WHO AM I

THE CONSCIENCE OF THE COUNTY


Over the last 100 years the county auditor in Texas has been described as a bookkeeper, an accountant, the chief financial officer, a comptroller, and even an overseer.  The office is one that has multiple requirements, and one that is not understood by many – not even those that created it.  But, I would like to suggest that the county auditor plays a much larger role than that of a number cruncher or an overseer.  The county auditor really plays the role as the conscience of the county.


The conscience, meaning one that has to examine and rule on the financial activity that occurs in the county knowing that there is no right way to do a wrong thing.  Not only must the county auditor be able to make the proper accounting decision as to the recording of a transaction, but the county auditor must also perform an ethics check to determine:

· Is it legal?

· Is it fair to all concerned, in the short term as well as the long term?

· Does it create healthy relationships?

· How’s it going to look on the front page of the paper?

· What will my family say?

Dealing with the topic of ethics has always seemed to be no different than trying to untangle a fishing line.  The more one gets into it the more complicated it becomes.  Everywhere we turn today there are signs of ethical deterioration.  It doesn’t seem that a day can go by that we don’t read about unethical behavior or activity in government.  And then many of us sit back and ask why is that?  Many times the answer is that someone was trying to be expedient in getting something done - other times it is due to the fact that the individual was unable to withstand some outside pressure – and often we find that the person was trying to be popular among their peers or constituents – in a few instances we find that profit was the motive – and many times it is due pure ignorance.

As the twentieth century came to a close, we saw ethics returning to the public sector reform agenda. Just as it was at the turn of this century the current focus is on the administrative branch of government. Then, as now, scandals involving elected officials prompted the reform initiatives. 

However, today there is far less a consensus of the most appropriate elements of the reform agenda, perhaps because over the past century there has been less than a successful ethically-driven reform movement.
The tumultuous times of the late 1960's and 1970's help give a new life to the revolution of ethical reform that had begun in the 1920’s.  By the 1990’s we see government has begun the project of re-inventing itself - a project that has attracted many diverse critics.  But it was the 1960’s when governments began to contend with the problem of maintaining a positive view of government in an anti-government era.

A strong code of morality and ethics should exist in all businesses.  And, that would include all governments in that statement.  All county auditors are faced, if not on a daily, at least on a weekly basis with the responsibility to make a decision, knowing that the decision could create a dilemma which is a lot greater than the ethical problem one is trying to solve.  Decision making is a learning process and unfortunately a county auditor has to make the right decision every time.  Not the “best” decision, because the best is not always the right decision.  Some have heard it said that at times when you read between the lines in the statutes you will find that all county auditors as well as assistant county auditors must have a character built on six pillars:

· Trustworthiness,

· Respect,

· Responsibility,

· Fairness,

· Caring, and

· Citizenship

But, you may ask, why just me?  Well it is not just you and I that need to have hard-core ethical principals; it should be a requirement for everyone in county government.  If everyone did then county auditors wouldn’t be placed in the situation of having to constantly search their subconscious to make the “right decision.”  But then someone knew what they were doing when they established the criteria for a county auditor.  In Local Government Code § 84.006 - Qualifications it is set out that:


(a) A county auditor must be:

(1) a competent accountant with at least two years' experience in auditing and accounting;

(2) thoroughly competent in public business details; and

(3) a person of unquestionably good moral character and intelligence.

(b) Before making an appointment the district judges shall carefully investigate and consider the person's qualifications.

And if you were to search the statutes you would find that there are 247 statutory citings related to “moral character” or “ethics.”  The majority of these citings are related to the many occupations that are licensed by the state and the many commissions and boards that require appointments – all the way from fishmongers to courts of appeal.  But, there is no requirement for elected officials to be of “good moral character” or to have high “moral values.”


But, then didn’t all of us get some ethics training as we grew up?  We all got our first idea of ethics from our parents as we were being raised – during our formative years.  We were instructed on what was good and bad – but in many instances we saw our parents practice a different set of behavioral patterns, which probably caused some confusion.  Whatever training we got at that level was reinforced in our teenage years.  Our ethical behavior was reinforced by the actions of our peers and in some instances it was altered.  And, finally in maturity – when we thought that there is no one else to look to for guidance – we find we have to depend on ourselves to make the “right decision,” and we find that we have a hard time putting things in perspective.  We find that we have to rely on the examples we learned growing up.

