs bom‘d:'
- members on a milk carton;- ’
. Th

-.sald Town Clerk Jason Cosenza
interest or vindicate those who ' -

. whe's spoken: 1o me. about the. ‘

-, municipalities'in. New York wzth;'
" populations of more thi
review their prOJects and regu- .

“sight in New: York. Be was: natg

' semously as the state does, whach'_ !

8
ut strong; ethics boards in
It “like
odge Clty wnthout Wyatt Earp Pl

Sueh boards, but had‘

higher than he"
a state he considers -
* forethical rules;
'th the nest of the-

¢'s probably a board out. af
iere’thal was appointed’ in 1970, €O
dithey neéver replaced.them, " k.

Not thet anyone has sentouta;

* search party during the'six yearsi‘ uicl
- Cosenza has beentown clerk. - ag¢
The Record’s findings come at -
a time of rampant.land-dealing
and development in the Hudson
Valley. It's a time when lucrative -
deals can make for-a bounty of .
_conflicts of interest between

“I'thibk you're the onlyperson . k

board of ethies he said, v *wo o
Horner; whose: orgamzatxon is
studying- the ethics laws of 83

50,000,
takes a dim view- of ethics | overs

surprised: b the Recgrd’s find- Interests Board, 8 spects 1t’s a
mgg Y signific :inumber and beheves :
v "“The localmes :‘lake ethlcs §. 1 ; ;
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= ‘?{imathalass, most of the ethics
- _boards’ located -by the Record
on’t exactly need to be fitted

were purely &dviscry, exist-
gstly {o peruse financial dis-
)8 forms- and: dispense
' fﬁ to officials who worry that
ey might face a conflict of inter-
on some matter.’
ost of the boards could also
_investigate allegations of ethical
. 'misconduct. But once ‘they've
an . looked into a complaint, they can
G m;ly report their findings to the
‘guvaming bodies in theircommu-
year - . pities ~ not enforee the law on
Tﬁtﬂiﬁe when ‘the city ndopted its  theirown.
. ethies codeand doesn'tknowwhy - Davies, former executive direc-
itwpted not to create an ethics  tor of the New York State Tempo-
v ! :rary Commission on Local Gov-
. ‘ernment Ethics, which dissolved
t+ in 1992, belleves the weakness of
E t%rea!iy lmsn’t geme up,” he such boards renders them fairly
'gaid. “We have 50 many boards meaningless in the public’s eyes.
‘rightnow:that meet that I would- “If you don’t have the power to
't want to add another” ciinenforce the law itself,” ‘then
Wxﬁiﬁngmethm boardinto mw “nobody’s “going ‘to pay much
is''no ~guarantee ‘& town 'will  attention {to you in the end”
‘appoint one. In Orange County, 'Davies said.
1 $he Town of Wallkill's board has - That may be one reason lead-
only one member and has been ers of ethics boards in the mid-
««inacﬁve for:a coupvie of years | 1 report ﬁaldmg very few
i : : . complaints; -
17 “The Town of Manroe ethics
board is reviewing one complaint
now, “its first since 1998, said
“Chairman Fred Cocks. Sullivan
.= County’s board has investigated
. three’ since 1997 or 1998, said
+ “Richard LaCondre, one -of its
- members. And Washingtonville’s
board hasn't had any, said its
chaimoman, “Valerie - Prunty,
. who's'in her third year on: the
board:
- Prunty said she’ perplsxed hy
the inactivity, because people .
ften raise concerns at Village
oard meetings that - warranted
or not ~ eould lend themselves to
ethics complaints,
.V “If . people really think that
- there was something wrong, why
didn’t we get something in writ-
- ing?” Prunty asked. -
. “The-answer, she suspects, is
: that ge@ple dan’t know her hoard

Orange Cmmty’s etmcs tmard

investagatc wmplaints, much
--less sanction an employee or offi-
. cial for a violation, according to
its chairman, Gordon Rauer.



that,” Rauer said. “Frank!y, 1t’s a pohce
‘ matter" ‘ ER

““His board mainly answers questmns :

from county:lawmakers ‘who: wonder if
; they should recuse themselves fmm a

. ters each year And in most cases; Raner

five such let- ’
! publlc effxcmls an
-Chai 5

- Lain R e 'lapdog days of ethlcs overs:ght may
“Legally, wehave no jurisdiction-ever

soon-conclude in a few ‘communities
where off:clals have nudged their dozmg

Mlddletown, for examp e,‘ has ener-

-gized ‘lts ﬂedghng ethlcs board »smce the. .

the dasclosure for

L plamts Wmﬂd requi' the'helpof outsxde‘ v

use the boardto: attack epponents

-.each other during:the.1997. contest for:
‘mayor of New Yor :
. ‘But he -deniés-th

strong “ethics

boards w:ll necessanly become ohtlcal S
T 5 ‘-“mgtheethicsboard said hé seésitasan -

wash out,” as they
did in the 1997 mayoral race, Davies -
“Most of the  complaints we ‘
.. ring to the board,_“you pretty: much ren- -

tools: -
“Bad cumplaimsv

,said.

ve do nothmg with them.”.

professionals; which would be «costly; he "]
-said;“And he féars maleontents: would B H

'(Messmger lodged ;aﬂegatmns agaxnst
‘review,

would also dlmct~ eomplamts .

straight to the ethics board mthout first °

‘going’ through ‘the Town Board. - L
‘Booth, explaining his interest i in reviv- -

éssential part of the government, as
important as the rules it enforces. L
“If you don’t have that,” he said, refer-

-der the code useless. If you have the law,

you need the enfercement mechamsm ”
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A user’s guide to
best ethics practices

Q: What makes a good ethics board? - -

A: Well, in New York, simply creating one would be a
fine start. Most municipalities that have done:so
followed a model provided by the state, says
Mark Davies, executive director of the =
New York City Conflicts of Interest
Board. And that model feaves
much to be desired, in

staff. It imposed its Iﬂrgest n 1998 when It fined
former Sheriff Kerry Katsorhis $84,000 for conductmg
private business while supposedly working for the city.
»The power to Inltiate Investigations. “The biggest
problem with some ethics boards is they have to wait
for.a complaint,” Davies says. “They should have the
power to initiate investigations on their own.” Most

board

Davies' view and those
of past reform advo-
cates.

Here are a few -qualities a
board should - or should
not — have, as recom-
mended by Davies.

» The power to punish. “i
would strongly advise
against an ethics board
that is purely advisory and -
doesn’t have any enforcement
power of its own,” Davies says. But “purely- advisory”
is what local boards usually are, because state law

says they should be. However, the state attorney-gen-
eral’s office has issued opinjons saying municipalities: -

can overrule that provision, Davies says. New York
City's board, formed in 1959, can punish-any employee -
or official except for City Council members and their

or-employees. State law says
boards must have at least one
local official or employee. And

: 0. The Town:of Mon-
's hoard, for instance, has as
thre,ef;gf its flve members the

historian.and Zoning Board

‘info the deliberations. -

no ethics board, says in
will answer ethical questio
“have ethics boards, thos

: mendatlons to the electe (

. boards in this area don’t: The Town of Newburgh * |
is considering bestowing that authority on its ﬁ

»No seats far govemment evfﬂclals :

highway superintendent, town 1

chairman. Davies argues that -~
~having-any municipal playerson | -
- the board just introduces politics '; ,

i
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