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Executive Summary 
 

Oakland’s Limited Public Financing Act (LPFA) provides limited public funds in the 

form of reimbursements to qualified candidates running for District City Council 

seats. It has been implemented in seven elections, and has distributed $271,494.40 

to 29 candidates.  

This report relied on academic studies, quantitative analysis of election data, and 

interviews with 17 candidates and experts in order to ascertain whether the LPFA 

has achieved its intended goals, and whether the ordinance should ultimately be 

repealed, repealed and replaced, or amended.  

No evidence was found to suggest that the LPFA has diluted the influence of public 

dollars in local elections, or that it has reduced the immense pressure faced by 

candidates to fundraise. Nor does evidence exist that the ordinance has led to an 

increase in voter turnout or an increase in the number of candidates who pursue 

local office.  

However, since the passage of the LPFA, and its companion, the Oakland Campaign 

Reform Act (OCRA), District City Council races have become markedly more 

competitive in terms of the number of contested races, and incumbent margin of 

victory. Further, non-incumbent candidates with public financing do better than 

non-incumbent candidates without public financing across the board. Additionally, 

there is evidence to suggest that voter outreach has increased as candidates utilize 

their reimbursements to purchase more media communication than they could have 

otherwise.  

The program faces many challenges. Many candidates elect to decline public 

funding because of the audit requirement, minuscule funding, lack of information, 

and/or a lack of faith in the program. In the last three elections, only 33% of 

candidates accepted public funds.  

The program is not perfect, but it should not be repealed as it does provide some 

benefits to Oakland residents at little cost. Instead, the City of Oakland should 

focus on tweaking the administrative process and increasing funding by a modest 

amount and then re-asses 5 to 10 from now. When it was passed in 1999, former 

Councilmember Russo called the ordinance, “a first step (Purnell D. D.). Since that 

time, it has been amended around 28 times in order to hone its performance. The 

City of Oakland should continue in this vein of amending and evaluating.  
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The recommendations presented in this report are presented as 4 packages, each 

more ambitious than the last: 

Package 1 – Process Improvements 

 Public Ethics Commission (PEC) staff should front-load the LPFA 

information campaign early in the election cycle in order to ensure candidates 

are fully informed regarding the program, and as a means to allocate more 

time to administrative duties later in the process.  

 

 The PEC should verbally inform every potential candidate about the 

availability of public funds, and how he or she may acquire them, 

during the Nominating Period Phase between July and August.  

 

 The PEC should also conduct the LPFA mandatory training seminars 

during the Nominating Period Phase so that candidates may be fully 

informed well before declaring intent to participate. Further, this will 

allow PEC staff more time to review statements of intent and claims 

for reimbursement in the busiest months, administratively, of August 

and September.  

 

 PEC staff should work to shorten reimbursement turn-around time. The 

average amount of time it took a candidate to receive reimbursement in 2012, 

after filing a claim, was 15 days. A shorter wait period would render the 

program more user-friendly, and thus more attractive.  

 

 The PEC should implement a deadline to file LPFA Forms 2 and 3, those 

required to claim reimbursement, in mid-September, and determine ultimate 

allocation shares based on the number of candidates who meet this deadline. 

Currently, the program determines candidate shares by number of 

candidates who file LPFA Form 1, which simply states intent to participate. 

However, historically, many candidates who state they will participate never 

submit claims for reimbursement. As a result, significant funds are 

unallocated, and participating candidates are left with smaller shares.  

Package 2 – Process Improvements + Community Engagement 

 Package 1 Recommendations  
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 The PEC should require participating candidates to attend a, “Clean 

Campaign Debate.” A debate is a cost-effective strategy for promoting 

candidates and voter awareness. For this reason, jurisdictions such as San 

Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York City require multiple debates for their 

publicly funded candidates.  

 

 

 If legally permissible, the Public Ethics Commission should organize, 

promote, and manage the debate in order to build stronger ties with 

the community. 

 

 The Public Ethics Commission internship team should be in charge of 

the debate as a reward for their hard work. Such an event would be a 

resume building activity for capable interns, and placing interns in 

charge would lower administrative costs.  

Package 3 – Process Improvements + Community Engagement + Increased Funding 

 Package 1 Recommendations 

 Package 2 Recommendations 

 

 The City Council should ensure the Election Campaign Fund contains at 

least $250,000 per election cycle. This amount would significantly increase 

the likelihood that participating candidates receive approx. 30% of the 

voluntary expenditure limit in public funds, the maximum amount delineated 

by law. Increased candidate shares will improve the efficacy of the program 

across the board, especially in terms of electoral competitiveness.  

Package 4 – Process Improvements + Community Engagement + Increased Funding 

+ OCRA 

 Package 1 Recommendations 

 Package 2 Recommendations 

 Package 3 Recommendations 

 

 The City Council should lower OCRA’s voluntary expenditure limits by 

$10,000 - $15,000 per cycle until candidates begin to opt out of the program. 

Currently, all candidates participate in OCRA because the expenditure limits 

are so high they do not serve as a significant deterrent. Expenditure limits 

are $30,000 - $40,000 higher than the average cost of winning a District City 
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Council seat, rendering these limits effectively meaningless. In lowering 

expenditure limits incrementally, Oakland can gauge how truly constraining 

they are via candidates’ reactions.  

Recommendations are presented in four packages so that policy makers are allowed 

maximum leeway in addressing a complex political issue. However, each package is 

conservative in that none calls for the overhaul of the current program, and each 

takes an incremental approach to strengthening the ordinance. It should be noted 

that many of those interviewed desire an even more robust program, such as full 

public financing, but this analysis seeks to present policy options that are 

achievable in the current economic climate.  

Thus, while Package 4 is the most ambitious, its implementation is also a 

manageable and realistic endeavor. LPFA funding is simply too low, and OCRA 

expenditure limits are simply too high, enough so that opposing improvements 

along these lines may be politically unpopular. Further, most academic evidence 

concludes that the surest way to achieve, at least partially, the goals of campaign 

finance legislation, is increased funding and stricter contribution and expenditure 

limits.  

The City of Oakland should implement Package 4 if it deems campaign finance 

reform a worthy cause.   
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Introduction 
 

This report examines the effectiveness of Oakland’s Limited Public Financing Act 

(LPFA), since its implementation in 2001.  

This report will evaluate to what extent, if any, the ordinance has achieved its 

original goals. These goals include limiting the power of special interests, increasing 

the competitiveness of Oakland’s District City Council races, reducing the time 

candidates spend fundraising so that they may spend more time interacting with 

voters, and increasing faith in government, among many others. Alternatives to the 

current ordinance will also be evaluated in order to ascertain whether they might be 

more effective.  

This report is organized into 7 main sections. The first provides an overview of 

Oakland’s Limited Public Financing Act, including its mechanics, administration, 

and legislative and political history. The second introduces the report’s methodology 

and the third outlines the criteria by which the LPFA will be evaluated. The fourth 

section constitutes the bulk of the report, evaluating how the LPFA performs in 

accordance with each criterion. The fifth section presents a series of 

recommendations for improving the ordinances’ efficacy, from which policy makers 

may select. Finally, the report’s conclusion presents the author’s preferred 

recommendation.  

This report was written by a graduate student, in UC Berkeley’s Goldman School of 

Public Policy, solicited by the Oakland Public Ethics Commission to conduct an 

independent review of the LPFA. It represents the views of the author alone, and 

not those of any employee of the City of Oakland.  
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Background: The Limited Public Financing Act (LPFA) 
 

The Limited Public Financing Act (LPFA) was unanimously adopted by the 

Oakland City Council in December of 1999, and has since been implemented in 

seven city elections. Its ostensible goal, although not overtly stated, is to curtail the 

power of special interests, real and perceived, in local elections and government. 

The mechanism the ordinance employs in this effort is the partial subsidization of 

qualified candidates’ campaigns for Oakland District City Council seats.   

The Current Program 
 

Table 1 -Main LPFA Provisions 
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Although originally implemented as a matching fund program, which matched 

dollar-for-dollar the first $100 of every Oakland-based contribution, the LPFA was 

rewritten in 2010 as a reimbursement program. Today, participating candidates 

may file for reimbursement up until the last Monday before the Election for certain, 

qualified campaign expenditures.  Permissible campaign expenditures include: 

 Candidate filing and ballot fees 

 Printed campaign literature and production costs 

 Postage 

 Print advertisements 

 Radio airtime and production costs 

 Television or cable airtime and production costs 

 Website design and maintenance costs 

In order to receive reimbursement, the candidates must provide copies of their 

invoices, check(s) used to make payment, and copies of the communication 

purchased.  

