THE ETHICS OF DATA ACCURACY

Ernest Abrogar

#2353030

PDD 611

Planning Capstone

Professors Simons and Kastelic

May 12, 2005


In order to perform our duties, planners must perform extensive research. That research is used to make recommendations that effect the future of our communities, on both the short- and long-term. Throughout the capstone course, we unearthed and manipulated a large amount of data in order to come to conclusions we submitted for Assignment 2 and the scenarios. In that period, the opportunity for error was wide, ranging from using inaccurate information, to sloppiness with the spreadsheets, to having the wrong assumptions. The need to complete research and put out a finished product by a deadline can overwhelm the planner. If they are not careful, the conclusions they submit to the director or public official could result in failed projects, unanticipated public furor, or budget overruns. It is the responsibility of the planner to make sure this does not happen.


In a hypothetical case, let us suppose that a planner has been tasked to analyze the tax base impact of a development project that is being seen as the first big deal that could bring a large retail presence to a growing suburban community. The project requires some financial assistance from the city. In order to perform the analysis, he asks for sales projections for the next ten years. When he receives them, he looks only at the relevant columns of data and calculates the impact from there. He submits his analysis to his superiors, who know the mayor will use it in his announcement of the project at the end of the week.


The day before the announcement, however, when recreationally looking through the business plan just before returning it, he notices some erroneous market growth assumptions that led to their revenue projections. He doesn’t absolutely know what the difference in tax base impact would be with better assumptions, but he does know it would take a couple of days to find out. He wonders what he should say to his supervisor.


This case is one that could happen quite often, in which the planner’s role of researcher crosses that of mayor’s intent to “ink the deal” and show some success on the development front. Mayors of suburban communities that do not have to deal with budget deficits, abject poverty, or rampant crime do not have as much opportunity to prove to their constituents their capability as an elected leader. Bringing in jobs and new development is often the only visible mark of someone who has gotten things done in a suburb. Some mayors are more strident in seeing this happen than others. 

The development team, of course, wants the deal to go forward. More often than not, the figures for their revenue projections are not conservatively made. This does not mean they dishonest, but it can be said that developers are optimistic individuals who would not be in the business if they were uncertain about their success. There are, however, many cases where numbers are “fudged” in order to paint a positive picture of a project’s potential. 

The planner himself would probably want to see the deal happen, if not as an intriguing project to work on, then as a resident who wants to see his city grow and as a consumer who would like more retail options. This may not be a case of impropriety or professional pressure from political superiors, but of the integrity of data that involves the expenditure of public dollars.

In order to determine the right course of action, I would perform a “what if” analysis to find out the consequences of different options. What if the mayor went through the announcement, and later on sales fell far below what was anticipated? What would happen to the mayor’s political fortunes if this happened? What if we delayed the announcement? How would the developer react to such a delay? What if we withdrew public funding? Would they pull out?  

I would also ask questions of scale. Does the developer really need public funding? How long would the developer be able to wait? Do the faulty market assumptions reflect the way the rest of the business plan was done? What is their reputation for dealing with local governments? Does this project really have the importance that people say it has – in other words, could more retail come along without the project? Will this give the community an anti-business reputation?   

The AICP Code of Ethics states that “A planner must exercise independent professional judgment on behalf of clients and employers.” Hence, I would see it as perfectly suitable to question the developer’s figures; after all, I am not working for the developer as a market analyst, but for the city as a planner determining the best allocation of public funds, even if that was not my initial role. At the same time, however, the code states that “A planner who reviews the work of other professionals must do so in a fair, considerate, professional and equitable manner.” This means I should not accuse the developer of impropriety (at least without further evidence), but to show them that they may be overly optimistic in their assumptions.

In the face of this situation, I would advise my supervisor of my doubts and as much as possible, give a time frame for how long it would take to resolve the figures and recalculate the tax base impact. If they do not agree to consult the developer, I would stop there unless the developer indeed had a record of forcing deals through. If my supervisor agreed (most likely with approval from their supervisors), the announcement would have to be delayed. We would soon meet the developers and convey that an announcement could not be made without completion of this data repair. We would make clear, however, that we would as much as possible work within their time frames. 

Real estate development is an exciting business, and I believe cities should be partners with developers in making things happen. This involves some level of risk. It is the responsibility of public servants to set a tolerable level of risk and ensure that any deals fit within that level. It important to have that caution because publicly-financed deals are in effect investments by the taxpayers. Failed, publicly-financed developments can be considered a loss incurred by every taxpayer. Also, as non-elected officials, planners are not politically answerable to the public, but their work reflects the competence and integrity of those that are. Planners, especially those who work in the public sector, have responsibility to uphold the ideals of service because our work affects the way our communities function now, and in the future.

