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EDITORIAL: Accountability is key


Wednesday, February 11, 2009 1:03 PM PST
Former county supervisor Ernie Carpenter is taking the legislative body to task for its handling of a proposed privatization of local garbage processing facilities. While Carpenter believes the Supervisors’ ongoing discussions held in closed session violate public disclosure laws, county officials say they have acted properly and say Carpenter’s interest in the situation is motivated by his financial situation rather than the public good.

The arguments will continue over the coming weeks but no matter what the outcome, the situation highlights the importance of accountability in public office.

As average citizens we rely on our government, whether it be local, state or federal, to address issues that are beyond our ability to control. One man can’t build a road, but a government can leverage the resources of many to construct an interstate highway. While we need governments to gather those resources, we have a moral responsibility to make sure those resources are spent appropriately.

As our economy continues to deteriorate, public oversight at all levels becomes increasingly important. We can’t just assume that any public official, including town council-members, county supervisors, state representatives and national officials through to the President are automatically representing our needs, and public input has never been more important. After all, elected officials can only represent us if we inform them of our wants.

Government meetings are rarely exciting entertainment but now more than ever, they are critically important to our future. Locally, our council meetings are televised or streamed on the Internet, meaning we don’t even have to leave the house to see what our leaders are discussing. You can even record televised meetings and fast forward to the issues that interest you most.

State representatives have local offices and usually provide opportunities for constituents to personally voice their opinions. Federal representatives are certainly harder to reach, but phone calls, emails and even regular letters explaining our priorities as voters are all vital to the democratic process.

With the rising tide of unemployment, persistent foreclosures, perennial healthcare problems, international strife and almost unfathomable quantities of money about to be spent by the government, the role of an informed public which holds its government to account has never been more important.

With regard to the dump conflict, Carpenter’s motivation may be suspect. He is working for a company that appears to be in direct competition with the County over the waste stream and no matter how valid his arguments, they could be tainted by that association.

However, if the Supervisors believe everything is entirely above board, they can hold a public hearing on the issue and address any lingering public concern. Opening the discussion to the public provides a welcome level of transparency and no one is hurt by more public awareness.

 — Matthew Hall