With a reimbursement program, the City exercises greater control over how public 

dollars are ultimately spent than other jurisdictions may with the more commonly 

utilized matching program. As may be gleaned by reviewing expenditure categories 

two through seven above, the City focuses its dollars almost exclusively on voter 

outreach.  

LPFA funding is appropriated every two years by the City Council to the Election 

Campaign Fund (ECF). This fund cannot legally exceed $500,000, and faces little 

risk of doing so. The average size of the Election Campaign Fund for the past seven 

elections was approx. $120,000. However, as only an average of approx. $50,000 has 

been disbursed per election, and the remaining funds usually carry over into the 

next cycle, the City Council appropriates less money than meets the eye.   

Participating candidates may not receive total reimbursement in excess of 30% of 

the expenditure limit, delineated in OCRA. However, primarily due to limited 

program funding, only one candidate in LPFA’s history has ever been granted the 

opportunity to receive the 30% maximum. This anomaly was due to the fact that 

she was the only participating candidate that year. Instead, funds are normally 

prorated based on the total amount in the Election Campaign Fund, and the 

number of candidates who declare intent to participate in the program.  
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Figure 1 

As shown in Figure 1, the 30% maximum subsidy was only allocated once, in 2006. 

In the first two years of the program, 2001 and 2002, participating candidates also 

received the legal maximum; however at the time the maximum was only 15%.  

In order to qualify for reimbursements under the LPFA, a candidate must: 

 Accept the expenditure and contribution limits delineated in the Oakland 

Campaign Reform Act (OCRA). 

 File an acceptance of public financing within 14 days after being certified to 

appear on the ballot.  

 Meet the 5% qualification threshold. This requires that the candidate both 

receive contributions from Oakland residents and expend an amount equal to 

5% of the expenditure limit delineated in OCRA.  

 Attend a 1-hour LPFA training seminar.  

 Submit to an audit by the City Auditor’s Office at campaign’s end.  

 Agree not to contribute more than 10% of the expenditure limit in personal 

funds to his or her campaign.   

Finally, following the election, participating candidates must return to the Election 

Campaign Fund any surplus funds equal to the proportion of public funds received 

to total contributions.  

Since the adoption of the LPFA, a total of $271,494.40 has been disbursed to 29 

candidates.  
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Figure 2 

 

Figure 3 

Of the 29 candidates who participated in Oakland’s public financing program, 2 

were incumbents, and the remaining 27 were non-incumbents. Of the latter group, 
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6 won their elections, and 21 lost. Only 1 incumbent has been defeated since the 

LPFA’s implementation.  

 

Figure 4 

Political History 
 

The LPFA was introduced by Councilmember Dick Spees on July 20, 1999. At this 

meeting Councilmember Russo suggested the proposed ordinance was a, “small 

change for the better, but stronger legislation should be placed on the ballot.” 

(Purnell) The other councilmembers consented at this time that the measure should 

go before the voters to avoid the suspicion of self-interest.  

At a second council meeting on September 23, 1999, Councilmember Spees argued 

that the LPFA should be passed as an ordinance so that it would be easier to amend 

in the future. Councilmember Russo suggested that the LPFA is only a, “beginning 

step (Purnell),” and that the City Council should aim to strengthen it over time. 

Other councilmembers were concerned as to whether evidence existed if similar 

ordinances had increased voter participation in other jurisdictions.  

After working with the City Attorney and City Auditor to finalize its provisions, the 

LPFA was passed unanimously as an ordinance on December 14, 1999 (Purnell). Of 
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7% 
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the 8 councilmembers that voted that day, only Councilmember Larry Reid remains 

in office.  

During its consideration by the City Council, Common Cause, the League of Women 

Voters, and ACORN lobbied in its favor. As these organizations were also important 

in orchestrating the formation of the Public Ethics Commission and the Oakland 

Campaign Reform Act, it is possible that at least one of them was the main impetus 

for the legislation. The Oakland Chamber of Commerce voiced opposition to the 

LPFA (Purnell).  

It is difficult to ascertain intent from the limited political history available, but it 

appears to be the case that the council intended for the LPFA to be a work in 

progress, one of the main motives for passing it legislatively rather than through 

the ballot box. It was intended to be perfected over time based on real world 

feedback. It is also evident that one of the goals of the program the council had in 

mind was increased voter participation.  

Legislative History 
 

Since its implementation in 2001, the council has thus far stayed true to the idea of 

the LPFA as a work in progress. A former official with close ties to the ordinance, 

referred to the amendment process it has undergone as, “experimenting.” This 

notion goes hand-in-hand with the belief that local governments should be the, 

“laboratories of democracy.”  

In 14 years, the LPFA has been amended about 28 times. Some of these 

amendments were technical in nature, meant to clarify legal language, while some 

were radical. For example, in 2005, the City Council voted to restrict the program to 

only those candidates running for District City Council seats. Thus, any candidates 

running at-large or for the school board are not eligible for public funds. This 

amendment was adopted to address the early and persistent issue of under-funding 

(Purnell D. , 2005). 

Further, as mentioned previously, the LPFA was altered in 2010 from a 1:1 

matching program to a reimbursement program. The motivation for this change 

was to reduce administrative costs – it is much easier to review 30 checks for 

reimbursement rather than 300 checks to be matched – and to exercise greater 

control over how candidates spend public dollars. In 2002, an incident occurred 

where a minor candidate paid a campaign consultant, also a family member, with 

public funds. The reimbursement program aims to avoid such controversies.  
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Further, the personal contribution limit was increased from 5% of the Voluntary 

Expenditure Limit, to the 10% figure it is today. This amendment was adopted in 

order to encourage candidate utilization (Purnell D. , 2008). 

As shown in Table 2, 61% of amendments were aimed at either reducing 

administrative costs or increasing candidate utilization. The remaining 39% of 

amendments addressed gamesmanship, enforcement, and technical issues. And of 

course, as stated above, the reimbursement program was also adopted to reduce 

perception of misuse or corruption. The legislative history thus informs the 

priorities of the Public Ethics Commission and the City Council with regards to the 

LPFA: cost, utilization, and perception of corruption.  

Table 2 -LPFA Legislative History 1999 -2013 

Purpose of Amendments # Amendments % Amendments 

Reduce Administrative Costs 9 32% 

Increase Candidate Utilization 8 29% 

Prevent Gamesmanship 4 14% 

Strengthen Enforcement 4 14% 

Clarify Legal Language 3 11% 

Transfer Money from ECF to GF*  1 4% 

Total  28** 100% 

*General Fund. **One amendment counted twice. 

Administration  
 

The LPFA was adopted as part of a broader push to reform Oakland’s government 

in the late 90’s. These reforms, championed by organizations such as Common 

Cause and the League of Women Voters, also led to the creation of the Oakland 

Public Ethics Commission (PEC) in 1996, and the passage of the Oakland 

Campaign Reform Act (OCRA) in 1999. The PEC is charged with, among other 

duties, the implementation and enforcement of the LPFA.  

The Commission is comprised of 7 volunteer-members, 3 of whom are appointed by 

the Mayor and confirmed by the City Council. The remaining 4 members are 

recruited and selected by the Commission itself. Each Commissioner may serve no 

more than one consecutive three-year term.  
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“During the tenure and one year thereafter, no member may do the following: 

 Be employed by the City or have any direct and substantial financial interest in any work or 

business or official action by the City. 

 Seek election to any public office; participate in, or contribute to, and Oakland municipal 

campaign. 

 Endorse, support, oppose or work on behalf of any candidate or measure in an Oakland 

election (Barazoto, 2011).” 

In past years, the PEC has operated with two full-time staffers – an Executive 

Director, and an Administrative Assistant. However, in FY 2011-12, the 

Commission’s budget was reduced 43% and the Administrative Assistant position 

was eliminated. The City has since partially compensated the Commission with a 

part-time Program Analyst (Barazoto, 2011). The PEC is reliant on these staff 

members, and a small internship program to fulfill its duties.  

Most of the administrative work is performed by Commission staff. With 

Commission approval and oversight, the Executive Director develops the 

administrative regulations of the program, develops necessary forms, requests 

appropriations for the Election Campaign Fund based on anticipated need, 

determines candidate eligibility for public funds, and disbursement allocations. 

