Filename: Good judgment

Good judgment

By Jack Balshaw

10/12/05

A saying I’ve come across is, “Good judgment comes from experience and experience comes from poor judgment”.  There’s a lot of truth in this.  The first time we have to make a particular type of decision, we’re operating in an unknown area and often make poor decisions because of poor judgment.  This decision then becomes part of our life experience and we are not likely to make the same mistake twice.

The recent experience with hurricanes Katrina and Rita is a timely example of this.  The tragic experience with Katrina resulted in a much better response to Rita by all levels of government and by the general public. Government started preparing before Rita reached land fall and the public paid attention to warnings to evacuate.

This relationship between good and bad judgment applies locally as well.  Although always critical of costs and operating procedures, I appreciate the services of the Water and Sewer Dept and the Fire Dept.  For the last 36 years, every time I’ve turned on the faucet there’s been drinkable water there and every time I’ve flushed the toilet, the waste has gone away. That’s a remarkable level of service.  The several times I had to call the Fire Dept for paramedic services for our mothers, they responded quickly, doing it right.

What these two departments have in common is that they pretty much do the same things over and over.  They’ve made their mistakes (from poor judgment) long long ago and, from those experiences, now have their operations down pat.

Many of the mistakes we see in the remainder of city government, staff and elected officials, come from the fact that they’re either doing something for the first time or what their doing is based as much on guess as it is wisdom.  This doesn’t excuse mistakes but does explain that many are because the decisions were based on either first time experiences or issues that aren’t subject to rigorous technical analysis.

Problems, such as those being experienced in the Theater District, are exasperating to me, but, this is the first time the city has undertaken such a large and complicated project in a congested area.  We may be upset at highly paid people making mistakes, but they, like most of us, are mostly average people doing the best they can in a new situation.

Perhaps, in a perfect world, there would be a system of bonuses for exceptional results and penalties for dumb mistakes. Unfortunately, government doesn’t work that way.  This might be a good time to note that the private sector companies operate no better except that they keep their mistakes secret if they can and thereby appear better than government.

A problem with government is that staff and elected officials have to not only solve problems, but try to do this in a way that keeps the various constituents and interest groups happy.  (You don’t really have to keep them happy as much as keep them from getting angry)  The end results are decisions that are compromises between technical recommendations and political necessity.

Difficulties arises when staff can’t provide independent analysis to elected officials because the officials desire for a particular solution is known the senior staff.  Both consultants and professional staff know their futures depend on not causing embarrassment to elected officials.

If any one person on the council could always do it right, there would be no reason for the other six.  The presence of multiple elected officials is more an effort to balance out mistakes than it is to benefit from the multiple wisdom of a group. If most of the people are right most of the time, that may be the best we can hope for.

