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Success in Public Service:
What You Need to Know Before
You Are Appointed or Elected
As a person seeking public office, you are about to embark upon a challenging and rewarding journey.
This is particularly true at the local level - where government and the public intersect most directly.
Public service affords you the opportunity to address real community problems and to help shape your
community's future.
Whether you are motivated by an interest in a particular policy issue or by a desire to give something
back, the rewards of working with others to improve your community will be many. But it won't be
easy. Public service also requires courage and personal sacrifice. You will be asked to make difficult
and sometimes unpopular decisions. Your actions will be scrutinized as never before and the law is
likely to affect what you can do or not do to a greater extent than you are used to-particularly as it
relates to ethics.
This pamphlet answers three questions:
1. What are the basic principles of public service ethics laws?
2. How can I determine the impact of these laws on me?
3. Where can I get additional help and support ifl still have questions?
The goal is to provide a general overview of ethics laws that apply to public service, as well as practical
tips on how to assess how these laws might affect you and your service. The emphasis is on what you
need to know before you are elected or appointed, so you can make an informed decision whether public
service is right for you at this time.
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What Kinds of Things
Do Ethics Laws Cover?
Ethics laws fall into four general categories:
1) Personal Financial Gain. Personal gain and public office don't mix.

2) Perks. The law generally frowns on special perks for officeholders.
3) Transparency. The public has a right to know a great deal about public officials and their
decision-making processes.
4) Fair Processes. Public officials are expected to be fair in their decision-making, particularly
under certain circumstances; this sometimes can limit one's role as an advocate.

Each area of ethics laws is briefly described below, along with some questions for those seeking public
office to consider.

Financial Gain Appearing to Influence Decisions
The notion behind laws prohibiting private financial gain is that public officials' economic interests
cannot even appear to influence their governmental decisions. For example, public officials usually:
Must disqualify themselves from decisions that may affect (positively or negatively) their economic
interests; relevant kinds of economic interests include real property, sources of income (such as
employers, customers and clients) and investments.
Are forbidden from being on "both sides" of a contract (e.g. lessor and lessee)when the contract
comes before their agency for decision.
May not acquire interests in property within redevelopment areas over which they have decisionmaking influence.
In addition, promising to take a certain governmental action in exchange for a benefit (including money,
gifts or campaign contributions) is a crime, with severe penalties.
Questions to consider:
~
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Will the nature or extent of your----0r your family's--economic interests significantly limit
when you can legally participate in the agency's decision-making processes?
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If the answer to any of these questions might be "yes," get more information on these ethics laws so you
can determine how they will affect you.

Transparent Decision-making
The public trusts decision-making and other processes that it can observe. This means that you will
likely be operating in more of a fishbowl as a public official than you are accustomed to as a private
person. Public officials:
o

Often must share information about their private financial interests.

o

Must conduct the public's business in open and publicized meetings.

o

Must allow public inspection of documents and records generated by public agencies .

o

Must disclose information about their personal efforts to raise funds for good causes in the
community (if $5000 or more from a single source in a year).

Questions to consider:

=> Do you feel comfortable making available to the public details about your private financial
activities? Does your spouse, domestic partner or dependent child feel uncomfortable making many
of these details available to the public?

=> Will you feel frustrated and unduly constrained by having to have all discussions with your fellow
elected or appointed officials at open and publicized meetings?

=> Will you find the requirements that most records maintained by your agency-including e-mail
communications-- be available to the public too intrusive?

=> Do you do a lot of fundraising for worthy causes? Are you uncomfortable having these activities
become public knowledge?
If the answer to any of these questions might be "yes," get more information on the transparency laws so
you can determine how they will affect you.
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How Can I Determine the Impact
of These Laws on Me?
These laws are extraordinarily complex. There are several steps you can take to make a preliminary
assessment of how these laws will affect you, based on your activities and assets. Although going
through these steps is no substitute for legal advice, doing so will give you a better sense of whether it is
realistic for you to serve and whether you need to seek additional assistance.

STEP 1: Understand the duties and roles
of the office you seek.
Understanding the position you are seeking makes sense for all kinds of reasons, of course. Most
importantly, such an understanding will help you determine whether you will find public service
personally satisfying. It can also help you understand how the ethics laws might affect your service in
that position.
Research strategies include:
If you are applying for an appointive position, the appointing agency will typically have a
description of what the appointed body does. Check out the agency's website or contact either the
clerk's or administrator's office.
If you are running for an elected position, the agency's website can give one a good sense of what
the agency's responsibilities are. Elected officials are usually responsible for providing policy
direction to paid, professional agency staff, as well as making budgetary decisions and hiring top
staff members. The agency's charter and ordinances are other sources of information, as are
associations of local agencies like the one in which you wish to serve; examples include the
California Special Districts Association (www.csda.net), the California State Association of
Counties (www.csac.counties.org), and the League of California Cities (www.cacities.org).