Further, the majority of the LPFA’s amendments were first developed and 

recommended by an Executive Director. The Commission itself is responsible for 

administering penalties, up to $1,000 per violation.  
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LPFA Administrative Hierarchy 
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2012 Administrative Process Overview 

 

Figure 5 

In 2012, the LPFA’s reimbursement program was administered in 5 phases: 

- Pre-Campaign Phase 

- Nominating Period Phase 

- Post-Certification Phase 

- Reimbursement Period Phase 

- Post-Campaign Phase 

The Pre-Campaign Phase occurred between the months of May and June, about 6 

months prior to Election Day. During this phase, the PEC confirmed the amount of 

funding in the Election Campaign Fund, and had the option to request additional 

funding.  

During the Nominating Period Phase, which in 2012 ran between July and August, 

PEC staff created and distributed an introductory handout to the LPFA, and 

provided a copy of this handout to the City Clerk, so that it could be included in the 

candidate nomination packets. This introductory handout serves to inform 

candidates as to the availability of public funds, and how they may acquire them. 
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The Post-Certification Phase was a short and intensive period in 2012 that ran the 

course of 14 August days, only 10 of which were work days. During this time, PEC 

staff confirmed all candidates certified to appear on the ballot, reminded them of 

the availability of public funds, and informed them that they have 14 days from 

their nomination to declare intent to participate. Candidates declare their intent by 

submitting LPFA Form 1. The PEC also conducted two, one-hour LPFA training 

seminars during this time. 

The Reimbursement Period Phase is likely the most intensive administrative 

period. In 2012, in spanned the period of August 29th (the deadline to submit LPFA 

Form 1) to November 5th (the last Monday before the election, and the deadline to 

file for reimbursement). During this time, the PEC first determined prorate shares 

based on the number of candidates who stated their willingness to participate in the 

program. Then PEC staff reviewed and fulfilled individual requests for 

reimbursement. 

In order to receive reimbursement, a candidate must first submit LPFA Form 2, 

with contribution checks and expenditure receipts in order to prove that he has met 

the 5% qualification threshold. After PEC Staff confirm the threshold has been met, 

candidates submit LPFA Form 3 in order to request reimbursement. Form 3 may be 

filed multiple times for each reimbursement request (Makalani, 2012). 

The Post-Campaign Phase consists of fulfilling outstanding reimbursements, and 

reclaiming any excess funds owed to the Election Campaign Fund. Further, this is 

the period in which the City Auditor’s Office conducts mandatory reviews of all 

participating candidates. The audit requirement can extend this period to a year or 

more post-election.  

LPFA vs. OCRA 
 

As previously mentioned, the Oakland Campaign Reform Act (OCRA) and the LPFA 

were both adopted in 1999 as part of a broad government reform movement at the 

time. While both ordinances attempt to address the role of special interests in 

politics, they address the problem from different angles. Whereas the LPFA 

provides public funds to qualified candidates for local office, OCRA sets contribution 

and expenditure limits.  

The main incentive candidates face to accept OCRA’s voluntary expenditure limits 

are more flexible contribution limits. For example, a candidate for office in 2012 

who agreed to abide by OCRA’s expenditure limits was able to receive up to $700 in 



20 
 

individual contributions vs. $100 for a candidate who did not agree to abide by 

OCRA’s limits (How to Apply for Public Financing, 2012). 

It is important to recognize the shared goals and overlap of these two ordinances, 

and that this report is primarily concerned with evaluating the effectiveness of the 

LPFA alone. Thus, this analysis will attempt to differentiate the effects of the 

ordinances along the same dimensions. Further, while a candidate can accept 

OCRA without accepting public funds, any candidate desiring public funds must 

also agree to abide by OCRA. 

Figure 6 provides a summary of the relationship between the LPFA and OCRA: 

 

Figure 6 
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Methodology 
 

Literature Review 
 

In the course of this analysis, scholarly work addressing the various potential 

effects of campaign fiancé reform was reviewed. This work evaluated full and 

partial public financing systems at the local and state levels, and measured 

outcomes in terms of competitiveness, expenditures, contributions, and time spent 

fundraising vs. other campaign activities. Academic findings will be communicated 

in this analysis when appropriate, in order to buttress quantitative and qualitative 

findings.  

Quantitative Analysis  
 

Electoral data in terms of vote shares, voter participation, and candidate 

participation was compiled over the past 12 Oakland City Council elections. 

Further, data was gathered with respect to the appropriations to the Election 

Campaign Fund, the distribution of public funds, and the amount of hours spent 

administering the program. Additionally, data was attained on candidate 

contributions and expenditures between 2001 and 2012. However, as these records 

are incomplete, or inappropriately filed by candidates, analysis based on this data is 

limited.  

Qualitative Analysis  
 

During the course of this analysis, 12 former candidates, 2 high-ranking campaign 

staffers, 2 key interest group representatives, and 1 former member of the Oakland 

Public Ethics Commission were interviewed. Of the candidates, or candidate 

representatives, 3 interviewees were involved with winning campaigns, and 8 had 

accepted public financing in at least one election.  

The interviews were provided as background information in order to inform the 

analysis and ascertain a sense of the aggregate view of the success, or lack thereof, 

of Oakland’s LPFA. As such, this report will shy away from specific and attributable 

quotes.  
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Criteria 
 

The LPFA has a broad set of goals aimed at curtailing the power of special 

interests, real and perceived, in local elections and government. These goals, as 

stated in the ordinance, are listed in the box below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As this report is conducted on behalf of Oakland’s Public Ethics Commission, the 

analysis will concentrate on determining to what extent the LPFA is achieving the 

City’s stated goals. Further, these goals constitute the generally accepted purposes 

of campaign finance reform.   

LPFA Chapter 3.13.030: “Purpose of this Act” 

 

A. To ensure that all individuals and interest groups in our city have a fair and equal 

opportunity to participate in elective and governmental processes. 

 

B. To reduce the influence of large contributors with a specific financial stake in 

matters under consideration by the City of Oakland, and to counter the perception 

that decisions are influenced more by the size of contributions than by the best 

interests of the people of Oakland. 

 

C. To reduce pressures on candidates to raise large campaign war chests for defensive 

purposes, beyond the amount necessary to communicate reasonably with voters.  

 

D. To encourage competition for elective office.  

 

E. To allow candidates and office holders to spend a smaller proportion of their time on 

fundraising and a greater proportion of their time dealing with issues of importance 

to their constituents and community.  

 

F. To ensure that serious candidates are able to raise enough money to communicate 

their views and positions adequately to the public, thereby promoting public 

discussion of important issues involved in political campaigns.  

 

G. To help preserve trust in governmental and electoral institutions.  
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Goals A – G, in aggregate, speak to the four main dimensions by which campaign 

finance reform aims to reduce the influence of special interests. These 4 dimensions 

are:  

 Money in Politics 

 Competition  

 Access and Good Governance 

 Participation 

An additional important dimension is not captured in the Act itself: 

 Feasibility  

This analysis employs 9 criteria by which to evaluate the LPFA along these 

dimensions:  

Money in Politics 
Criterion 1: Dilute the Influence of Large Contributors 

Criterion 2: Reduce Pressure to Fundraise 

Competition 
Criterion 3: Increase Electoral Competition 

Access and Good Governance 
Criterion 4: Increase Interaction between Candidates and 
Voters 

Criterion 5: Reduce Perception of Corruption 

Participation 
Criterion 6: Increase Voter Participation 

Criterion 7: Increase Candidate Participation  

Feasibility  
Criterion 8: Incentive to Utilize Program 

Criterion 9: Low Cost  
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Analysis 
 

The previous section listed the criteria by which this report evaluates the LPFA. 

This section will summarize the importance of each criterion, highlighting why it 

was selected, and then proceed to determine how the LPFA fares in accordance with 

each criterion.  

Though imprecise, the ordinance will receive a grade based on how well it addresses 

each criterion. When presented in the summary at the conclusion of this section, the 

grading will provide a snapshot of the LPFA’s success, which will inform how it 

might be improved.  

The grading scheme is as follows: 

 A – LPFA satisfies criterion to a high degree.  

 B – LPFA satisfies criterion to a modest degree.  

 C – LPFA satisfies criterion to a minimal degree.  

 D – Some evidence to suggest LPFA may satisfy criterion to a minimal degree 

(Or the potential clearly exists).  

 F – LPFA fails to satisfy criterion or no evidence exists.  

 

Criterion 1: Dilute the Influence of Large Contributors 
“…reduce the influence or large contributors with a special stake in matters under 

consideration by the City of Oakland…” 

A basic tenet of campaign finance reform, and public financing in particular, is that 

the more a candidate relies on public funds to win an election, the less reliant she is 

on private funds, and less likely to serve special interests while in office.  

