Enough people have urged me to reproduce in a column some remarks made to the various service clubs about the nature of elected offices, that I've decided to do so even though they aren't necessarily flattering.


Having commuted to work as an assistant prosecutor in larger counties over the past 19 years, I fully expected that this position would be geographically closer but qualitatively no different than before.


Sure, I knew that sooner or later I'd have to campaign, and although that process strikes me as undignified and superficial I obviously decided that I could do it, but I still never expected that the day-to-day routine would be any different.


The reality is that being the holder of an elected office changes everything. People are no longer witnesses, victims, defendants, jurors, police, secretaries, etc.; everyone is instead a voter.


I've come to see this type of accountability as a good thing – it motivates one to work even harder, to respond promptly to every inquiry and to put nothing on the back burner.


But, this type of accountability also has a dark side. I remember reviewing a report of an economic crime shortly after taking office in January, realizing that the defendant was a local person while the victim was a business entity whose home office lay out of state and thinking to myself, "Great, I'll make an enemy of the defendant as usual and whatever goodwill I generate with the victim won't do me any good."


My next thought was to be horrified that the above thought had even crossed my mind. It would never have occurred to me before – where anyone involved resided would have been irrelevant other than as a logistical problem.


In short, a politician had emerged without my knowledge or permission. I was suddenly aware that people in elected offices are surrounded by motives and opportunities to make essentially corrupt decisions, and that I would have to work harder to do the right thing for the right reasons. The real challenge of being a proverbial small town DA is simply to handle the cases of everyone who is someone exactly as if they were no one. 

Another discovery has been the extremely isolating effect of a one-person office, but to explain that I have to back up a bit.


I've always felt that both the legal system and the public would be better served had the legal profession followed the lead of the medical profession in formally recognizing and certifying many specialties, and that prosecution should be such a specialty predicated on some length of service under the supervision of veteran prosecutors.

And, this is because prosecutors have substantial power and discretion that is easily abused by attorneys new to prosecution. I certainly wouldn't want to occupy a one-person office without the benefit of prior experience, i.e., without knowing what other prosecutors would do in similar situations.

So, not having a colleague with whom to consult is hard, but I can at least look back and check what I'm doing against what I already know other prosecutors would do; much more importantly, I can check to see that what I'm doing now is exactly the same as what I would have done before politics became an issue.

