Fostering Courage — How You Can Help
Public Officials Face Necessary Rate Increases

e periodic attempt to lead a board,
council, commission, or other body to
enact a necessary water or sewer rate in-

crease can be one of the most challenging
chores facing a utility manager. The public of-
ficials who direct local government utilities are
always reluctant to raise rates and charges, and
this reluctance is certainly appropriate, but
their natural and appropriate caution must be
tempered by an understanding of the neces-
sity of providing sufficient funds, or the result
can be destructive for the utility they seek to
serve.

Why would such a body make decisions
that undermine the functionality or sustain-
ability of their water and wastewater utilities?
Why don’t the managers of these systems just
tell board members what they need to know?
The answers lie at the intersection of the “po-
litical world” and the “real world,” and can be
understood only by recognizing that good
managers sometimes need to step away from
their engineering, financial, or other technical
training and strive to deal with the human be-
ings at the heart of the issue.

This article introduces three key concepts
potentially of benefit to managers as they seek
to inspire their elected or appointed officials
to implement rate increases sufficient to en-
sure the long-term health of the utility. The
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key concepts are the two worlds the utility
manager must master, the two roles the man-
ager must play, and the two types of tools that
a successful manager will employ.

Two Worlds

The successful utility manager learns to
operate in two worlds. On one hand, there is
nothing more elemental and “real world” than
the water utility business — only performance
keeps the clean water flowing one way and the
wastewater flowing the other way, with no
mixing. On the other hand, most Florida water
and wastewater utilities are units of local gov-
ernment, where elected officials make the ulti-
mate decisions regarding budgets and capital
projects. As a result, the “real world” and the
“political world” are forced to interface.

The interface can be a problem for a util-
ity when the “real world” conclusively demon-
strates the need for a substantial rate increase
but the “political world” clearly dictates that a
rate increase is not acceptable. Times such as
these are a test for a manager, and in tests of
this nature, there are multiple ways to fail.

The first way to fail is to express anger or
disdain at the way board members attempt to
manage their political environments.

It is easy for utility professionals to dis-
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miss the political world as being full of com-
promise, or much worse. Political considera-
tions can intrude on a manager’s decisions,
often in ways that seem clearly illogical and de-
structive.

Sometimes it must seem that public offi-
cials are working against the best efforts of
their people. Hard-working staff members
conceive projects and initiatives to address
pressing concerns, an evaluation and cost-ben-
efit process is applied, financing is secured,
contractors are selected — and then the project
is canceled or changed. Opportunities to make
changes that could increase efficiency some-
times sit “on the shelf” while pet projects are
funded and given high priority.

More to the point for this article, cash is
tight, equipment is wearing out, projects are
waiting, repair costs are escalating, coverage is
declining, and yet they can’t seem to approve a
rate increase. A list of similar examples could
take pages, but any utility manager or senior
staff member is likely already envisioning his
or her own real-life experience.

Rather than belabor the problem, logic
suggests that we examine opportunities to
change the dynamic and improve results.
Managers who seek to improve their relation-
ship with their public officials should first at-
tempt to understand those officials’
perspectives, history, and motives. It should be
forgiven if a utility manager were to respond
with a critical remark when faced with such
advice, but a genuine attempt to understand is
both necessary and powerful in attempting to
bridge the gap between the two worlds.

The political environment facing a par-
ticular unit of local government is generally
complex and dominated by a number of fac-
tors often unknown to staff and certainly out-
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side of their control. The objective for the wise
manager is not to identify and analyze politi-
cal influences, relationships, interactions, or
alliances; it is rather to acknowledge the pres-
ence of this complexity and to attempt to rec-
ognize that potentially it can work and provide
community benefits at some level. One need-
n’t claim there isn’t room for improvement,
but a staff person will find advantage in ap-
preciating that the political world brings at
least some potential for good.

This may seem like a stretch in some cir-
cumstances, but an inability to perceive any
benefit in the beliefs, perspective, and world
view of public officials will significantly hin-
der a manager’s ability to communicate with
and influence them. Instead of itemizing the
failures of your unit of local government, the
better effort is to find those within your gov-
erning body who are seeking to improve their
community.

A manager may have a difference of opin-
ion about past decisions and disagree over the
direction proposed by a board or council
member, but if that manager can truly appre-
ciate and believe that good intentions are be-
hind these decisions, the potential for
communication and understanding is en-
hanced. For a manager, it may be enough to
understand this one thing: Someone for whom

you have no respect often knows of your dis-
dain and holds you in the same low regard.