Further, given the importance of money in elections, wealthier donors tend to be 

overrepresented. As one former candidate noted:  

“Two candidates may have the same size base of support, but one candidate’s base may be 

significantly wealthier than the other’s. One candidate could thus end up with a significantly larger 

war chest with which to campaign, even though his initial base of support represents the same 

number of people.” 

Money in Politics
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A good public financing program must aim to dilute the influence of large 

contributors, in relation to smaller contributors, in order to level the playing field 

and ensure future elected officials are not beholden to special interests.   

LPFA Does Not Increase the Proportion of Small Contributions 

Since the LPFA was transformed from a matching fund program into a 

reimbursement program in 2010, its mechanics no longer encourage participating 

candidates to seek small contributions.  

As a matching fund program, the LPFA matched 1:1 the first $100 of every 

individual contribution. This, in effect, doubled the value of donations $100 or less, 

increasing the contributing power of small donors, and encouraging candidates to 

seek them out. Such is the main justification for a matching fund program, and the 

reason why so many jurisdictions utilize one. New York City’s matching formula 

has been show to increase the proportion of small contributions that City Council 

candidates receive (Migally & Liss, 2010). 

However, as a reimbursement program, the LPFA does not encourage candidates to 

seek small contributions. This is because candidates are not required to raise money 

from small donors in order to be reimbursed. Even to qualify for public funds, no 

such stipulation exists. The candidates only need to raise from Oakland residents or 

those whose primary place of doing business is in Oakland up to 5% of the 

qualification threshold. These contributions can be up to $700 each, the personal 

contribution limit for all candidates who accept OCRA (How to Apply for Public 

Financing, 2012). 

Thus, while it is possible that the LPFA increased the number and power of small 

donors when it was a matching fund program, it no longer provides that incentive 

as a reimbursement program.  

LPFA Does Not Decrease Independent Expenditures 

The LPFA does not address independent expenditures in Oakland elections, nor 

does it prevent powerful interests such as labor unions from organizing on behalf of 

their preferred candidates. After Citizens United v Federal Election Commission, 

businesses and unions are allowed to expend unlimited funds in independent 

expenditures (Citizens United v. Federal Elections Commission, 2010). 

Independent expenditures and organizing for candidates are two of the main ways 

big interests exert their influence on government. They can exert this influence with 

or without the LPFA.  
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Interviews 

Interviewees do not believe that the LPFA dilutes the influence of large 

contributors largely for the reasons stated above. As a reimbursement program, the 

ordinance simply does not address the issue.  

Many candidates felt overwhelmed by the power of special interests, especially that 

of local unions, during their campaigns. Skepticism was expressed as to the 

effectiveness of any campaign finance reform in the wake of the Citizens United 

decision.  

Others pointed out that Oakland’s contribution limits are already very low 

compared to other jurisdictions, so the criterion itself is not very important in 

measuring the LPFA’s success. Personal contribution limits are $700 for those who 

accept OCRA and $100 for those who do not. Many candidates indicated that it was 

a very rare occurrence that an individual wanted to donate over the limit. Thus, the 

argument is that Oakland does not face a crisis of large contributions. Special 

interests exert most of their influence outside of the fundraising system.  

Some candidates do believe that these contribution and expenditure limits 

delineated in OCRA, not the LPFA, reduce the influence of large contributors to a 

degree.  

Grade 

There is no evidence that the LPFA dilutes the influence of large contributors. 

Therefore it receives an F.   

Note: Due to time constraints, and trouble collecting the data, no analysis was performed as to 

whether publically financed candidates relied on small donations more than non-publically financed 

candidates, either during the reimbursement phase, or the matching fund phase of the LPFA’s 

history. Future researches may wish to seek out and evaluate this data. However, it is unlikely to be 

very informative as the LPFA does not encourage small contributions.  

Criterion 2: Reduce Pressure to Fundraise 

“…reduce pressures on candidates to raise large campaign war chests… 

[and]…spend a smaller proportion of their time on fundraising…” 

Another important goal of campaign finance reform is to reduce the time candidates 

spend fundraising, and thus increase the time candidates spend interacting with 
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voters. This criterion may be included under both, “Money in Politics,” and, “Access 

and Good Governance.” The reason it is included here is due to its potential to delve 

deeper into the financial effects of the LPFA. The public subsidy may be too small to 

be captured by Criterion 1, but if participating candidates feel less pressure to 

fundraise, it can be argued that, “big money,” is weakened.  

Further, a candidate’s fundraising constituency and a candidate’s district 

constituency may differ dramatically: 

“Candidates wage two distinct campaigns—a campaign for votes and a campaign for resources. The 

time that candidates devote to one campaign inevitably affects the time they can devote to the other. 

This has important implications for representation because the two campaigns have markedly 

different constituencies (Francia & Herrnson, 2003).”  

 

Publicly Financed Candidates in Oakland Do Not Spend Less Time Fundrasing 

There is no evidence to suggest that publicly funded candidates in Oakland spend 

less time fundraising than their non-publicly funded counterparts. This is, perhaps, 

largely due to the fact that Oakland only offers partial public financing. 

Studies have shown that full public financing systems can reduce time spent 

fundraising.  

“Candidates who accepted public funding spent less time raising money than other candidates 

including those who accepted partial public funding.” [italics added] (Francia & Herrnson, 2003) 

This study’s nationwide survey found no significant difference in time spent 

fundraising between candidates with partial public funding and candidates with no 

public funding, but candidates who received full public funds campaigned 16% less 

time than their counterparts (Francia & Herrnson, 2003).  
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Further, candidates who received public funds in Arizona and Maine, both states 

with full public funding systems, also campaigned less than their counterparts 

(Miller, 2008). 

When candidates are only partially subsidized, they still face pressure to close the 

funding gap between them and their most well-funded opponent: 

“Even when the subsidy covers half of the funding level allowed under the spending cap, the 

challenger’s strategic considerations relative to those in privately funded elections are largely 

unchanged, and a large spending gap between challengers and incumbents is likely to persist 

(Miller, 2008).” 

Interviews 

Every candidate interviewed expressed that the pressure to fundraise during their 

campaigns was immense and burdensome, and that the presence of public dollars 

did nothing to alleviate it. Some candidates suggested the case might be different if 

more public dollars were distributed, while others claimed that they would attempt 

to maximize fundraising in any scenario. One campaign official suggested that she 

might have allocated less time to fundraising if she had access to public dollars. 

Another campaign official stated that uncertainty surrounding the reimbursement 

program, in terms of the amount of funds available and when reimbursements 

would be made, prevented planning campaign decisions around the availability of 

public funds.   

Grade 

There is no evidence that the LPFA reduces pressure to fundraise, and thus the 

ordinance receives an F.   
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Criterion 3: Increase Electoral Competition 
“…encourage competition for elective office…” 

Another important goal of public financing programs is to increase electoral 

competition. Many incumbents are career politicians, who seemingly serve for life, 

and while some are certainly quality representatives, their high re-election rate is 

problematic for democracy. If an incumbent doesn’t fear electoral defeat, he or she 

may be less responsive to the will of the voters. Further, incumbency advantage 

may prevent the best woman (or man) for the job from attaining office – that is, 

unless one measures a politician’s worth solely on her ability to raise large sums of 

money. Advocates of public finance believe otherwise, and thus aim to promote 

competition by targeting a main source of incumbency advantage - the ability to 

fundraise. 

Academic Findings 

Various academic studies have concluded that full public financing systems increase 

electoral competition, but that partial public financing systems show mixed results.  

Under Minnesota’s partial public financing program between the years 1966 and 

1990 competition actually decreased, as the winning candidates’ average vote share 

went up. However, the study also found that challenger spending had a strong, 

negative effect on incumbent vote share, and thus concluded that the right public 

financing program could potentially increase competition (Donnay & Ramsden, 

1995). 

A similar analysis of Wisconsin’s partial public financing system found that 

incumbent reelection rates remained high, and that their average margin of victory 

increased post-reform. On a positive note, the expenditure gap between the 

incumbent and his closest challenger decreased. However, this might be due to the 

state’s expenditure limit, rather than the distribution of public funds (Mayer, 

Werner, & Williams, 2004). 

A 2009 Brennan Center study found that states with partial public financing 

coupled with contribution limits saw a decline in the mean incumbent margin of 

victory (Stratmann, Torres-Spelliscy, & Williams, 2009). This suggests that 

Oakland’s combination of OCRA and the LPFA may be leading to more competitive 

elections.  
 

