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Ethics, Bribery, and the Recent Supreme Court Decision: A
New Ethical Frontier for Local Officials

I'm not a politician or an attorney, but | can say with confidence that the recent Supreme Court ruling in
the Snyder case changes the playing field regarding bribery. This landmark decision redefines what

constitutes a bribe versus a gift, especially in local government.

The Supreme Court's Decision

The Supreme Court's recent ruling in the case of former Portage, Indiana, Mayor James Snyder has
significant implications for how bribery and corruption among public officials are prosecuted. This
decision narrows the scope of what constitutes an "official act" under the federal bribery statute, 18

U.S.C. § 666, and will reshape anti-corruption efforts in the United States.

The Court's 6-3 decision along ideological lines found that the law criminalizes bribes given before
an official act, not rewards handed out after. This distinction between bribes and gratuities has several

ramifications for governmental officials :

1. Increased Difficulty in Prosecuting Corruption Cases: The ruling makes it significantly more
challenging for prosecutors to prove corruption. They now need concrete evidence of a direct
exchange where a public official explicitly agrees to perform a specific act in exchange for something

of value.

2. Potential Increase in Post-Facto "Rewards": Government officials may be more inclined to accept
gifts or payments after performing official acts, as these are now less likely to be considered illegal

under federal law.
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3. Blurred Ethical Lines: While the law now requires explicit evidence of quid pro quo arrangements,

accepting gifts or payments after official acts can still undermine public confidence in governance.

4. Impact on Ongoing Cases: This decision may directly influence high-profile corruption cases.
Defense attorneys in related trials are expected to leverage this ruling to argue for dismissals or

retrials, potentially leading to a significant shift in the outcomes of these cases.

5. Potential for Legislative Action: In response to this judicial interpretation, legislative reforms have
significant potential to clarify and strengthen anti-corruption statutes. This presents an opportunity for

policymakers to take proactive steps in the fight against corruption.

6. Need for Enhanced Ethics Training: The ruling underscores the need for more robust educational
and training programs focused on ethics and compliance for public officials. These programs can

provide support and guidance for officials navigating the evolving legal landscape.

7. Potential Increase in State-Level Prosecutions: As federal prosecutions become more challenging,
there is a potential for increased state-level corruption cases. This can present a new challenge and
engagement for legal professionals, as state laws may have different standards for what constitutes

bribery.

8. Erosion of Public Trust: The gap between legal definitions of corruption and public perception

could decrease trust in governmental and judicial institutions.

This ruling continues a pattern of the Supreme Court restricting the government's ability to use broad
federal laws to prosecute public corruption cases. It follows similar decisions in recent years, such as

overturning the bribery conviction of former Virginia Gov. Bob McDonnell in 2016.

Chuck Gallagher, Certified Speaking Professional - ChuckGallagher.com



Ethics, Bribery and the Recent Supreme Court Decision

The Ethical Dilemma

This decision creates a challenging ethical landscape for locally elected officials. If a vendor receives
a contract and subsequently provides a payment or a favor, is this considered a gift or a bribe? The
Supreme Court has leaned towards viewing such transactions as gifts unless there is clear evidence
of a quid pro quo arrangement. This shift places a significant burden on local officials to navigate

these murky waters carefully. Perhaps a better question moves beyond legality to - is it ethical?

The Appearance of Impropriety

The appearance of bribery masked as a gift remains a significant ethical concern. Several years ago,
| was honored to speak to the Florida Association of Counties on ethics, emphasizing the importance
of maintaining ethical standards in public service. Now more than ever, clear ethical guidelines and
training are paramount. The Supreme Court's decision underscores local governments' need to

establish robust ethical frameworks to distinguish between legitimate gifts and unethical bribes.

State-Level Implications

The Supreme Court's ruling effectively transfers the responsibility of regulating gifts and bribes to the
states. This decentralization means that each state must develop its own standards and training
programs to ensure local officials understand the nuances of ethical behavior. Failure to address
these issues can create a "no man's land" of uncertainty, leading to increased instances of unethical

conduct and corruption.
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The Need for Ethical Training

If there is ever a time to focus on training for ethics and ethical behavior, it is now. Local governments
must prioritize comprehensive ethics training to help officials navigate the complex landscape created

by the Supreme Court's decision. This training should cover:

- Distinguishing Gifts from Bribes: Educating officials on the legal definitions and ethical

considerations of gifts versus bribes.

- Transparency and Accountability: Encouraging practices that promote transparency and hold

officials accountable for their actions.

- Ethical Decision-Making: Providing frameworks for making ethical decisions in ambiguous

situations.

- Reporting Mechanisms: Establishing clear procedures for reporting and addressing potential ethical

violations.

Final Thoughts

The recent Supreme Court decision in the Snyder case has reshaped the ethical landscape for local
officials, raising critical questions about the distinction between gifts and bribes. This new reality calls
for robust ethical training and clear guidelines to ensure public servants can navigate these

challenges with integrity. As we move forward, it is essential to focus on education and ethical

leadership to prevent the appearance and reality of corruption in our local governments.
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Strengthening Ethical Foundations

Local governments must seize this moment to reinforce their ethical foundations. This includes
revisiting existing policies, enhancing transparency, and ensuring that all officials are adequately
trained in recognizing and handling moral dilemmas. Implementing stringent reporting mechanisms

and promoting a culture of accountability are critical steps in this process.

It's my opinion that state governments, local authorities, and ethics organizations must collaborate in
developing and disseminating comprehensive ethics training programs. These programs should be
mandatory for all public officials and include practical scenarios to help them apply ethical principles

in real-world situations.

Policymakers have a unique opportunity to respond to the Supreme Court's decision by enacting
legislative reforms that clarify the definitions of bribery and gifts. These reforms should close any
loopholes that may allow unethical behavior to go unpunished and ensure that public officials are

held to the highest standards of integrity.

Restoring and maintaining public trust in governmental institutions is paramount, and your role in this
is crucial. Transparency initiatives, such as public disclosure of gifts and enhanced whistleblower
protections, can help bridge the gap between legal standards and public expectations. By
demonstrating a commitment to ethical governance, you can help rebuild confidence and trust among

your constituents.

A Call to Ethical Leadership

Finally, this is a call to ethical leadership. Public officials at all levels must lead by example,
demonstrating a steadfast commitment to ethical behavior. By prioritizing integrity and transparency,

they can set a positive precedent and inspire others to follow suit.
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The Supreme Court's ruling presents both challenges and opportunities. Itis a clarion call for local

governments to strengthen their ethical frameworks, enhance training, and enact legislative reforms.
By doing so, we can navigate this new ethical frontier with integrity and ensure that our public officials

uphold the highest standards of ethical governance.
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