Point being – very few of us actually get formal education in the function of ethical behavior.  Most of what we have to rely on is informal training.  Probably the broadest teachings that can be found in the whole realm of ethics are found in the writings of Buda, the New Testament of the Bible and the teachings of Mohammed.  These teachings were simple and to the point with regards to ethics and John Wooden, the legendary basketball coach of UCLA, I think has said it the best – “There is no pillow as soft as a clear conscience.”

But how can any of us be sure that we are “always” making ethical decisions?  Maybe your conscience and mine don’t respond in a similar manner?  This is probably a true statement.  Each of our backgrounds is different – each of our attitudes towards life is different – each of us chose to take a different path in life at a different time – but, we all ended up at this point at the same time – and to think that we have to always make decisions that please others is wrong, because there is really only one person we have to please.
THE DISTRICT JUDGE(S)


The District Judge(s) for a county are responsible for appointing the county auditor.  As noted before one of the criteria that the judge(s) use to base their decision on is the moral and ethical values of the appointee.  But, they also have other considerations other than ethics and professional ability.  Even though the county auditor’s function in county government is under the administration of the district courts, we are still a function of the county government as a whole.  That being true – when district judges appoint a county auditor they want to make sure that the appointee is able to follow some basic guidelines.

Things That Should Be Done
1. Keep the district judge(s) informed
2. Communicate frequently with all officials

3. Know your statutory duties and authority

4. Use the technical assistance that is available from state offices



State Comptroller



Attorney General



State Auditor

5. Keep current on all legislative changes

6. Use local resources for legal interpretation, i.e. county attorney and district attorney

7. Use the media to facilitate the distribution of information

8. All critical issues that will be discussed in public need to be fully discussed with the county judge and individually with the commissioners

9. Attend all meetings of the commissioners court to get first hand knowledge of all actions and decisions

10. Annually obtain adequate continuing education and insure that your assistants do also

11. Be available at all times

12. Always strive to create a positive image for your office

13. Be proactive and not reactive

14. Use plain common sense.


Additionally, there are functional areas that the appointee will find themselves in that they should avoid, and the district judge(s) want to be sure that the appointee is aware that of these areas and to avoid them at all costs.
Things That Should Not Be Done

1. Do not embarrass yourself or your office in public or private

2. Do not embarrass the district judges

3. Do not argue with a public official in a public meeting

4. Do not refuse any public official assistance if the request is reasonable

5. Do not let the media use you

6. Do not make caustic remarks regarding public officials or county employees

7. Do not allow the promotion of gossip

8. Do not ever abuse your authority

9. Do not overlook any details related to the public business of the county

10. Do not ignore staff recommendations and/or ideas

11. Do not allow yourself to procrastinate with regards to decisions and/or issues

12. Do not allow yourself to lose your composure

Some Coaching Tips
· Make game day your best day, and remember everyday is game day.

· To stay successful, you have to stay hungry.  Don’t cheat yourself with complacency.

· Government is like a game of basketball – constant adjustments.  Always be alert to recognize the need to adjust and be ready to do so.

LEADERSHIP

Leadership is the practical application of character.


Each and everyone one of us is aware that we are hurtling forward into a new age – an age the majority of us don’t really understand.  There are changes taking place around us at lightening speed and we are not quite sure what to make of them, or how to manage them – many of us won’t even try.  This new age in and of itself will hold promises for the emergence of new forces.

One such force holds out a promise for a new way of life.  Still another force almost guarantees that neither the “X and Y” generation, nor their off spring will have to fight a war for survival.  And, we are now aware that governmental accounting is not going to be so simple.  Finally, over shadowing all these forces is the revolution in technology and science that provides and even more positive promise of what lies over the horizon.

To manage these forces in the future will require leadership at all levels.  And, it will not be the forces nor the technology that will need to be managed, but those that are using it.  The concept of understanding leadership can be more accurately understood through a Chinese parable that I heard once at a seminar.  It goes like this:


“In the 3rd Century AD, King Ts’ao sent his son, Prince T’ai, to the temple to study under the great master Pan Ku.  Because the Prince was to succeed his father the King, Pan Ku was commissioner to teach the boy the basics of being a good ruler.  When the young Prince arrived at the temple, the Master sent the young boy alone into the forest.  After one year in the forest the Prince was to return to the temple and describe the sound of the forest.