Competition
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More recently, many studies have evaluated the full public financing systems of 

states like Maine and Arizona. In 2003, a GAO study concluded that the number of 

candidates running in these states increased, but found no evidence for increased 

competitiveness (Office, 2003). Mayer et al, however, found a dramatic increase in 

competitiveness in terms of the number of races contested and incumbent margin of 

victory (Mayer, Werner, & Williams, 2004). In his 2008 study, Neil Malhorta also 

found that Arizona and Maine’s public financing system boosted competitiveness 

(Malhorta, 2008).   

In his 2009 Follow the Money Report, Gleason et al found that full public financing 

boosted competitiveness in Maine, Arizona and Connecticut in terms of races 

contested, races competitive, and the contribution gap (Elections and Public 

Financing, 2009).  

Publicly Financed Candidates Perform Better than Non-Publicly Financed 

Candidates across the Board 

Since the LPFA’s implementation in 2001, publicly financed candidates have earned 

a greater vote share, on average, than their non-publicly financed counterparts. 

Critically, incumbents received the largest vote share average at 70.5%. However, 

when comparing non-incumbents, those with public financing performed better than 

those without by 18.2%. This figure applies to races in which an incumbent was 

running. 

In open-seat races, publicly financed candidates outperformed their non-publicly 

financed counterparts by 7.3%. However, it is possible that the victors in these 

races, who accept public financing, are heir apparent candidates – those that have 

held previous office or worked in politics before deciding to run, and thus they are 

inherently more competitive. When removing the victor, and examining the runner-

ups in open-seat contests, publically financed candidates only outperform their 

counterparts by 2.5%.  

Table 3 

  PF Candidate N-PF Candidate Diff. 

Incumbent in Race 35.8% 17.6% 18.2% 

Open-Seat 25.9% 18.6% 7.3% 

Open-Seat (Runner-ups Only) 18.0% 15.5% 2.5% 

 

In all cases, publicly financed, non-incumbents garner a larger vote share than non-

publicly financed, non-incumbents. However, it is possible that Oakland’s LPFA 

program selects the most competitive challengers. A combination of the 5% viability 
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threshold and the reporting requirements requires information and resources only a 

more organized campaign can bring to the table.  

The Incumbent Re-Election Rate has Not Decreased Post-LPFA 

If the rate at which incumbents are re-elected to office decreases significantly post-

LPFA, then the Act may increase competition.  

This analysis compared elections without public financing to elections with public 

financing between the years 1980 – 2012. Interestingly, a greater percentage of 

incumbents were defeated in elections without public financing, meaning races have 

actually become less competitive in this regard. However, this effect is largely due 

to 1992, an outlier year, in which 3 of 4 incumbents lost their races. Further, the 

difference is small and it cannot be confidently stated whether the incumbent re-

election rate has changed at all.   

Table 4 

  PF N-PF Diff. 

Incumbent Re-election 
Rate 85.7% 84% +1.7% 

 

The Incumbent Margin of Victory has Decreased Post-LPFA 

It is possible that the incumbent re-election rate remains similar, but the average 

incumbent margin of victory has decreased post-LPFA, which would constitute a 

positive sign that public dollars are making Oakland races more competitive.  

In the 18 election years examined, this analysis compared the mean incumbent 

margin of victory in races in which at least one publicly financed challenger was 

running to races in which no publicly financed challengers were running. 

Uncontested races were excluded from the analysis.  

The average incumbent margin of victory is 8.1% less in races with at least one 

publicly financed challenger. While other variables may be responsible for this 

finding, it is clear that the incumbent margin of victory is lower when public 

financing enters the equation.  

Table 5 

  PF N-PF Diff. 

Incumbent Margin Victory 19.7% 27.8% -8.1% 
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The Percentage of Contested Races has Decreased Post-LPFA 

If the number of contested races increase post-LPFA, then it is possible the 

availability of public funds has contributed to a candidate’s willingness to challenge 

a powerful incumbent.  

This analysis looked at the number of times an incumbent faced a challenger before 

and after the implementation of public financing. It found that the percentage of 

contested races increased 17.7% after public funds became available to candidates.  

Table 6 

  PF N-PF Diff. 

Contested Races 89.5% 71.8% +17.7% 

 

Interviews 

Over 90% of interviewees believe that any increase in funding makes a campaign 

more competitive. Candidates who accepted public funds claimed they made their 

campaigns more competitive, and candidates who did not accept funds claimed their 

opponents who did were more competitive as a result.  

Nonetheless, a few of these same individuals suggested that the transaction costs of 

acquiring public funds are too high. They argued that the mandatory audit in 

combination with the limited funds available meant that the costs of participation 

outweighed the benefits.  

Grade 

Academia has been unable to show an increase in competitiveness following the 

adoption of a partial public financing system, with the exception of Dr. Stratman’s 

study which requires the presence of both public funding and contribution limits. 

However, the quantitative and qualitative analysis of Oakland’s past 18 elections 

demonstrates that District City Council races have grown more competitive post-

LPFA, and that publicly financed non-incumbents tend to do better than their 

counterparts. Further, those interviewed overwhelmingly believe that public dollars 

increase the competitiveness of a campaign. 

Because other factors besides the LPFA, such as social media, rank choice voting, 

and OCRA may be contributing to increased competitiveness, the LPFA will receive 

a conservative grade of B for Criterion 3. Races have become more competitive, but 

it cannot be definitively stated why.   
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Criterion 4: Increase Interaction between Candidates and Voters 

“…allow candidates…a greater proportion of their time dealing with issues of 

importance to their constituents…thereby promoting public discussion of important 

issues…” 

This criterion is, in part, the flipside to Criterion 2: Reduce Pressure to Fundraise. 

If candidates feel less pressure to fundraise, they are more likely to spend time 

connecting with voters.  

However, voter outreach may also be determined by the amount of public funds 

distributed. For example, if a candidate, as a result of public funds, spends more 

money than he otherwise would have, that increase in expenditures constitutes an 

increase in interaction, assuming that the additional products purchased involve 

voter outreach.  

Advocates believe this increased interaction between candidates and voters can 

improve the relationship between constituents and their government, increase voter 

education, and potentially promote the discussion of issues that would not 

otherwise be brought to the forefront.   

The Availability of Public Funds Leads to More Voter Outreach  

Presumably, the more money at a campaign’s disposal, the more money that 

campaign will spend to win votes. Not every campaign expenditure constitutes voter 

outreach, but 6 out of 7 expenditures that qualify for reimbursements under the 

LPFA do achieve this end. Those are reimbursements for: 

 Printed campaign literature and production costs 

 Postage 

 Print advertisements 

 Radio airtime and production costs 

 Television or cable airtime and production costs 

 Website design and maintenance costs 

All of these activities involve communicating with voters, and thus constitute voter 

outreach. Only filing and ballot fees do not constitute voter outreach, but these fees 

constitute an insignificant percentage of all reimbursements. In 2012, over $50,000 

in reimbursements was spent as follows: 

Access and Good Governance
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Figure 7 

It is Unclear whether Total Expenditures have Increased Due to Availability of 

Public Funds 

If the availability of public funds did not lead to an increase in expenditures, then 

the previous findings above may be meaningless. This would be the case if a 

campaign, in the absence of receiving $5,000 in public funds, had made up the 

difference in fundraising and proceeded to spend the $5,000 in the exact same 

manner. In such a scenario, voter outreach would remain exactly the same.  

This might be true if the influx of public funds led to a decrease in fundraising, but 

in that analysis, it was determined that no such evidence existed. If it is assumed 

that every candidate is maximizing fundraising, then a candidate who can amass 

$50,000 in contributions without public funding, will amass $50,000 + the public 

subsidy with public funding. This will naturally lead to an increase in expenditures. 

Further, given the restrictions on reimbursements, the subsidy functions as a 

categorical grant. The effect of categorical grants is that the individual or agency 

that receives the grant will spend more money on permissible expenditures than 

would have been the case with a block grant. Therefore, even if a candidate were to 

expend the same amount of money with or without public funds, it is reasonable to 

conclude that with public funds, money is more likely to be spent on voter outreach, 

rather than on other expenses, such as paying campaign staff.  
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Interviews 

However, in order for candidates to plan expenditure decisions around public funds, 

they must understand how much in public funds they have access to, and be secure 

in the belief that they will ultimately be reimbursed.  

