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Note: The following imaginary case study is roughly derived from "Case 4 Welcome to the new town 

manager?" by Hirt in the book, Managing Local Government finance: Cases in decision making" by ICMA 

and Banovetz. 

 

 Elizabeth Trout graduated recently from an MPA program and thought herself lucky to land a 

position of New Intendo, a town of less than 10,000 people near a declining industrial/corporate center 

in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States. The position had come open quickly soon following 

Elizabeth's graduation. Being a person of devout faith, Elizabeth imagined that this opportunity was 

meant for her. The former town administrator resigned unexpectedly after about three years in the 

position and moved to the upper Midwest. In the recent election, a retired 4th grade public school 

teacher was elected mayor and four Republicans and two Democrats had been elected to Town Council 

positions. Only one member of the council, Hazel Smith, has any substantial experience in budgeting and 

finance. She is retired from a corporation where she worked as a manager in accounting and finance of 

25 years. 

 

 Elizabeth's one-day employment interviews in July, 2018 had gone well. The assistant town 

administrator had not been available on the day of Elizabeth's interviews and she did not seek him out 

following the interview. The town had a reputation for the quality delivery of services. Without knowing 

the details, the place was attractive to her. The population was stable but had declined through the 

years as the average age of citizens had increased to an average now of about 50 years of age, including 

children. The salary offered was modest and acceptable to Elizabeth who had limited prior professional 

employment experiences. No one gave much attention to the finances of the town during the brief 

interview. Elizabeth was thankful for the contract she was offered and accepted. 

 

 Elizabeth moved to New Intendo quickly, made a substantial down payment (from her family 

inheritance) on a large house in the historic district and began to settle into her new workplace. It was 

the season to begin the budgeting process. She began to experience anxiety when she began to assess 

the situation. She met Fred Smith, the assistant town manager for the first time and asked him to sit 

with her and look at the numbers together. Total revenues had been declining for over a decade. 

Substantial amounts of money were derived from local property taxes and from fees charged to 

residents and several industries for water and sewer services. Several department heads came to her 

requesting additional personnel. Police officers had been working a lot of overtime and that was both 

hard on them and costly to the town because overtime pay is time-and-a-half. The engineering 

department wanted an additional technical specialist to help them with the information systems. But 

what alarmed Elizabeth was Fred Smith telling her of the very poor condition of some of the town's 

critical infrastructures -- especially the water delivery system and the sewerage system. Elizabeth 

learned that sewerage spills had contaminated nine of the ten wells that the city depends upon, and 

that the fresh water delivery pipes were so old that citizens were beginning to complain about rusty 

water, and having to buy bottled drinking water.  



 

 Elizabeth basically had a small panic attack when she learned that over the last decade the town 

had drawn down the reserves/savings that had been accumulated back in "the good old days" when the 

local industries had been successful and the town had accumulated substantial financial reserves. At the 

present rate, the existing remaining reserves would be depleted in about three years and would not be 

available to supplement existing revenues needed to balance the annual budget.  

 

 The leaders and citizens of New Intendo have always been careful. The town has taken a pay-as-

you-go approach to costly capital projects. But now, Elizabeth realizes that New Intendo cannot 

continue to provide high service levels to its citizens through fiscal prudence. She wonders where the 

point of no return may be (in terms of saving New Intendo) and if perhaps that point has already been 

reached. 

 

 But to her credit, Elizabeth is becoming more concerned about the future of New Intendo now; 

rather than her career. She is angry that Fred had not been present during her brief interview. No one 

told her what she was getting into. In her heart she cares about New Intendo and its people. Perhaps 

others including the former administrator have given up on New Intendo and, seeing the peril, have 

moved on quickly. But Elizabeth, for better or worse, has accepted this challenge and wants to see it 

though, even at risk of her career. And to bail out now might only further jeopardize her young and 

idealistic career. 

 

 Elizabeth ponders what she is learning. The town is in decline. It is not yet a crisis, but it could 

become a crisis very soon. A single serious thunderstorm could trigger a flood -- literally or figuratively. 

The "piggy bank" is almost broken. Major infrastructure has been neglected for years, for lack of leaders 

being willing to incur long-term debt to fund it. The mayor and members of the council are relatively 

inexperienced and have a kind of faith that everything is going to be okay. This is not Elizabeth's home. 

But it has become her mission. She does care; and she realizes that if New Intendo goes down in a crash, 

her career may follow. 

 

 Elizabeth is new here. She has no close personal friends here. At present, no one is against her. 

She has been hired to do a job. Elizabeth calls you as an old friend and mentor. She wants you to listen 

to her and suggest her next steps. She has decided to try to see this one through, although she realizes 

that she may have make a mistake getting into this situation without more understanding of things in 

New Intendo.  

 

 Write Elizabeth a confidential letter beginning, "Dear Beth," in which you give evidence that 

you understand what she now knows about New Intendo. Do not blame her for walking into this not 

knowing. Advise her who to talk to in New Intendo and what to talk to each of them about. Should she 

first seek out Fred; or the new mayor; or a local newspaper reporter? How should she begin to build a 

base of administrative/political support in New Intendo? (first paragraph or more of your letter) 

 

 Then suggest how she approach the coming budget cycle. Is it more important now to focus on 

revenues or try to cut expenditures? Can the town continue to serve the citizens well? Do the average 

citizens know the situation? Who should tell them, and how? How can Elizabeth get a better handle on 



(understanding of) the need for an additional police officer or a new technical IT assistant, if it is not 

feasible to hire both this coming year? (second paragraph or more of your letter) 

 

 Then, advise Elizabeth how she might decide whether or not to recommend that the town go 

into long-term debt to finance much-needed infrastructure improvements regarding the water supply 

and sewer system.  The local culture is very fiscally conservative. Is it Elizabeth's place/responsibility to 

challenge that and to become an advocate for going into long-term debt, if possible? If yes, how do you 

advise Elizabeth to proceed? (third paragraph or more of your letter) 

 

 And on a more personal note, Should a profession be primarily about matters of the heart? Is it 

ever justified to give up on a place and its people, even if staying may come at the price of the sacrifice 

of a career that may be more successful elsewhere? Don’t try to tell your fiend Elizabeth what to feel or 

think. But communicate that you realize that she may be coping with important values and personal 

decisions, and that you care about her. (fourth paragraph) 

 

 As indicated above, you letter should be at least four paragraphs long and address each "issue" 

outlined above. Please organize your letter/email in or order indicated above.  

 

RUBRIC 

 

Your name on work. 
 

[  ] no     [  ] yes 

Work submitted in GeorgiaView on time. 
 

[  ] no     [  ] yes 

First paragraph as specified in the assignment. [  ] missing or very weak 
[  ] needs development 
[  ] okay 

Second paragraph as specified in the assignment. [  ] missing or very weak 
[  ] needs development 
[  ] okay 

Third paragraph as specified in the assignment. [  ] missing or very weak 
[  ] needs development 
[  ] okay 

Fourth paragraph as specified in the assignment. [  ] missing or very weak 
[  ] needs development 
[  ] okay 

 