In one year Prince T’ai returned to the temple and the Master asked the young man to describe all that he had heard.  “Master,’ replied the Prince, ‘I heard the cuckoos sing, the hummingbirds hum, the leaves rustle, the crickets chirp, the grass blow, the wind whisper, the bees buzz and the skies holler.”


When the Prince had finished, the Master said, “Now go back into the forest to listen to what more you can hear.”  The young man was puzzled – had he not heard every sound already?

For many days and nights the young Prince sat under the trees listening, but he heard nothing more.  Then one morning as he was rising he began to discern some faint sounds unlike any other that he had heard before.  The more he concentrated the cleared the sounds became.  After three days he was sure that these were the sounds the Master had meant for him to hear.  Upon returning to the temple he began to tell the Master of the new sounds he had heard: “Master, I heard the unheard – the flowers opening, the sun warming the soil, and the sound of grass drinking the morning dew.”

The Master nodded with approval, “To hear the unheard is a necessary discipline to being a good ruler.  For only when a ruler has learned to listen closely to the people’s hearts, hearing their uncommunicated feelings, their unexpressed pains, and their complaints not spoken, can he hope to inspire confidence in his people, and understand when something is wrong.  The demise of many states, institutions, governments comes when leaders fail to penetrate deeply into the souls of the people to hear their true opinion, feelings and desires.”


The leader for tomorrow will be one that can listen for that which is unheard and is able to provide the guidance for the use of these new forces that are pushing us forward.  This is truly a gift.
Understanding People


The effective leader is one that has the ability to understand the different people they come in contact with.  Understanding the motivation level of people in government allows one to deal with them in a more proactive forum.  There are basically four types of people:


There are the cop-outs.  These people set no goals and not willing to make any decisions.


There are the hold outs.  These people are able to think out of the box and are able to come up with great ideas.  But, they are afraid to respond to challenges, because they feel they can not make it.  They have lost that child like faith, not only in others, but in themselves.


There are the drop-outs.  These too can think out of the box.  They can set goals and are capable of starting to reach out.  They know their role.  But, when the going gets tough – they quit.  They are not willing to pay the toll.

And then there are the all-outs.  These are the people that can think for themselves, their ideas and goals are for tomorrow and not yesterday, they know their role, and they want to reach for the stars.  These are you’re A-Team people.  They will never quit, they keep on coming, they are willing to pay the toll, they are dedicated, and they are committed to finding the right solution.

Generally we can divide people into three sub-groups”

· Those who make things happen

· Those who watch things happen, and

· Those who wonder what’s happening.


A good leader will usually follow a basic philosophy:

· Listen to your employees

· Never ever provide anything less than 110%

· Always be willing to go that extra mile

· Pay attention to detail

· Listen to your employees

· Always be willing to admit your mistakes

· Never bring a problem without bringing a solution

· Always give credit where credit is due

· Don’t lie, cheat or manipulate

· Finally, listen to your employees
Communication

As the Master noted in the earlier parable one needs to be able to listen to that which is unheard and must be able to communicate what they have heard to others.  Communication is a true talent – one that is taught, but is better learned through practice.  Communication takes many forms – writing, speech, body movements, and personal actions.

Good communication techniques allow one not only to empower others, but also encourages others to express themselves openly.  Most people seem to believe that if two or more people are speaking the same language — English, French, German, whatever — then they're communicating.  Not true - to communicate means to convey to another exactly what’s in (or on) your mind.  Strictly speaking, then, communication per se is impossible.  But you can get close. Here are some rules for helping you do that.
1. In choosing words to convey your thoughts to another, use adjectives and adverbs to clarify.  Favor the concrete over the abstract, the familiar over the unfamiliar.  In short, strive to inform rather than to deceive, to illuminate rather than to obscure.
2. Speak from knowledge rather than from word information.  If you haven’t experienced it, you don’t know what you’re talking about.
3. Avoid projecting intangible characteristics into persons, plants, animals, and things.  Also avoid making statements that cannot be tested.  There are two benefits to this rule: you avoid unproductive arguments and you avoid deceiving yourself.
4. Don’t make inferential statements unless you are confident of the accuracy of your premises and of the soundness of your reasoning. Don’t make judgmental statements unless they are based on your own experience. And try to avoid offering opinions altogether.
5. Use measurements and simple arithmetic where appropriate; they can help you better understand what’s happening. But avoid using statistics; they have nothing to do with the real world.
6. Avoid using labels. The trouble with labels is that once you label something there is a tendency to think that you know all there is to know about that something. You don’t. Talk about process instead. It’s a better alternative.
7. Don’t strive to impress others with the size of your vocabulary or with the quickness with which you can put words together; strive instead for sincerity and clarity.
8. Don’t parrot. Offer others only what you have thought through on your own. You may not be popular with the crowd, but your integrity will remain intact.
9. In all your communication with others, try to follow the advice Polonius when his son was preparing to leave home for the first time - “This above all: to thine own self be true, and it must follow, as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to any man.”
10. During a conversation, frequently check the meaning of key words with the other person.  If you don’t, it’s highly likely that neither of you will be talking to the other but rather at the other.