Some candidates expressed skepticism in this regard. One former campaign staffer, 

who handled his candidate’s finances, stated that he did not plan expenditures 

around the availability of public funds for precisely these reasons. He was skeptical 

as to when the reimbursements would arrive, if ever, and how much his campaign 

would be reimbursed.  

Other candidates did claim that public dollars did allow them to spend more on 

voter outreach, and one candidate asserted that had he received public funds, he 

would have purchased one more direct mail piece towards the end of his campaign.  

In 2012, nine reimbursements were distributed to six candidates throughout the 

election, totaling over $50,000. Sixty percent of those funds were distributed in 

October, in the last 4 weeks of the election, the period in which expenditures are at 

their highest points of the campaign, and contributions are near the lowest, 

suggesting that these campaigns made the strategic decision to utilize their public 

dollars when most needed. This phenomenon is shown in Figure 9. 

 

Figure 8 
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Of course, 40% of funds were ultimately distributed on Election Day or later, which 

may contribute to the argument that candidates are limited in their ability to plan 

expenditure decisions around the availability of public funds.  

Grade 

Based on the evidence, it is reasonable to assume that the LPFA leads to an 

increase in the interaction between candidates and voters. However, due to limited 

funding, and the uncertainty surrounding the program, the impact is not as large as 

it could be.  

The LPFA will receive a grade of C for Criterion 4.  

Criterion 5: Reduce Perception of Corruption 
“..counter the perception that decisions are influenced more by the size of 

contributions than by the best interests of the people of Oakland…[and]…to help 

preserve trust in governmental and electoral institutions…” 

Ranking perception over reality is not intended to be cynical. A government must be 

effective and trustworthy, but its constituents most also believe it is effective and 

trustworthy. In daily life, we often see that these two notions are not always 

aligned. As a result, any government program must take steps to address the issue 

of perception, especially in regard to how public officials are nominated, and 

taxpayer dollars are expended.   

It is entirely possible that two alternatives are equally effective, but that one is 

perceived as more effective by the people. All else being equal, a policy maker will 

rightly implement the latter. Of course, ceteris parebus is not a reality, and the 

tradeoff between popularity and effectiveness can complicate a policy maker’s life.  

Candidate Audits have Increased Slightly Post-LPFA 

The main mechanism the LPFA utilizes to prevent malpractice is the audit 

requirement. If audits have increased, post-LPFA, it may be argued that the 

ordinance reduces the perception of corruption.  

Prior to the introduction of the LPFA, candidates were seldom, if ever, audited. 

Since the LPFA’s introduction, 9 candidates have undergone an audit or 

performance review.  This figure includes the candidates from the ’06 – ’10 

elections. The ’12 audit of participating LPFA candidates remains outstanding as of 

June 2013, which highlights its lack of priority relative to other important duties of 
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the Auditor’s Office. Although required by law, audits were not conducted between 

’01 – ’06, when the previous City Auditor held office.  

Voter Perception 

During the course of this analysis, there was no time available to engage with 

voters on their perception of public financing programs and the LPFA in particular. 

The Public Ethics Commission way wish to engage with voters in a town hall 

meeting or via a survey in order to solicit their feedback.  

 Grade 

The fact that more candidates are audited than were in the past is good; however 

this group of candidates is very small. Further, the audit process has an incredibly 

slow turn-around time, and it is unlikely the public is paying attention.  

However, because audits are performed, and they may at least deter some 

participating candidates from breaking the rules, the LPFA will receive a D for 

Criterion 5. The audit has the potential to have a larger impact if scaled up, and 

communicated more vigorously to the voters.  
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Criterion 6: Increase Voter Participation 

“…all individuals…have a fair and equal opportunity to participate in 

elective…processes…” 

The councilmembers who originally passed the LPFA were concerned as to whether 

or not it might increase voter participation. Advocates of public financing believe 

that increased funding allows candidates to engage more voters, and ultimately 

bring them to the polls on Election Day.  

Voter Participation has Not Increased due to LPFA 

Oakland’s District City Councilmembers are elected to staggered four-year terms, 

every two years. Seats 1, 3, 5, and 7 are elected on presidential years, and Seats 2, 

4, and 6 are elected on midterm years. However, their elections are not always on 

the November ballots. The number of council races, the number of open-seats, and 

whether the races are on a November presidential or midterm ballot all affect voter 

turnout.  

 

Figure 9 
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Unfortunately, for District City Council Seats 1, 3, 5, and 7, public funding has only 

been available for two elections. This is because the program was temporarily 

suspended in 2004. From the data in Figure 10, it appears that voter participation 

hovered around 9% when no seats were open. However, there was a spike in 

participation in ’96 and ’12, when two and three seats were open respectively. 

Further, in ’00, ’04, and ’08, contests were decided in primary elections in the late 

spring or early summer, meaning these races had lower participation rates due to 

not being on the November ballot. The ’96 and ’12 races both appeared on the 

November ballot, which likely contributed to their increased participation.  

 

Figure 10 

Districts 2, 3, and 6 consistently saw lower rates of participation, likely due to the 

fact that these elections were held in non-presidential years, and because only three 

seats were up for grabs. The graph does suggest a trend of increasing participation 

post-LPFA. In ’94 and ’98, the elections were decided during primary season, and 

thus these seats were not on the November ballot. ’02 and ’06 saw one seat each 

appear on the November ballot, leading to a slight increase in participation. Since 

the elimination of primaries with the adoption of Ranked Choice Voting, all city 

council races now appear on the November ballot, which is likely responsible for the 

significant increase in participation.  
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Figure 11 

Districts 2 and 6 are examined independently as they each had a special election 

post-LPFA, in 2005 and 2001 respectively.  

District 2 has seen a steady rise in participation post-LPFA, however that rise can 

be explained for reasons other than the LPFA. In ‘05, the district had an open-seat 

race in which nine candidates participated. In ‘06, it had another hotly contested 

race that carried over onto the November ballot. However, it should be noted that 

the challenger in that race received the most money in public funds in LPFA’s 

history. In ’10, the race was also featured on the November ballot, though it was not 

as contested as before.  

District 6 presents a mixed picture. Its three elections immediately following the 

availability of public financing saw less participation than at least one of the races 

pre-LPFA. However, there was a spike in 2010 perhaps coinciding with Ranked 

Choice Voting and its appearance on the ballot.  

Interviews 

The majority of candidates interviewed believed that their candidacy brought new 

and/or infrequent voters to the polls. Challengers, especially, talked of campaigning 

in neighborhoods with low voting rates in their attempts to activate new voters. 

However, both candidates who accepted and declined public financing made these 

claims. One candidate predicted that turnout in ’12 was so high because President 

Obama shared the ballot.  

 

7574 

5941 5962 

8868 

13060 
13633 

1994 1998 2002 2005 2006 2010

District 2 

OS 
8497 

10136 

5618 

8571 
9493 

12911 

1994 1998 2001 2002 2006 2010

District 6 



41 
 

Grade 

There is little evidence that voter participation has increased post-LPFA. While 

public dollars may “purchase” voters, it is possible that candidates are competing 

with total dollars over a pre-existing pool of frequent voters. Even if some new 

voters are being activated, the public subsidy is so low that an effect is unlikely to 

register. Other factors appear to contribute more to voter turnout.  

The LPFA will receive an F for Criterion 6. 

Criterion 7: Increase Candidate Participation 

“…all individuals…have a fair and equal opportunity to participate in 

elective…processes…” 

If the availability of public funding leads to more candidates running for office, then 

it is possible races are becoming more competitive, more qualified candidates are 

pursuing office, and that voters are given greater choice.  

Candidate Participation has Not Increased Due to LPFA 

 

Figure 12 

The number of candidates that participate in a given election appears to be based 

on the number of open-seat races, with the exception of ’00, which saw high 

participation despite no open seats. This graph shows no pattern as the elections 
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with the 2nd or 3rd highest number of candidates both occurred prior to LPFA. It is 

likely ’12 saw an increase in candidates due to the number of open-seats and the 

novelty of ranked choice voting.  

 

Figure 13 

An analysis of the elections for Districts 2, 4, and 6 tell a similar story. Candidate 

participation was highest in those years in which there was an open-seat race. The 

high participation in ’10 may be due to ranked choice voting, although only two 

more candidates participated this year than in ’94.  

There is no real evidence more candidates are running post-LPFA.  

Availability of Public Funds does Not Influence Decision to Pursue Office 

Of the candidates interviewed, none made the decision to run on the basis of public 

fund availability. Only one candidate indicated that public funds may have 

influenced her decision to run, and that is likely because the individual allocations 

were higher than average that cycle.   

