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Case Objectives and Use

The case shows the ethical dilemmas confronting those serving on politically appointed bodies having legal authority to impose penalties and the ethical principles of reasoning that come into play when existing laws may be inadequate. It also illustrates the types of behaviors that may occur when Board members are under pressure to pursue agendas set by those who have appointed them but may not be in the best interests of the stakeholders involved. The case is based on the experiences of a member of a Liquor License and Control Board in a small western city and how he was able to manipulate the Board not to engage in an action that he believed to be unfair and unjust. As such, the case examines how personalities and conflicting ethical principles enter into the decision making process. Because of the complexity of the relationships and the ethical principles addressed, the case is most appropriate for use at the graduate level in ethics and social responsibility or public administration courses. 
Case Synopsis
The city of Midvale had received a Federal grant to combat underage drinking and subsequently appointed two of its detectives full time to ensure compliance with grant expectations. With the assistance of a paid underage informant, they soon found five violations of the State’s alcoholic beverage code and scheduled hearings before the city’s Liquor License and Control Board. Police reports forwarded to the Board for each of the violations were identical in all respects. The detectives and four members of the Board believed the cases to be open and shut even though during the hearings the Midvale city police refused to produce an eye/ear witness as well as other evidence. Discussions at the hearing for Best Buy Liquors indicated that four of the Board members would find Best Buy, as well as the other alleged violators, guilty as charged. Two of the Board members, both of whom were associated with law enforcement, believed that the five alleged violators should receive severe penalties. Two of the remaining Board members believed the alleged violators should only receive a reprimand. The fifth Board member (Scott Wright) believed that because evidence was being withheld, the alleged violators were being denied due process and, therefore, it was not possible to find the alleged violators guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. Nevertheless, Best Buy was found in violation of the State Liquor Code by a vote of 4-1.  Because he believed a grave injustice had occurred, Wright launched a course of action that eventually resulted in not guilty verdicts for the alleged violators but which raised serious ethical concerns whether justice had really been served. 
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