This is not to suggest that water utility
personnel need to pretend to support public
officials, nor that they need to support policies
with which they disagree, but if managers can
find a genuine way to appreciate something
about the people they serve, the potential for
genuine learning and mutual benefit will be
much improved.

What does this mean for a manager
whose system is in dire need of increased rate
revenues? The key is to retain your passion for
your system and maintain your conviction
that a rate increase is appropriate, yet keep
yourself from judging the motives of board
members who are opposed to the change.

If you can believe that they are coming to
the discussion from an appropriate, customer-
centered perspective, your ability to commu-
nicate with them will be improved and your
chance of success will increase. Success is often
elusive, but staying grounded in the real world
while respecting the political world offers the
best chance of achieving your goals.

Two Roles

Water and wastewater utility managers in
the United States not only are faced with the
necessity of addressing two worlds, they must
also operate in two distinct roles. In most lo-
calities, the manager is placed in the delicate
position of serving the board while simulta-
neously leading the board if the utility is to
succeed.

Whether the utility is an authority, a city,
a county, a non-profit corporation, or some
other form of organization, there is some kind
of board with the responsibility for setting pol-
icy, establishing direction, and ultimately in-
suring performance. In this sense, all
employees serve the board, whose members,
whether elected or appointed, are there to
serve the customers of the organization. Em-
ployees, including the manager or executive
director, serve those customers by accom-
plishing the objectives established by the
board.

To serve the best interests of the organi-
zation, and ultimately of its customers, the
manager must also take a position of leader-
ship with regard to the board. Clearly, this is
in conflict with the obligation to serve, but the
inherent conflict makes it no less necessary.

By their nature, boards are comprised of
people from varied backgrounds. Very few of
these individuals come to their service on a
board with significant knowledge of a water or
wastewater utility. Their role is to come with
their varied perspectives and apply their best
judgment to the situations that present them-
selves—not to be nor to become experts in our
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field.

Leadership is required on the part of the
manager, and nothing less will do. It is not
enough merely to attempt to educate board
members. It is most certainly not enough to
attempt merely to present them with “the
facts.”

If board members had desired a career in
the water industry, they would have taken the
steps to make that happen. If board members
wanted to obtain the technical training, oper-
ational, financial, and managerial perspective
necessary to allow them to run a water utility,
they could have done so. But board members
do not do these things, and as a result, they
look to the manager for leadership.

Issues related to rates and other user
charges are of particular interest here. The
level of rates is clearly a topic to be addressed
by the board. Obtaining sufficient revenue to
allow the long-term success of the utility
should be an explicit objective of any board,
and its members must determine the level of
rates and charges to customers equally. Yet a
board that attempts to make these decisions
without the benefit of managerial leadership
will tend to flounder and to regress.

It is enough to acknowledge the difficulty
inherent in providing leadership to a group
you must serve, but in no way does acknowl-
edging this difficulty absolve the manager
from navigating these perilous waters. A man-
ager must succeed in both roles.

The manager’s leadership role cannot be
“delegated” to the board, yet the manager’s
service role cannot be disregarded. A manager
who is unable to lead will find himself or her-
self at the head of a directionless organization,
yet a manager who refuses to serve will lead an
organization full of conflict, strife, inefficien-
cies, and distrust.

The non-leader suffers the buffeting
winds of board inconsistency. The non-server
suffers the same fate he or she gives the board,
for how can employees serve and support
someone who refuses to serve and support
those with ultimate responsibility?

Success comes through unique actions in
each organization, but a few general sugges-
tions may be of benefit:

1. Have an opinion (leadership) — It is folly to
attempt to pretend to be neutral when you
are not. The board needs your advice and
your counsel, so let its members know what
you think. Give voice to those in your or-
ganization with something to say on a spe-
cial topic or project. Give your board
members room to make their own decision,
but give them the benefit of your perspec-
tive.

Specifically with regard to rates, it is im-
portant to “take the moral high ground.” If
you and your staff have done the careful



work that needs to be done, and if you truly
see the need for more rate revenue, it is vital
that you say so. Attempting to run a utility
with an insufficient revenue stream is not
in the best interests of the customer. Assets
deteriorate, staff members get demoralized,
and opportunities are missed as a result.
Over the long term, these factors result in
higher costs which must be passed on to all
customers. Managers must make the case
for rate increases.