Grade 

There is no evidence that the LPFA has led more candidates to pursue office. The 

LPFA will receive an F for Criterion 7.  

 

  

10 

5 

8 
7 

12 

1994 1998 2002 2006 2010

Candidate Participation - Seats 2, 4, 6 



43 
 

 

Criterion 8: Incentive to Utilize Program 

Increasing the number of candidates who participate in the LPFA program has been 

a persistent concern of the Public Ethics Commission. Underutilization may be a 

sign that the program is not achieving its intended purpose.  

Underutilization might also follow from poor advertisement, and thus, even though 

the program is working, it is not achieving its maximum potential because 

participation rates are too low. 

How many candidates take advantage of LPFA? 

Since the LPFA’s implementation in 2001, approx. 45% of candidates seeking 

election to one of Oakland’s District City Council seats have accepted public 

funding. This average, however, is a little misleading as utilization slumped with 

time. The average utilization for ’08, ’10, and’12 was 33%.  

 

Figure 14 

Feasibility 
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Further, the majority of publically financed candidates, 69%, ran in open-seat 

elections. 

What aspects of the LPFA deter candidates from accepting public funds? 

According to interviews, the main reasons candidates elect to decline public funds 

are: 

- The mandatory audit 

- Lack of information 

- 10% personal contribution limit 

- Uncertainty 

- Limited funding 

Every candidate who accepts public funding must submit to an audit. There is a 

perception amongst the candidates that the audit is a costly and dangerous process 

that may outweigh the benefits of public funds. Candidates expect the audit to turn 

up a violation, and they fear the bad press. Further the audit may be performed 

months after the date of the election. Two candidates suggested that the auditing 

process was used to impede their campaigns. Finally, some candidates think their 

volunteer treasurers do not have the necessary experience to prepare for the audit, 

and the cost of hiring an experienced treasurer would exceed the cost of public funds 

received. Other candidates argued in favor of the audit, suggesting some candidates 

exaggerate the costs of compliance. Regardless of the reality, the audit is a definite 

deterrent.   

Further, many candidates did not accept public funding because they did not fully 

understand the program. A few candidates had contributed more than the 10% 

maximum to their campaigns before they knew this would disqualify them for 

public funds. These candidates claimed that if they had known better, they would 

not have surpassed the 10% personal contribution limit.  

A few other candidates knowingly violated the 10% limit, believing that they could 

comfortably donate more to their campaigns than they could receive in public funds. 

These candidates might have participated in the program if the personal 

contribution limit was a little higher.  

Other candidates felt too much uncertainty regarding the amount of public dollars 

that would be available to them, and when and whether they would receive their 

reimbursements. They perceived participation in the program as a risk not worth 

taking. 
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Finally, there is the issue of funding itself. The amount of public funds disbursed 

per candidate in 2012 was approx. $8,500, only about 7% of the expenditure limit, 

23% less than the legal maximum. In 2010, candidates were eligible to receive 14% 

of the expenditure limit, and 16% in 2008. If candidates were able to receive funds 

closer to the legal limit, utilization would likely increase despite the other 

deterrents. Under such a scenario, the benefits received would more clearly 

outweigh the transaction costs of participation.  

 

Figure 15 

Grade 

Because LPFA utilization has been 33% over the past 3 Elections, less than ½ of all 

candidates, the program will receive a C for Criterion 8.  Fifty percent utilization 

and greater would be awarded a B, and 75% utilization or greater would be awarded 

an A.  

Criterion 9: Low Cost 

Another persistent concern of the Public Ethics Commission over the years has been 

cost. One of the main motivations for changing the LPFA from a matching fund 

program into a reimbursement program was to reduce high administrative costs. 

The price tag of the program increased in relevancy over the past two years, as the 

Public Ethics Commission recently underwent a 43% budget cut and suffered the 

loss of a full-time employee (Barazoto, 2011).  
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The LPFA has a Low Administrative Cost 

An average of $38,784.91 has been disbursed per election since the implementation 

of the LPFA.  

In 2012, Public Ethics Commission staff spent a total of 520 hours administering 

the program over a period of 5 months. 320 hours were part-time work at $27.39 an 

hour, and 200 hours were performed by a salaried employee. The total estimated 

cost of this time in wages was $18,564.80. 

This analysis was unable to ascertain an estimate for the average cost of an audit, 

but this figure should be added to the administrative costs of the program, for each 

candidate audited.  

Thus, the average cost of the LPFA, as a reimbursement program, should be 

between $55,000 - $75,000 per cycle, if present trends continue. The range takes 

into account the variation distributed funds per cycle.  

It should be noted that administrative costs have decreased dramatically for PEC 

staff since the LPFA became a reimbursement program.  

In 2008, the last year of the matching fund program, the PEC processed about 325 

individual checks, of $100 dollars or less in order to confirm: 

1) “Did the signature match the printed name on the check? 
2)  Was the written date within the 180-day eligibility period?  
3)  Was the contribution made from a source located in the City of Oakland? 
4) Had the Commission already matched more than $100 from that particular   

   contributor?  
5) Did the candidate identify the occupation and employer of each contributor  

   giving $100 or more?  
6)  Could the contribution be aggregated with any previously matched    

   contribution? (Purnell D. , 2008)” 
 

This intensive review constituted a significant amount of staff hours. If the 

matching program had continued, the PEC would have had to conduct a similar 

review of 760 checks in 2010 and 500 checks in 2012. Instead, in 2012, the PEC 

reviewed a total of 37 checks for reimbursement, and 92.6% decrease.  

Score 

At less than $100,000 a year, the LPFA is a relatively cheap public financing 

program. Though San Francisco Board of Supervisor races are more expensive, the 

San Francisco Ethics Commission distributed $1.2 million in public funds to BOS 
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candidates in 2012 (Shaikh, 2012), and this figure does not include the 

administrative costs of certifying contributions to receive matching funds.  

The LPFA will receive an A for Criterion 9, as it is relatively inexpensive for a 

public-financing program.  
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LPFA Evaluation – Summary 
Table 7 

Criteria Score 

C1: Dilute Influence Large Contributors 
                    F 

C2: Reduce Pressure Fundraise 
                    F 

C3: Increase Electoral Competition 
                    B 

C4: Increase Interaction Candidates Voters 
                    C 

C5: Reduce Perception Corruption 
                    D 

C6: Increase Voter Participation 
                    F 

C7: Increase Candidate Participation 
                    F 

C8: Incentive Utilize Program 
                    C 

C9: Low Cost 
 A 

 

The LPFA scores moderately well in terms of increasing electoral competition and 

increasing interaction between candidates and voters. It has been utilized by 

around 33% of candidates in the most recent elections, and is a relatively low cost 

program.  

There is no evidence that it dilutes the influence of large contributors, reduces the 

pressure to fundraise, or increases voter or candidate participation.  

The City of Oakland might better achieve the goals of the LPFA by means 

addressed in the following section.  
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Recommendations 
 

Given the complexity of the LPFA and its implementation, as well as political and 

cost concerns that will invariably affect the policy maker’s ultimate decision, this 

report provides 4 recommendation packages, each more ambitious than the last. 

Policy makers may decide which one is the most desirable in the current climate.  

The description of each package below includes a bulleted summary of its 

recommendations, a table detailing how each recommendation is expected to alter 

the effectiveness of the LPFA, and finally, a detailed analysis of each 

recommendation.  

Package 1 – Process Improvements 

- Font-load Information Campaign 

o Verbally check in with each candidate regarding the LPFA during the 

Nominating Period Phase. 

o Offer LPFA training seminars during the Nominating Period Phase 

- Improve Reimbursement Turn-around Time 

- Implement Deadline to File LPFA Forms 2 and 3 in mid-September, and 

determine ultimate allocation shares based on the number of candidates who 

meet this deadline.  

Table 8 

Criteria 
Form 2/3 
Deadline 

Reimbursement 
Turn-Around 

Info 
Campaign 

C2: Reduce Pressure Fundraise ? N/A N/A 

C3: Increase Electoral Competition 
        

N/A N/A 

C4: Increase Interaction Candidates Voters                 
N/A 

C5: Reduce Perception Corruption ? N/A N/A 

C6: Increase Voter Participation ? N/A N/A 

C8: Incentive to Utilize Program                      

C9: Cost         
N/A N/A 

 

Front-load Information Campaign 

Some candidates did not utilize public funds because they were simply uninformed 

regarding the program, and exceeded the personal contribution limit before 

understanding that such a limitation existed. Or, on the other hand, candidates felt 



50 
 

too overwhelmed post-nomination to fill out all the paperwork and attend the 

mandatory training.  

