
 
Anne Arundel County 

Ethics Commission  
 

      December 2, 2010 
 
By Electronic Mail Only  
 
The Honorable John R. Leopold  
County Executive    
44 Calvert Street, MS 1406    
Annapolis, MD 21401    
  
Chief James Teare, Sr.      
Anne Arundel County Police Department  
8495 Veterans Highway  
Millersville, MD 21108   
 
Corporal O’Brien Atkinson, IV, President 
Fraternal Order of Police Lodge 70 
1311 Generals Highway 
Crownsville, MD 21032 
 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen: 
 

 
Chairman and Members 
Anne Arundel County Council 
44 Calvert Street, First Floor 
Annapolis, MD 21401 
 
Chief John Robert Ray 
Anne Arundel County Fire Department 
8501 Veterans Highway 
Millersville, MD 21108 
 
Mr. Craig S. Oldershaw, President  
Anne Arundel County Professional Fire 
Fighters Local 1563 
P.O. Box 503 
Millersville, MD 21108 
 
 
       

During this year’s election cycle, the ethics commission received a number of inquiries1 
from citizens who expressed concern about the extent of the involvement of the police and 
firefighters2 in the campaign for ballot Question A.  After reviewing these inquiries, the 
commission decided that the most appropriate response would be to reiterate the applicability of 
the Public Ethics Law to campaign activity undertaken by county employees.   
 
 The state legislature, by virtue of Article 24, §13-103, of the Annotated 
Code of Maryland, has guaranteed the right of all local government employees to  
“freely participate in any political activity and express any political opinion.”  Additionally, a 
county employee “may not be required to provide any political service.” 
This same statute, at §13-104, provides that, with certain exceptions not relevant to this 
discussion, “the restrictions imposed by this title are the only restrictions on the political 
activities of an employee of a local entity.”   

                                                 
1 The ethics commission also received a sworn complaint that was subsequently withdrawn by the complainant after 
discussion with the commission and staff. 
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2  Concerns were also expressed about the extent of the involvement by teachers as well, but teachers are subject to 
the ethics rules of the board of education and not to the Public Ethics Law. 



 
 Where police officers are concerned, the provisions of the Law Enforcement Officers’ 
Bill of Rights, at §3-103(a)(1), provide that, “a law enforcement officer has the same rights to 
engage in political activity as a State employee.”   
 
 The Public Ethics Law does not address political activity per se but political activity is 
subject to various provisions of the ethics law.  For example, the ethics law prohibits an 
employee from “intentionally using the prestige of office or public position for that employee's 
private gain or the gain of another.”  §7-5-107(a).  This prohibition applies to any activity- 
political, commercial, or non-profit.  
 
 In a Special Ethics Law Memo available on its website, the State Ethics Commission, 
which has an identical “prestige of office” provision, has opined that this provision “would 
prohibit the use of State time, materials, equipment, or facilities for political purposes.”  More 
specifically, the memo advises that “law enforcement and other uniformed personnel may not 
use State uniforms or equipment in political advertising.” 
 
 The Anne Arundel County Ethics Commission has adopted this reasoning in several 
opinions.  In IO-00-110, the ethics commission advised that,  
 

[§7-5-107(a)] of the ethics law would prohibit you from using your 
county title, prestige or authority for private gain. So while you may 
solicit campaign contributions or speak in support of a candidate, you 
may not identify yourself as a special assistant to the county executive 
while you are engaged in these activities. This provision is not a 
restriction on your political activities; it is rather, a restriction on the use 
of your county title.” See also, AO-09-68, IO-06-39, IO-02-133, AO-02-
91, and AO-98-139. 
 

 In this last campaign, the ethics commission became aware of several instances in which 
a police officer’s official police department rank was used in campaign advertising.  There were 
also several ads promoting Question A in which one or more fire department employees 
appeared in their county uniforms.  These specific instances, if done with the officers’ approval, 
may constitute the intentional use of the prestige of the employee’s official positions for the gain 
of the entities on whose behalf these ads appeared, namely the Committee for Jobs and Revenue 
for Anne Arundel County, the A.A. County FOP Lodge 70, the Professional Firefighters of Anne 
Arundel County, the Cordish Companies, PPE Resorts and Casinos, and other private entities.  
 
 The ethics commission has no jurisdiction over private entities or employee unions, but it 
does have jurisdiction over individual county employees. 
 
 In addition to these specifics instances, there were multiple instances of signs stating 
“Police support Question A” or “Firefighters support Question A.”  While these signs contained 
the corresponding union logo, the logos were often too small to be readable from any distance.  
One such sign was affixed to a fire truck, although not one currently in use.  Other ads featured 
people in what appeared to be official county public safety uniforms, although the insignias were 
blurred or hidden.  One picture included a police motorcycle type helmet that showed a blurred 
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http://ethics.gov.state.md.us/
http://www.aacounty.org/Ethics/Opinions2000/IO-00-110.pdf
http://www.aacounty.org/Ethics/Opinions2009/AO-09-68.pdf
http://www.aacounty.org/Ethics/Opinions2006/IO-06-39.pdf
http://www.aacounty.org/Ethics/Opinions2002/IO-02-133.pdf
http://www.aacounty.org/Ethics/Opinions2002/AO-02-91.pdf
http://www.aacounty.org/Ethics/Opinions2002/AO-02-91.pdf
http://www.aacounty.org/Ethics/Opinions1998/AO-98-139.pdf
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identification from a jurisdiction in Florida.  Photographs of people wearing t-shirts bearing the 
logo, “Police support Question A”, standing in front of unidentifiable public safety vehicles also 
appeared on the Jobs and Revenue website. The signs and photos were designed to convey the 
impression that individual police officers and firefighters, in their official capacity, or even their 
respective departments (as distinguished from their unions which are not subject to the ethics 
law), supported a particular ballot question.  
 
 The use of advertising that appears, even by implication, to convey an official 
government endorsement may not necessarily violate the letter of the ethics law but it is 
misleading and violates the spirit of the ethics law.  When supporters of a ballot question use 
“faked” public safety vehicles and equipment, perhaps because they know they cannot use real 
ones, or pose in front of volunteer-owned stations because they cannot pose in front of county 
stations, they appear to be attempting to circumvent the law.   
 
 The Public Ethics Law establishes “minimum ethical standards” for the conduct of the 
county’s business, and it is meant to be liberally construed to effectuate its purposes.  The ethics 
commission believes that the “police” and “firefighters” who may have intentionally participated 
in the activities described herein, have fallen far short of these standards under any construction 
of the ethics law.   
 
 The purpose of this letter is to remind county employees and officials, all of whom are 
subject to the Public Ethics Law, that although they have the right to participate in political 
activity, that participation is still subject to the provisions of the ethics law.  Future political, 
commercial, or other non-official activities that involve the use of the title or uniform, or 
otherwise appear to violate the ethics law, will subject the participant to enforcement action. 
 
     Respectfully,  
  
     The Anne Arundel County Ethics Commission 

 
 /s/  
 
Carol S. Lewnes, Chairperson   
John R. Moses 3   
Richard L. Hillman 
Cathleen M. Conlyn   
Cynthia H. Caldwell   
Craig A. Reynolds 

     Vicki H. Steinberg 

 
3   Commission member, John R. Moses, approved this letter but resigned before it was issued. 


