ELLEN SEIGEL

COMMUNITY LEADER

‘: ‘A citizens’ initiativ

called “Ethics Naples,”

Old Naples News

SENSIBLE ETHICS NAPLES

by Ellen Seigel,
Member, Naples City Council

ho could be opposed to “Ethics for Naples”?

So let me begin by stating what may be
obvious: I am in favor of the highest ethical
standards for members of Naples City Council.

The City has a Code of Ethics which is contained in Chapter 2,
Article IX of the City’s Code of Ordinances and covers: Conflicts
of Interest; Standards of Conduct; Voting Conflicts; Contracts;

' Complaints; Disclosures in
Applications; and Penalties
and Enforcement. Recently,
one of the City’s neighborhood
associations asked an attorney
member of its board to review
the City’s code and here were
her thoughts:

“Ihis existing Ethics Policy is
O well crafted and comprehensive.
N A new policy is certainly not
| needed. Instead, care should be
taken to enforce the one already
on the books. Not only is it
comprehensive, it has teeth. For
a willful violation, there are
criminal penalties and removal
Sfrom office. For negligent
violations there are penalties and possible removal from office. It is bad
policy to throw out a law just because in your personal opinion you lost
when you should have won your particular case — as in this instance-
where you are accusing another of being unethical.”

A citizens’ initiative, called “Ethics Naples,” is currently trying
to amend the Naples City Charter, through referendum, to
establish an Ethics Commission.

The idea for a local, Naples Ethics Commission was first
proposed in 2016 by a member of Naples City Council at a time
when City Council was reviewing and revising the City’s Ethics
Code. No other member of Council supported this idea of a
local commission preferring to rely on the Florida Commission
on Ethics which has the authority to review and investigate
complaints concerning violations against local elected public
officers and employees.
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My opposition to a local Naples ethics commission stems
from the small size of our community and how interconnected
we all are to each other. The Ethics Naples proposal would set up
a completely separate body of unelected panelists, accountable to
no one, including the Naples City Council or any other elected
body or appointed official, with wide discretionary powers and
an undefined budget.

'The proposed Ethics Naples Inc. Charter Amendment
proposes a locally formed commission to: appoint an executive
director and “other staff”; hire consultants; and acquire office
space, all under its own jurisdiction with “adequate funding”
provided by City Council. These layers of bureaucracy (with
no oversight by the City Manager or City Council) and the
associated costs are out of proportion to the needs of a city the
size of Naples.

From my point of view, Council members are elected by
eligible Naples voters, their positions are public and they must
stand for re-election periodically. A separate Ethics group of
unelected people would be a distraction and unnecessary.

Supporters of a local commission have complained that the
Florida Commission on Ethics took a long time to report its
findings on a City Council Member who had been accused
by another Council Member of wrongdoing. (The State
Commission dismissed the complaint finding that there was
no probable cause to move the case forward.) But these were
serious charges against an elected official who was deserving of
the Commission’s thorough investigation. It appears that one
complaint to the State Ethics Commission was the basis for a
new, permanent and redundant government agency. Had it not
been for this single incident, I question whether this effort to
establish a local commission would have ever originated.

When I read the wording of the Ethics Naples referendum, I

have some additional concerns:

Section 17.1 describes how the Ethics Commission would
be created. As our City Attorney Robert Pritt has written,
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¢ process for appointing the Commission members is flawed and  WHY | VOTED TO TABLE TH E
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. ] judgment to determine the lawfulness of the proposal. This matter
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203 8th Ave S #203B - Garden Manor 229 7th Ave S #103 - Vi

$325,000 $1,000,000
=&y available 3 bedroom/2.5 bath top floor end Your Beach Get-A-Way. Two blocks to the Wiatk two blocks to the beach. Walk
= with lots of light and a southern exposure. beach, restaurants, boutiques, cafés everywhere in Old Naples. 2 bedroom + Den
¥ Guiet setting overlooking 6th Ave S. 1 block and all Old Naples has to offer. 2 bath renovated condo. 4 sides of light.

2 55 Ave S Restaurants, Cafes, and Boutiques. Courtyard pool. Carport and private storage.
= 10 all of Old Naples and the Beach,
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