Mayor’s column for the April 9, 2014 Edition of the Evansville Review
An Informed Public
Imagine the surprise that would have spread like wildfire through Evansville the morning after the April 1 election if people were greeted with the news that Bill Hurtley had defeated the only registered candidate for mayor, and that he would be taking office on April 15.  That didn’t happen, but not for lack of trying on the part of an anonymous group.
A number of people have asked what happened, and continue to do so.  This column will tell you what I know about this episode, and pose questions about things that need to come to light.

I learned in the early afternoon of March 31 (the day before the election) of a “William Hurtley for Mayor” Facebook page on the internet that was urging people to cast write-in votes the following day.  That page evidently had been put up for the first time at about 11:00 that morning, and had attracted 110 “likes” by 1:20 in the afternoon.

Bill never contacted me before the election, nor has he done so since.  The “William Hurtley for Mayor” page featured a large photo of Bill at the top of the page, and just one other photo, showing a yard sign that stated, “Write-in William Hurtley for Mayor-- Authorized by William Hurtley”.   I presumed, naturally I think, that the Facebook page originated with Bill or with his approval.  I was struck by a lofty, unattributed endorsement on the page that said we should vote for Bill, because “it was time to pay homage to him”. 
On April 3, some 36 hours after the polls closed, Bill attempted to disavow the Facebook page through an Official Statement placed on that very same Facebook page.  Here are some of the things Bill says in the Official Statement:  “I care about this community and the people in it.  That is why you did not see any comments from me on Facebook.  It would have been unfair of me to take shots at the Mayor or the way the city is being run without allowing time for her to respond.”
It’s absurd to think that care for the community would produce a campaign that did not care to tell the voters of this City what it was about.  What Bill’s statement really says is that he totally disregarded the rights of the voters to know who was supporting his campaign or to find out how he would govern.  Bill admits the campaign came together, with people he won’t identify, on March 26.  It first went public less than a day before the polls opened.  What went on between the 26th and the 31st?  Evidently it was a campaign of conspiratorial whispers that did produce more than 100 near-instantaneous “likes” on the Facebook page, and 180 write-in votes on Election Day.
It is also silly and beside the point to claim it would have been unfair of him to take shots at the mayor.  If running against me in a secret campaign isn’t both taking a shot at me and plainly unfair, I don’t know what is.  The issue of fairness Bill doesn’t touch is the question of fairness and transparency to the voters of Evansville.
When you are mayor, you get shots all the time, which range from the reasoned to the unexpected or the unconventional.  It comes with the job. What I have pledged to do is listen to everybody’s concerns, questions and comments, and I have scrupulously kept that pledge.  I have an established, eight-year record of being attentive and responsive to constituent concerns.  I am committed to openness and transparency in the public realm.
Immediately after asserting his concern for fairness to me in his Official Statement, Bill wrote this:  “Unfortunately, I did not get that same type of treatment from the Mayor, as she and others wrote critical e-mails directed at me.” 
 No statement of mine was quoted. Bill’s complaint produced a predictable response by a commenter who wrote, “[T]his in and of itself shows the lack of character and integrity of the Mayor . . . .”
 I will let you be the judge of the fairness or unfairness of the single e-mail I wrote to my friends in this campaign, on the evening of March 31.  This is the complete text of my e-mail:

“Dear friend,

“I am writing to ask for your vote on Election Day, tomorrow, April 1.

“This message is coming to you at this late hour because Bill Hurtley announced on Facebook at about 11:00 this morning that he is running against me as a write-in candidate for Evansville mayor.  Bill never informed me he planned to run, and he has not filed any campaign registration papers.

“Bill’s campaign page does not state any issues he is running on, and lists no qualifications for the office other than ownership of his funeral parlor.  Bill just says we should ‘pay homage to him’.
“This is a crucial time for Evansville City Government—our long-time and highly capable City Administrator, Dan Wietecha, is leaving Evansville on April 18 to take a similar position with a larger municipality in his home state of Michigan.  The term of office begins on April 15 for the person elected mayor on April 1, and all City committee appointments must be made immediately.

“It will probably take 6 months to a year to put a new City Administrator into office and get him or her up to speed.  During that time the mayor will have to pick up the slack (Dan typically puts in 50-hour work weeks).  I have the time and experience to do so, as I filled in the same way when Bill Connors left the City Administrator post during my first year in office, and I have been honored to have served as your mayor since 2008.
“Bill does not have the time or the experience to take office under these circumstances.  His last-minute, secretive approach to campaigning makes him a poor fit for the important office he seeks.  If he is unwilling to state—and defend—the issues on which he is running, how can we expect open and transparent government by him?

“A very low voter turnout is expected tomorrow, so absolutely every vote matters!  I will value your vote and your willingness to urge like-minded friends to vote for me.
“THANK YOU!

“Sandy Decker

“P.S. PLEASE REPLY TO THIS EMAIL IF YOU ARE WILLING TO HAVE US PLACE A CAMPAIGN SIGN IN YOUR YARD.  WE CAN EVEN DO SO TOMORROW MORNING!”