Review meeting agendas. Many agencies post these on their websites; if not, check with the
agency's custodian of records (typically the clerk).
Attend meetings of the body to gain a deeper appreciation of what the position involves. Some
public body meetings are also televised; check the local public-access channel for your cable
television provider.
Talk to those who already serve in the position you seek. Find out what kinds of responsibilities the
position involves and what kinds of decisions they make. Ask questions about time commitments
(remember attending meetings typically involves preparation time in reviewing agenda materials),
including service on collateral decision-making bodies (sub-committees, joint powers agencies,
regional bodies, statewide associations and so on). Individuals who have similar professional,
investment, business or other interests can be particularly helpful in understanding what kinds of
potential conflicts-of-interest or other ethics law issues arise.
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STEP 3: Determine Whether You Would Benefit from More
Information on How the Law Would Affect Your Public
Service
If the answers to the above questions suggest you would face either legal or ethical issues as a public
servant, check out the resources for further reference on the following pages. Consult an attorney
knowledgeable about public sector ethics laws.
Talk with the agency attorney. Keep in mind, however, that he or she is not providing information
to you as part of an attorney-client relationship and your conversation will not be confidential.
Because of this, the agency attorney may feel most comfortable referring you to resources for further
information or to attorneys who can help you. Help may also be available from an agency ethics
commission or officer.
If your issue ari es under the Political Reform Act, the Fair Political Practices Commission may be
able to offer advice. Check out fhe FPPC's website to get a sense of the agency's jurisdiction and

contact information.
Fair Political Practices Commission
(866) ASK-FPPC (Toll-free) or (916) 322-5660
www.fppc.ca.gov
Go to www.cacities.org/munilink. In the "Find a Vendor" area, select category "Attorneys & Legal
Services" and click on the "Search" button. In the "Legal Specialty" menu, select the specialty that
you want more information about. Ethics-related specialties include "Campaign Regulation,"
"Conflict oflnterest" and "Nature & Limitations on Elected & Appointed Officials."
There is an association of attorneys who practice what is known as "political law" that includes some
aspects of ethics law.
California Political Attorneys Association
www.cpaaonline.com
E-mail: info@cpaaonline.com
Similarly, the professional association for attorneys in California provides attorney referral services
and maintains a list of approved attorney referral services
The State Bar of California
San Francisco (Main Office)
(415) 538-2000 or (213) 765-1000 (LA office)
http://calbar.ca.gov (Click on "Public Services" followed by "Finding an attorney for
legal advice.")

./ Key Concepts
There are a number of questions you can ask yourself to determine whether public service is
right for you in terms of both your personal objectives and your financial situation. This is a
preliminary list. If the answers to these questions cause concern, get additional information.
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Where Can I Get More Information
and Assistance?
This pamphlet is only intended to provide an overview of the areas of ethics law for which you should
prepare yourself as a candidate; it does not attempt to delve into the many complexities and situationspecific rules that may apply to your personal situation. The following resources can help you learn
more about these issues.

Personal Financial Gain

Personal Advantages &
Perks

Fair Political Practices Commission

Fair Political Practices Commission

Can I Vote? A Basic Overview ofPublic
Officials' Obligations under the Political
Reform Act's Conflict-of-Interest Rules (revised
7/05) (www.fppc.ca.gov/index.html?id=37)

Attorney General
Conflicts a/Interest (2004). Provides
infonnation to assist government officials ii:t
complying with California's conflict-of-interest
laws and to assist the public and news media in
understanding and monitoring situations that
may give rise to conflicts of interest
(http ://ag.ca.gov/publications/coi_2004. pdf).

Institute for Local Government
Key Ethics Law Principles for PubHc Servants
(2005). Contains a conflict of interest checklist
on the back that alerts local officials to situations
triggering a need to consult with their agency
counsel on ethics legal issues (www.cailg.org/ethicsprinciples).
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Limitations and Restrictions on Gifts,
Honoraria, Travel and Loans for Local Elected
Officers & Candidates for Local Elective
Offices, Local Officials Specified in§ 87200,
Judicial Candidates, Designated Employees of
Local Government Agencies (revised 08105)
(www.fppc.ca.gov/factsheets/giftlocal.pdf)
Travel Guide for California Officials &
Candidates
(www.fppc.ca.gov/index.html?id=32)

Institute for Local Government
Of Cookie Jars and Fishbowls: A Public
Official's Guide to Use of Public Resources
(2004). This guide explores ethical and legal
considerations that bear on spending decisions,
including such issues as travel reimbursement
and personal use of agency resources. It also
features a sample expense policy for local
agencies to consider adopting (www.cailg.org/fishbowl).
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