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Citizens Union presents this written testimony for the record in lieu of appearing in 
person at the March 12, 2015 Preliminary Budget Hearing. 
 
As the City Council considers the budget of the Conflicts of Interest Board (COIB), 
Citizens Union would like to reiterate its support for an independent budget for the 
agency, which was adopted as part of our charter revision recommendations for the 
2010 Charter Revision Commission.1  As you know, the Conflicts of Interest Board's 
budget (COIB) is determined during budget negotiations between the mayor and the 
City Council as part of the annual budget process.   
 
As the only city agency that regulates the ethical conduct of the very persons who set its 
budget, often at the very time of budget negotiations, the establishment of an 
independent budget makes sense for the agency so that it is not subject to the annual 
fiscal negotiation between the City Council and the mayor.  While the COIB’s budget is 
not at risk for a cut this year, we believe budget independence is important regardless 
of whether a future mayor or speaker has similar views of the office.  While the 
preliminary budget proposes a modest increase of $95,000 from the adopted FY2015 
budget to a total of $2.2 million for FY2016, it should be noted that the COIB’s staff level 
of 22 is still down from its previous level in 1993, when it was 26. 
 
It is certainly possible that a future mayor or City Council politically opposed to the COIB 
could financially hobble the effectiveness of the COIB through budget cuts, rendering it 
unable to fulfill its established mission.  Creating budget independence for the COIB 
would help eliminate this potential conflict. 
 
The COIB previously identified a specific formula for independent funding: setting their 
budget at 1/7000th of one percent of the city’s expense budget (for FY2016, it is 
proposed at $77.730 billion), which would equal approximately $5.4 million – more than 
double its current budget allocation.  It should be noted that the COIB’s calculation 
assumed it would receive additional powers through changes to the City Charter, 
including mandatory ethics training and education, which it did ultimately receive in 
2010 as a result of the Charter Revision Commission’s ballot proposal that was approved 
by the voters. 

                                                 
1
 Full report available at: 

http://www.citizensunion.org/www/cu/site/hosting/Reports/0610CU_Charter_Revision_Report&Recom
mendations.pdf  

http://www.citizensunion.org/www/cu/site/hosting/Reports/0610CU_Charter_Revision_Report&Recommendations.pdf
http://www.citizensunion.org/www/cu/site/hosting/Reports/0610CU_Charter_Revision_Report&Recommendations.pdf
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Some have suggested the COIB’s budget be linked to the Department of Investigation 
(DOI).  DOI’s proposed budget for FY2016 is $23.8 million.  The COIB argues that the DOI 
operates within a tight budget, and, like the COIB, is placed in the awkward position of 
reviewing the conduct of the elected officials that approve the COIB’s budget. 
Therefore, a linkage with the DOI would not prevent those officials subject to 
investigation by the COIB or the DOI from retaliating or seeking to undermine either 
entity.  In fact, it may very well make efforts to defang the DOI more efficient by 
simultaneously reducing the capacity of the COIB. 
 
Linking the COIB’s budget to the City’s expense budget would allow for more 
independence because it would not be subjected to targeted budget cuts that may be 
political in nature.  However, it would probably guarantee needed significant increases 
every year. Therefore, COIB’s budget should be linked to another agency which the 
mayor and council have little incentive to cut and has stable responsibilities and duties.  
One such agency is the City Law Department.  The Law Department’s proposed budget 
for FY2016 is $164 million. 
 
If the COIB were linked to the City Law Department at a rate of at least 1.6 percent of 
the total law department budget as determined by the OMB, COIB’s forecasted budget 
in FY2016 would be about $2.6 million, slightly higher than the proposed budget for 
FY2016 of $2.2 million.  A slightly higher formula of 1.7 or 1.8 percent might also be 
worth considering depending upon the level of responsibility the agency has or is given 
in the future.   
 
Recommendations:   
 

 The Conflicts of Interest Board should also receive an independent budget that is 
pegged to the City Law Department.  While Citizens Union has recommended 
independent budgeting for some city officials, COIB is the only agency for which 
it makes this recommendation.  COIB is unique in that it oversees ethics across 
all agencies and elected officials’ offices. Given this oversight role, it should not 
have its budget determined by the very people who are subject to its scrutiny 
and judgment.  This distinct mission separates the COIB from other agencies 
seeking similar budget independence and justifies the request as being 
fundamental to its overarching function in the City Charter. 