Did my email contain criticism of Bill’s campaign tactics, lack of transparency, and unwillingness to trust the voters to make a reasoned choice?  It did. But every criticism was based on facts (and a reasonable presumption about the homage statement) and fairly made.  I absolutely stand behind everything I then said, with one exception.  There was a typo.  In fact, I have been mayor of Evansville since 2006, and not 2008.  I am disappointed that citizens of Evansville, who took the time to express concern about this back-room attempt at picking a mayor, were likewise disparaged on an anonymous Facebook page that Bill disowns, yet still uses to broadcast his message.
Bill’s post-election Official Statement explains the origin of the campaign.  He says he was approached on Wednesday, March 26 with an “off-the-cuff remark” that he should run as a write-in candidate.  He wrote, “I told the group that if you get me elected I will do it, but that I would have no part in running a campaign and that I didn’t want any comments on my behalf or any part of Facebook, which I don’t use.”
These are astounding admissions on Bill’s part.  The post of mayor in Evansville isn’t simply a ceremonial or figurehead position.  Winning it doesn’t get you a championship trophy.  The mayor is the chief executive officer of a municipality with dozens of employees and a $14,000,000 annual budget.  With growth of the City’s population, and consolidation of city operations and staff to keep taxes down, the mayor is fully a member of the City Hall team, with statutory and other serious, ongoing job duties.  With the imminent departure of the City Administrator, the mayor’s duties and time commitments will be magnified, and not just for a couple of months.  How could Bill juggle those responsibilities with the demands of his own business?
 Bill now lists his membership on the board of directors of the Chamber of Commerce as one of his qualifications for mayor.  It’s a mystery why he stated his qualifications for the first time after the election was over is, but there it is.  However, the fact is that Bill is not just a member of the Chamber board; he recently became the president of the Chamber.
By his own statement, Bill was unwilling to do the work necessary to get the office, and there are no signs he made any preparations to execute the office.  Running for a responsible and important public office is not something to be convinced of as a lark, or to be hastily undertaken in an “oh, why not” moment.  The City deserves a candidate who has done the preparation, attended the meetings to learn the issues, and who wants to do the hard work of responsible leadership.
I have greater concerns about the anonymous group. Once they undertook to campaign for an identified candidate for a specific public office, the group was required by state statutes to register as a political committee under the Wisconsin campaign finance laws.  The group never registered, although it knew, according to Bill, as early as March 26, that it would have to do the campaigning.  And individuals did the campaigning, as evidenced by the Facebook page, the immediate responses to it, and the yard signs that were distributed.
Here is the State of Wisconsin’s declaration of the policy underlying the campaign finance laws:

“The legislature finds and declares that our democratic system of government can be maintained only if the electorate is informed. . . .  Campaign reports provide information which aids the public in fully understanding the public positions taken by a candidate or political organization.  When the true source of support or extent of support is not fully disclosed, or when a candidate becomes overly dependent upon large private contributors, the democratic process is subject to a potential corrupting influence.  The legislature therefore finds that the state has a compelling interest in designing a system for fully disclosing contributions and disbursements made on behalf of every candidate for public office . . . . Such a system must make readily available to the voters complete information as to who is supporting or opposing which candidate or cause, and to what extent, whether directly or indirectly. . . . “
Secrecy remains intact as to the “Friends of William Hurtley for Mayor”, who didn’t even reveal themselves publicly as a committee until they issued a disclaimer on the Facebook page at noon on Election Day.  It may take a prosecutor with subpoena powers to ferret out who were the members of the political committee and everything they did.  I am not, at this point, going to press the Rock County District Attorney or the Government Accountability Board to bring charges to establish that the letter of the campaign finance laws was violated.  But I do say at minimum that this secretive committee did violate the declared spirit of those laws, and showed utter disrespect of the voters of Evansville.

The election is over, but many questions remain unanswered.

For the “Friends of William Hurtley for Mayor”:  Will you come out into the light and tell us who are you and what, exactly, you stand for?  Did it occur to you that your April 1 shenanigans would be suspected by some to be an April Fool’s joke?  Did you just try to sneak a very nice guy past an unsuspecting electorate to gain control of City government with almost no notice and absolutely no statements of what you claim are the issues?  And what did you plan to get out of this?

For Bill Hurtley:  What did you think to accomplish by letting some secret committee run you for mayor?  Your supporters seemed to think you would represent change.  What changes did you think you (or your Friends) would make?  Why didn’t you trust the voters enough to tell them what you were doing?  Are you going to tell us who the “Friends of William Hurtley for Mayor” are, or will you let them continue to hide behind you? 
I am disappointed.  I am disappointed that a good man let himself be used in an ill-planned, unprepared attempt to capture a public office on the sly.  I am disappointed that a City election was sullied by individuals who won’t stand in front of the people of Evansville and state their positions.  And I will be disappointed if Bill and his Friends won’t step forward right away to reveal all the facts, in public, to the residents of Evansville.
City Announcements
Leonard Leota Park has reopened to traffic until next winter.

The Week of the Young Child celebration will occur this Friday evening, April 11, at the School Fieldhouse, 320 Fair Street, from 5:30 to 7:30 p.m.
The annual Easter Egg Hunt will be held from 10 a.m. to noon at Countryside Park on Water Street this Saturday, April 12.  Pictures with the Easter Bunny are scheduled for 10:00 a.m.

With the improved weather, the city yard waste facility will open for the season on Wednesday evening, April 16, from 5 p.m. until dusk.

The last indoor Farmers Market of the season will be held on Saturday, April 19, from 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. at Creekside Place, 102 Maple Street.  UW-Extension Horticulturist Christy Marsden will be at the Market at 9:00 a.m. to speak about community gardens.

City Thanks
Evansville thanks Ruth Ann Montgomery and John Ehle for the most recent oral history project.  Last Friday about twenty individuals enjoyed reminiscing about Evansville area country schools.  I look forward to reading about their memories in the coming weeks.