Good communication skills allow one to develop good leadership traits.  An inner confidence develops – a trust in ones ability comes from the inside.  An attitude change takes place that will radiate to others - the attitude that “I can do that.”


Good communication skills allow us to develop an assertive behavior.  A behavior that is active, direct and honest.  It immediately communicates an impression of self-respect and respect for others.  An assertive person has learned to listen first, to influence second, and to negotiate third.  In this manner others will choose to cooperate – willingly.

A good communicator has learned how to network with others.  It will provide you with greater visibility.  And, in many instances the good communicator will find themselves at the hub of the wheel and not just one of the spokes.


Strong leaders communicate a strong image.  Good communicators always meet people with direct eye contact, they offer a strong handshake and they always speak friendly.  Image is everything.

When communicating always avoid the jargon, slang and vocal hesitations.  All will hinder effective communication.  If you are going to use body movements and gestures to make your point – due so sparingly and insure that those you are speaking to understand the gesture in the same manner in which it is offered.

COURAGE


Over the last four decades we have watched television with shock and awe as courageous men and women confront their fears, their mortality and their enemy.  War allows men and women to exhibit their courage.  Courage isn’t a course thought in any class room – courage isn’t learned from watching others – courage isn’t passed on through genetics.  While the battles that you and I are facing likely pale in comparison to those on the battlefields of the Middle East and Vietnam, they are personal wars nonetheless.  Maybe you've been confronted by an elected official – maybe you have been challenged on one of your positions – or someone is pushing the envelop several steps past acceptable – or there is someone in the County family that doesn’t understand the concept of NO!  Or you may have personal problems that are carrying over into your professional life or you may have a close friend serving in harms way.  In every instance, courage is required. 


Courageous people don't just exist on the battlefield.  They can be found all around us if we look for them.  Courage is like that bright red truck.  When you purchase a bright red truck you began to notice bright red trucks at every turn.  Those red trucks have always been there - you simply had not been looking for them.  If you specifically look for courageous performance and people in your daily life, you will find examples to model your behavior after.  Some characteristics I have noted about courage in others are: 


Courageous people express their convictions. 


Courageous people overcome obstacles. 


Courageous people learn and grow. 


Courageous people lead others


Courageous people open doors so that others can enter. 


Courageous people have zeal for change.


Courageous people begin with an inward battle. 


Courage isn't the absence of fear.  Courage is doing what you are afraid to do.  We can't buy courage, but we can develop courage.  Eleanor Roosevelt acknowledged, "You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself, 'I lived though this horror. I can take the next thing that comes along.' You must do the thing you think you cannot do."   Here are things we can do to develop courage:

1. Take a giant step. Cowards sit down.

2. Don’t avoid confrontation.  Take it head on. 
3. Don’t get over extended – know when to just say no. 
4. Stop compromising. Courage and compromise don't mix.
5. Take time to dream. Dreaming requires courage, because on the heels of every dream is that demon called doubt.
6. Face current reality. Refusing to face reality is denial. 


To be courageous, we must live by the seven commandments of current reality:
1. Thou shall not pretend.
2. Thou shall not turn a blind eye.
3. Thou shall not exaggerate.
4. Thou shall not shoot the bearer of bad news.
5. Thou shall not hide behind the numbers.
6. Thou shall not ignore constructive criticism.
7. Thou shall not isolate thyself. 


Victor Hugo once said, "An invasion of armies can be resisted, but not an invasion of ideas."  If you are facing a battle, don't hold a pity party.  Take hold of the idea and truth that you can overcome fear with courage.  Search out and act - fight for your beliefs.  Leadership expert John Maxwell says, "One person with courage is a majority." 

