CITY OF ALBANY

CITY COUNCIL AGENDA

STAFF REPORT
Agenda Date:  7/7/08

Reviewed by: BP

SUBJECT:
Social and Economic Justice Commission Recommendations regarding Albany Campaign Finance Reform Act and Campaign Finance Reform in General

REPORT BY:  Judy Lieberman, Assistant City Administrator
SOCIAL & ECONOMIC JUSTICE COMMISSION RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Amend the City’s Campaign Finance Reform Act regarding contributions, spending limits, and filing requirements.

2. Provide City support to broadcast campaign debates, to post contribution and expenditure information on the City website, and to fully subsidize the cost to publish candidates’ statements in the County election pamphlet. 

3. Consider establishing a task force to delve deeper into the more complex issues, including potential public financing.
4. Implement the recommendations for the 2010 municipal election.
STAFF RECOMMENDATION

Pursuant to the Commission recommendation, introduce for first reading Ordinance #08-06 amending the Campaign Finance Reform Act of 1996.

BACKGROUND

The Social and Economic Justice Commission (SEJC) began reviewing the Albany Campaign Finance Reform Act in October of 2007.  Its review included a staff review of the Act, discussions with the City Attorney, and a qualitative questionnaire that was sent to all candidates who ran for election since the passage of the Act in 1996.  In addition, Robert Stern, from the Center for Governmental Studies, was brought in to speak to the Commission in April of 2008.  Mr. Stern specializes in Campaign Finance reform issues throughout California and the nation, and has been involved in development and analysis of local and State ordinances for at least the past 25 years.  Based on the information gathered and the often lengthy and detailed discussions, the Commission developed a set of ten recommendations.  

DISCUSSION

The Commission’s recommendations, and their reasons and comments regarding the recommended changes are included in Attachment #1. It should be noted that not all Commissioners agreed completely with every item recommended.  Dissenting opinions are included in the comments section, and this was an important part of reaching consensus on the recommendations.  The issue of campaign finance reform is very specialized and highly regulated.  According to Mr. Stern, Albany’s ordinance is relatively complex, especially for a City of our size.  The Commission felt that a thorough review and revision of the ordinance would take considerably more time and expertise than would be possible for them to accomplish.  One of their recommendations was the creation of a Task Force, if the Council wished to proceed in this direction.  Some additional considerations were added with regard to incentives that would increase public involvement in the campaign process.

A draft ordinance based on the Commission’s recommendations is included as Attachment #2.  It should be noted that the Commission recommended (with a dissenting opinion) that the recommendations should go into effect for the 2010 election.  One member felt that it would be best to at least clarify the two items that were of questionable legality for the upcoming election.  However, at this date, issues related to timing may complicate the ability to cleanly implement an ordinance that takes effect for the upcoming November election.  

ANALYSIS

In brief, the recommendations include the following points:

1. The geographic limitation on receiving contributions should be changed from 10% to 25%, allowing greater “out-of-Albany” contributions

2. The two-tier contribution limit should be maintained as an incentive to voluntary expenditure limits

3. The spending limitation per voter should be raised. 

4. Adding a 4th expenditure filing for those who choose NOT to accept voluntary expenditure limits should be maintained

5. The prohibition on contributions from organizations should be removed, and so should the contribution limits related to independent expenditures and general purpose committees

6. All reportable information (contributions and expenditures) should be available on the City’s website

7. Debates should be broadcast on KALB and made available on the City’s website

8. A Task Force should be established to delve deeper into the more complex issues, and should also include potential public financing

9. As an incentive for voluntary spending limits, the City should pay the fee for candidates to have their statements in the County pamphlet, which is currently $86.50.

10. The recommendations should go into effect for the 2010 election.

FINANCIAL IMPACT

There is no financial impact from the amendments to the ordinance.  There would be a cost to the City for any staff time involved in broadcasting of debates on KALB, and for subsidizing the candidates’ statements publication; currently the fee is $83.50 per candidate statement, which is a portion of the County charge to the City for each statement publication.

Attachments:
1. SEJC Campaign Reform Recommendations

2. Draft Ordinance #08-06
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