Fear makes cover-ups worse

Ontario’s latest
water-testing scandal
proves it: Fear of
anctions makes people
hide errors rather than
seek solutions, says
business dean

ROGER MARTIN

‘ lamp down harder.” Last week's
water-testing scandal, in which a
Cinmltm Ont, lab admitted it
had not been testing local drink-

ing water for E. coli, reinforces the n
universal reaction to the failure of 5
we trust. But we're aming if we mmk
that clamping down harder will eradicate
the problem.

Alter the Walkerton tragedy, we had
calls for more tules, more regulation,
more oversight and more spendiny
After “test-gate,” we have Ontario Envi-
ment Minister Chris Stockwell's talk of
heads rolling and police investigations.
Such clamp-down reactions confuse the
true, direct cause of the problem. In both
cases it was not error itself, but rather the
cover-up of error

By all accounts, Walkerton's public util-
ities commission general manager Stan
Koebel was an incompetent who repeat-
edly produced erroneous results for
“tested” water, then pumped it wheth
chlorinators were working or not. B
what's important is that everyone around
him knew he was incompetent. No one
L d 1o wail for ane of his errors (o pro-
duce illness; after any of his flawed tes
mmediate boil-water alert could ha
be nnrden-d extra chlorine dumped into
the systen eryone would have been
fine.

I

i didn't happen. Why? Becaus
rors were covered up, and the cover-up
was covered up. And as a direct result ::r
cover-up, innocent peaple died.

The same holds for last week’s kerfullle.
No one died, the Medical Officer of Health

o

wsists that no one’s health was in danger,
nd MDS Laboratonies asserts that there
was 1o problem in the first place. How-
had people overlooked actual E. coli,
sulting sickness would have
the same: a delay (in this case, a
delay) in reporting suspected test-
laws — that is, a cover-up.
question, therefore, is not

i nswer: Fear of sanction.
In the face of sanction that is feared to
be out of proportion with the error and
d out without discussion or the pos-
ty of recourse, the person who erred
will cover up the error, not report it

And The punishment meted out
for capitalist activity in the former Sovict

Union simply produced a sophisticatee
underground economy,
San

n Londor

bu
more prostitutes per capita
then than now.

Let's consider two things bel
rely 1o clamp down.

move instine

the tradeoff between error reduction anc |

encouraging cover-up. Stiffening sanc.
tions in order 1o reduce error will, other
things being cqual, i the sophisti
cation of cover-up, In order (o make thic
wradeoll, we have w understand the domi-
nant cause of the problem in cach partic-
ular case.

Consider the case of the Northwest Air-
lines crash at Detroit airport, when pilor

crror killed a plancload of passengers a
decade ago. T I|< |nlnu failed mcxmnd the
d for lift dur-
minml Trans-
fety Board hearings, pilots
jacent runways testi-

flaps were
extended — even though the pilots they
were covering for had died in the crash,
Yet the ph: evidence from the crash
site proved beyond a shadow of a doubt
that the flaps were ne LXIl‘IIﬂL’d

portation §
who had been on
ficd under oath that the wi

and Ih[‘alll‘lnph'll p was benign, if
repugnant. And here, sanctions against
error are worth trading off against the
threat of increased cover-u)

ilar logic may hold for sanctions
against sex abuse by Roman Catholic
priests. though the proposed “zero toler-
ance” policy for priests will assusedly pro-
duce still more cover-up of sex abuse.

Howev cases such as the protec-
1 of water supply, where cover-up is as
dangerous, or more so, than the original
error, the tradcofl must be considered
very carcfully.

Greater sanction for error is likely ©
produce greater cover-up and quite likely,
more deaths.

Second, the structure of sanctions must
be considered ¢ netions that are
seen as extreme, uni .m.ral nd arbitrary
generate more cover-up; ans that
are proportionate, the nrmlucl of due pro-
cess and subjcct t appeal, .um.lmr.lu fear
.md the incentive to

E

spect, the key issue is what
h(mn Kocbel thought would have hap
pened hc told his bosses, “Genile-
men, I'm not competent to do my job.”
he thought hl l\'uuhl be fired, he would
have chosen cover-up. If he thought he'd
be chastised but offered help i
himselfl to a competent le
have ht'on inclined 10 fess up.

1 de

. Kocbel's ac-

unus or hi 1 do say that

they \\rmnl mrpn\mg given the sane-
1y

ensconced

However, when we fwl [t nd 1)1.—
wrayed, these values are by ex-
nilatel ry m('dcur:m

P can pro-

duce worse problems (1
solve.

they try 1o
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