FULL CIRCLE

This brings us back to where we started.  We began by developing the need for the county auditor to be ethical, and to demonstrate good leadership skills, and finally having the ability to be courageous.  As previously noted each of our backgrounds is different – each of our attitudes towards life is different – each of us chose to take a different path in life – but, we all ended up at this point at the same time – and to think that we have to always make decisions that please others is wrong, because there is really only one person we have to please – YOU.
PASSING THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS

Just as Alice had struggled to define herself,

And the County at times has made you king for a day,

We all have to remember to go to the mirror and look at our self,

And see what that man may have to say.

For it isn’t your mother or father or wife

Whose judgment upon you must pass –

The fellow whose verdict counts most in your life

Is the one staring back at you from the looking glass

Some have noted that you are always a straight shooting fellow,

And they call you a wonderful guy,

But, the man in the glass seems to say you are very hollow,

If you can’t look him in the eye.

He’s the fellow that you have to please, never mind all the rest,

For he is going to be with you right up to the end.

And, you have past your most difficult test,

For the man in the glass is your friend.

You may be able to fool others as you go down the pathway of life,

And, you may even get pats on your back as you pass,

But, your final reward will only be heartache and tears

If you cheated the man in the glass.


So then, how do we obtain some level of ethical consistency in the position as county auditor?  How does one behave ethically when there are so many pressures not to do so?  How can one build that inner strength so that one can resist external pressures and can consistently do what is right in a difficult situation?  There are two standards we must set for ourselves and the rest of the office.  The first standard is the “ethics check” that was set out earlier.
· Is it legal?

· Is it fair to all concerned, in the short term as well as the long term?

· Does it create healthy relationships?

· How’s it going to look on the front page of the paper?

· What will my family say?

The second standard is a set of five principles that provide a full circle of reflection.  The two standards allow us to always make the “right decision.”  You might even say that the principles provide one with ethical power.  The principles are as follows:

1. Purpose – We have to perceive our self as being an ethically sound person, and therefore always let your conscience be your guide.  No matter what happens you are able to face the man in the mirror – look him right in the eye – and feel good about what you have done.
2. Pride –We must always feel good about our self.  We must know that no one can make us feel inferior without our permission.  We don’t need the acceptance of other people to feel important.  We must try to keep our self-esteem balanced, and that keeps our ego and our desire to be accepted from influencing our decisions.  People with humility don’t think less of themselves – they just think about themselves less.
3. Patience – We must believe that all things will eventually work out well for the best.  We know that we don’t need everything to happen right now.  We know that the world is moving in a digital mode and that government is in analog.  We must always be at peace with what comes our way.  Always remember that nice guys may appear to finish last – but, if you look closely you will see that they are running in a different race.  Accept the thought that this too will pass.
4. Persistence – Even when it seems inconvenient to do so, we stick to our purpose.  Our behavior is consistent with our intentions.  We follow the lead of Winston Churchill who said, “Never! Never! Never! Give up!”  Nothing can take the place of persistence – not talent – not genius – not education.
5. Perspective –We try to take time each day to create a mood of reflection.  This helps us focus and allows us to listen to our inner self and to see things more clearly.  If we take care in the beginning, the end will take care of itself.  Every challenge is an opportunity and every opportunity is a challenge – thus every problem has a solution.

We can never build our character if we are always confronted with easy choices.  Each of us expressed our free will to work in the county auditor’s office – and we all know that that decision has stretched us out.  We all have to be positive thinkers if we want to get positive results.  Positive thinkers are not afraid of problems – they are always looking for that other right answer – they are always looking for the solution.  More so I have found that the Lord trusts us, or else he wouldn’t be putting so many problems at our doorway.


Being a county auditor is much like being a baseball player.  Each gives you a chance to prove how good you are.  Then each puts pressure on you to prove that you don’t have what it takes.  The chance is never taken away and the pressures never ease up.


The two hardest things to handle in life seem to be failure and success.  However, in the realm of the county auditor success and failure are imposters.  It is the experience of moving toward the goal that is important.  Moving = success.  Not moving = failure.


One last thought – that road that we are trying to move on will allow us to achieve success.  But, that road to success is not straight.


There is a curve called Failure.


A loop called Confusion,


Speed bumps called Friends,


Red lights called Enemies,


Caution lights called Family.


You will have flats called Jobs


But, if you have a spare called Determination, an engine called Perseverance, insurance called Faith, you will make it to a place called Success!

PHILIPPIANS 4:13

"I can do all things through Christ which strengthens me."


Page 1 of 3

