Public Policy Decisions When Values Conflict – The Case of Black Hills 

The City Council’s 6-1 decision to deny Black Hills a conditional use permit for its gas compressor highlights the dilemma with which public officials are faced when making decisions where values conflict.  These decisions are never easy as there are fairness, equity, and justice issues on both sides.  

Many years ago I took a public policy course at UCCS at which the dilemma of decision-making in the face of conflicting values was discussed. We considered the case of a proposed service center for homeless and at-risk citizens.  The proponents of the service center chose a location in a residential neighborhood and, as you can guess, many residents objected to that location.  Obviously, opinions and emotions ran high. Many of us will recall that the same conflicting values and opinions were evident at the Woodland Park Wal-Mart public hearings.   Issues involving property rights often take conflicting ethical directions, as the rights of property owners are often at odds with the rights or desires of neighbors and other residents. Each of these cases had similar arguments of aesthetics, safety, compatibility, and need. Many times there are no clear ways to resolve conflicts and disagreements, even in attempts to compromise.

I am reminded of a book by Vincent Barry, who wrote Moral Issues in Business, which was used in the public policy course.  Barry recommended the use of certain guidelines when obligations and values conflict.  When obligations conflict, choose the more important one. When ideals conflict with obligations, choose the higher ideal.  When effects are mixed, choose that which produces the greater good or the lesser harm. 

I opposed the rejection of Black Hills’ application because I believe that allowing the Black Hills compressor to stay at its present location was the right thing to do and served the greater good and welfare of the citizens of Woodland Park and its neighbors. I tried to put myself in the place of the unhappy people who came before Council.  I, too, would have been very upset to have this compressor placed in my neighborhood for the same reasons that they stated. Council was told that Manitou Springs had a gas facility that serviced Woodland Park many years ago.  Had Manitou Springs taken the position that it did not want that facility in its community, gas service to the citizens of Woodland Park would have been impacted.  I certainly did not want Woodland Park to be the cause of service interruption to Divide, Cripple Creek, or our other neighbors in Teller County. I looked at all sides of the issues and, in the end, I believed Black Hills had made significant progress with alleviating the concerns of the neighbors and mitigating impacts and  harm.

One of the most difficult responsibilities of public officials is upholding democratic values as those values apply to the use of discretionary power and authority.  Since regulation of property takes away rights and privileges of property owners, I believe that it is imperative to regulate carefully and to the extent necessary, while protecting property rights. While making decisions in which values play a significant part of property rights issues will never be easy and won’t always ‘feel’ fair and just to the parties involved, I will continue to carefully consider all sides. 
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