. Guide your Board (leadership) — A man-
ager’s job includes finding out how to guide
the board. It won’t be the same in every case
and it may not be easy, especially if board
members are not accustomed to receiving
leadership from staff, but they need to be
educated, trained, coached. Note that guid-
ance takes time, and managers should not
expect immediate returns on their invest-
ments in guiding the board.

Guidance regarding rate increases is a
great example of the general case. It is per-
fectly natural for board members to be sus-
picious of proposals to increase rates,
especially if regular increases have not been
part of the operating history in your utility.
Building support for difficult decisions re-
quires education, training, teambuilding,
and motivating the group and its individu-
als. It requires determining common

ground and recognizing that board mem-
bers may be motivated by different aspects
of your utility’s situation.

3. Bescrupulously fair (service) — There is no
profit in ever attempting to manipulate
your board into a decision, even if it is “re-
ally, really, really important.” If you are ever
found to have distorted the case for an op-
tion you did not favor or to have presented
less detail than the board needed to make a
decision, you should expect to be moving
to a new industry immediately thereafter.

4. Implement their decisions (service) — Man-
agers are directed to act on dozens of ini-
tiatives, undertakings, and opportunities,
some of which they would not have chosen.
It is important to follow through on these
initiatives unless your instruction violates
an ethical boundary. If that is the case,
going back to the board (in private) with a
principled and respectful refusal can work
wonders, but up to that point (and assum-
ing that you have shared your opinion as in
#1), ensure that the organization does what
the board wants.

Two Types of Tools

This one is comparatively simple: Man-
agers need to know how to be both directive
and informative with the board, how to choose

the right approach, and how to demonstrate
to the board which approach is being taken.
Excessive attempts at subtlety or gentle sug-
gestion can fail to accomplish what needs to
be accomplished, and such attempts can actu-
ally backfire on the manager. It is important to
use the right verbal tools and to be explicit
about which tools you are using.

Note that managers face special hurdles
in communicating with the board. Meetings
with elected officials are constrained by public
meeting requirements and custom, which typ-
ically provide a less-than-optimal format for
addressing complex issues associated with util-
ity management. Elected officials must at-
tempt to understand technical, regulatory,
financial, and management issues without suf-
ficient time to absorb the context required to
make sound decisions. As a result, the specific
way in which a manager communicates with
the board is critical.

When the board is operating in an area in
which its members clearly are “at the helm,” as
in cases where they have expressed a clear, con-
sistent opinion and have established direction
for the utility, the wise manager turns to the
informative part of the toolkit. Board mem-
bers deserve clear, up-to-date, accurate infor-
mation on initiatives they have established and
in response to any questions they have asked.
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No guidance or input is needed here — just get
them what they need, simply and efficiently.
This is not the time for your input, which can
very easily sound disrespectful in this context.

When the board is operating in an area
where there is a need for managerial guidance,
go for the directive part of the toolkit. These
tools allow the manager to educate and train.
The approach is always respectful, given the
position of the board, but it is not necessary
or appropriate for a manager to pretend that
board members can speak with authority on
technical or other subjects with which they are
not familiar.

It is ok to introduce the board to a topic
area by saying “We’re now going to walk you
through the basics of....” Managers can sched-
ule special training sessions or include a learn-
ing topic on the agenda for a regular meeting.
It can also be useful to bring in an outside ex-
pert on a particular topic once you have found
someone who can communicate with the
board on an appropriate level, but a pure
“technologist” who is unable to converse with
non-experts potentially can do more harm
than good.

The relatively rapid changing of faces on
the board means that it is a rare manager who
has the luxury of a long-term relationship with
his leadership. As a result, good managers
often see themselves operating in the form of
a high school coach, with talented kids com-
ing and going, and only a certain amount of
time available to accomplish mutually benefi-
cial objectives. Clarity in the communication
style employed in different circumstances can
help this time-constrained relationship ma-
ture more rapidly than otherwise possible.

Conclusion

If they want to succeed, utility system
managers must operate in two worlds, they
must serve two roles, and they must utilize two
types of tools. Learning to understand and ac-
cept the difference between the “real world”
and the “political world” is an important first
step. Maintaining your respect for the board is
fundamental to completing this step. Learning
to both serve and lead a managing board is a
huge second step. Learning to utilize direct and
informative communication strategies at the
right times and in the right ways is a powerful
third step.

Effective managers can educate and em-
bolden the board members they serve. The
challenge is significant, but well-run, finan-
cially strong utilities are evidence that man-
agers can guide their public officials to do what
must be done and generate financial support
needed to meet the long-term objectives of
their utilities. o)



