
The ABC’s of Wisconsin’s Code 
of Ethics for Local Government 

Officials



The following cartoon 
appeared in Harper’s Weekly 
in June 1858, the same year 
that Wisconsin enacted its 

first lobbying law



POLITICAL MARKET

Conscientious Rail-
road President to 
Dealer: “Ah! Let me see.  
I think I’ll take this bunch 
of Legislators at $5000 a 
head.  The Senators, at -
what price did you say?”
Dealer: “Can’t afford ‘em 
less than $10,000 each.”
R.R.P.: “Well, hand them 
over.  I suppose I’ll have 
to take the lot.”

Cartoon published in 
Harper’s Weekly of June 12, 
1858, at the time of the 
Land Grant Investigation



The big picture  (why have a code 
of ethics?)

 Strengthen citizens’ confidence in the 
integrity of governmental officials

 Help preserve the integrity of the 
governmental decision-making process

 Officials not to profit from holding public 
office



What local units of government 
are covered? [19.42(7u)]
Officials of:

All political subdivisions

Special purpose districts

An instrumentality or corporation of 
either



Who is covered within these 
units? [19.42(7w)]
 Elected officials
 County administrators and city and village 

managers
 Individuals appointed for a specified term 
 Appointees serving at the pleasure of the 

governing body or chief executive



Use of Office For Private
Benefit [19.59(1)(a)]

No local public official

May use his or her public position or office

To obtain financial gain or anything of substantial 
value

For the private benefit of himself or herself,

Or his or her immediate family,

Or for an organization with which the official is 
associated.



Exceptions:

 Items received on behalf of the 
local governmental unit and 
primarily for the benefit of the 
governmental unit

 Items unrelated to the 
individual’s holding public 
office or position



Influence and Reward 
[19.59(1)(b)]

No local public official

May solicit or accept

Anything of value

If it could reasonably be expected to influence 
the official’s judgment 

Or could reasonably be considered a reward 
for official action.



Conflicting Interests 
[19.59(1)(c)]

No local public official

May take any official action

Substantially affecting a matter

In which the official, a member of his or her 
immediate family, or an organization with 
which the official is associated

Has a substantial financial interest.



Standards and rules an official has 
to know!!

 Don't accept items or 
services offered to 
you because of your 
position

 Don't participate in 
decisions which affect 
you financially



Enforcement and penalties

 District Attorney, 
Attorney General

 $1,000 forfeiture
 $5,000 fine and 1 year 

imprisonment



Where to get more information

 City Attorney
 Government Accountability Board, Ethics 

and Accountability Division  
http://ethics.state.wi.us 

– Guidelines
– Advisory opinions [Prompt, confidential, authoritative]

– Ethics Board’s staff



Questions?
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