In order to address this issue, PEC staff should front-load their information 

campaign into the Nominating Period Phase, from July – August. Currently, PEC 

staff includes an introductory handout to the LPFA in the nominating packet that 

the City Clerk’s Office distributes to all candidates. Given that an average of 10 

candidates have run per election, for District City Council, it would not take long for 

PEC staff to personally call each candidate to ensure that they have read the 

introductory handout and that they understand it.  

PEC staff should also offer the mandatory training seminar during this time for 

candidates who are certain that they want to accept public funds, and are interested 

in attending training while campaign activity is relatively low.  

Further, pushing the administrative schedule forward a little, would lessen the 

intensity of the Nominating Period Phase, and likely ensure that candidates are 

more prepared to file their paperwork accurately and in a timely manner.  

Reimbursement Turn-around Time 

The City can potentially increase candidate utilization, and interaction between 

candidates and voters by ensuring there is a faster turn-around on reimbursement 

requests. 

In 2012, the average wait time for a reimbursement was 15 work days. The shortest 

turn-around was 2 work days, and the longest was 31 work days. Further, 2 

reimbursement requests filed in October, were not reimbursed until after the 

election.  

The long wait and potential uncertainty surrounding reimbursements makes it 

difficult for candidates to plan expenditures around the availability of public funds, 

and as a result, they may not expend as much as they would have otherwise.  

The Ethics Commission should consider finding ways to shorten the time it takes 

for a reimbursement to be approved and deposited.  

LPFA Form 2/3 Deadline 

The greatest flaw of the LPFA since its implementation has been the manner in 

which public funds have been prorated and disbursed to participating candidates. 

Every cycle, significant sums of money in the Election Campaign Fund go unspent, 

even though only one candidate in history has been eligible to receive the 30% 

maximum subsidy.  
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Figure 16 

In 4 elections, candidates could have legally received more public dollars than they 

were allocated. In ’08, the 3 participating candidates could have received the 

maximum subsidy, and still left over 50% of total funds in the ECF unutilized. In 

’12, candidates could have increased their subsidy by 57%, from $8,552.92 per 

candidate to $19,956.83 per candidate. Figure 19 indicates the total funds in the 

ECF each cycle, vs. the amount of funds distributed to candidates.  
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Figure 17 

The reason that so many funds go undistributed each cycle is due to the formula for 

determining candidate allocations. From 2001 – 2008, candidate shares were 

allocated based on the number of candidates eligible to receive public dollars, rather 

than the number of candidates who apply. This is because, before 2010, candidates 

could apply for funds up until Election Day. Thus, in 2008, allocations were 

determined by dividing the total funds in the ECF by the 11 candidates pursuing 

office, rather than the 3 who ultimately participated in the program.  

In 2010, the PEC attempted to address this issue by requiring candidates to make 

an irrevocable decision as to whether or not they would participate in the program. 

Candidates must do so by submitting LPFA Form 1 within 14 days after they are 

certified to appear on the ballot. Then public funding shares are allocated on the 

basis of the number of candidates who declare their intent to participate.  

However, this did not fully resolve the issue. In 2010, and 2012, candidates stated 

that they would participate in the program, but never filed claims for 

reimbursement. This was especially problematic in 2012, when 14 candidates 

indicated they would accept public dollars, but only 6 filed for reimbursement.  
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The City can attempt to resolve this problem by requiring a deadline to file LPFA 

Form 2 and the first LPFA Form 3. LPFA Form 2 proves that the candidate is 

eligible to receive public funds by demonstrating that he or she has met the 5% 

entry threshold, and LPFA Form 3 is used to claim reimbursement.  Candidate 

allocations can then be allocated based on the number of candidates who meet this 

deadline, and are, in fact, certified to receive reimbursement. This will ensure that 

no funds go unallocated.  

Given the tight and busy campaign schedule, this deadline should be early in the 

Reimbursement Period Phase, mid-September if it is a November election, so that it 

follows the busy Post-Nomination Phase in August. The requirement to prove that 

the 5% entry threshold has been met, and to file for an initial reimbursement of 

$1,000 should not overly burden candidates. By September of 2102, all publically 

financed candidates had raised and expended significant sums of money.  

By simply implementing a deadline for LPFA Forms 2 and 3, the City can 

significantly increase the public subsidy each candidate is eligible to receive. This 

should lead to increased competitiveness, and increased interaction between 

candidates and voters. Increased shares would also boost utilization, increasing the 

percentage of total candidates that receive an audit, and the additional dollars may 

lead to increased voter turnout. However, if the City Council desires that the 

Election Campaign Fund contains at least $120,000 per cycle, total costs of the 

program can increase up to 60% 
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Package 2 – Process Improvements + Community Engagement 

- Package 1 Recommendations 

- Require Participating Candidates to Attend a, “Clean Campaign Debate.” 

o The Public Ethics Commission can organize, promote, and manage the 

debate in order to build stronger ties with the community. 

o The Public Ethics Commission internship team can be in charge of the 

debate as a reward for their hard work.  

 

Table 9 

Criteria 
Form 2/3 
Deadline 

Reimbursement 
Turn-Around 

Info 
Campaign 

Debate 

C2: Reduce Pressure Fundraise ? N/A N/A N/A 

C3: Increase Electoral Competition         
N/A N/A N/A 

C4: Increase Interaction Candidates 
Voters                 

N/A 
 

C5: Reduce Perception Corruption ? N/A N/A N/A 

C6: Increase Voter Participation ? N/A N/A N/A 

C8: Incentive to Utilize Program                               

C9: Cost         
N/A N/A 

 

 

Mandatory Debates 

Other interviewees proposed requiring that candidates attend debates as a 

stipulation of receiving public funds. Arguably, this would promote interaction 

between the candidates and voters in a cost-effective manner 

New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco all require public fund recipients to 

attend at least one debate during their campaigns.  

If legally permissible, the Public Ethics Commission should organize, promote, and 

host a debate for all the publically funded candidates, called the, “Clean Campaign 

Debate.” This event would simultaneously promote publically funded candidates, 

the LPFA itself, and Oakland’s Public Ethics Commission, which seeks to build 

closer ties to the community.  

Social media and the internship program may be utilized in order to keep costs low. 

The opportunity to organize a City Council debate would constitute a positive 

learning experience for interns and serve as an incentive to work for the Ethics 

Commission on more tedious matters, such as reviewing reimbursement claims.  
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Package 3 – Process Improvements + Community Engagement + 

Increased Funding 

- Package 1 Recommendations 

- Package 2 Recommendations 

- Fund the ECF at least $250,000 per election cycle.  

Table 10 

Criteria 
Form 2/3 
Deadline 

Reimburse 
Period 

Info 
Campaign 

Debate Increase 
Funding 

C1: Dilute Influence 
Large Contributors 

N/A N/A N/A N/A ? 

C2: Reduce Pressure 
Fundraise 

? N/A N/A N/A ? 

C3: Increase Electoral 
Competition           

N/A N/A N/A 
         

C4: Increase Interaction 
Candidates Voters             

N/A 
               

C5: Reduce Perception 
Corruption 

? N/A N/A N/A 
          

C6: Increase Voter 
Participation 

? N/A N/A N/A ? 

C7: Increase Candidate 
Participation 

? N/A N/A N/A ? 

C8: Incentive Utilize 
Program                                   

C9: Cost             
N/A N/A 

                 

 

Increase Funding  

The City should also consider increasing appropriations to the Election Campaign 

Fund, so that participating candidates are more likely to receive the maximum 

subsidy under the law.  

More funding will improve the effectiveness of the program across the board, 

especially if candidates receive the 30% maximum which is equivalent to approx. 

$35,000. While this figure constitutes only 30% of the expenditure limit, it 

constitutes almost 50% of the average campaign expenditures of victorious 

candidates, and thus should significantly increase completion. Many more 

candidates will utilize the program as well, if they know such a large subsidy is 

available, despite the unpopular audit.   
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Table 11 – Amount of Funds Necessary to Fund Participating Candidates at the 15%, 20%, 25%, and 30% Expenditure Levels 

 

           < $100,000             $100,000 - $150,000              $150,000 - $200,000              $200,000 - $250,000 

Table 17 demonstrates that if the Election Campaign Fund contained at least 

$250,000 per cycle, every participating candidate in the past 7 elections would have 

been eligible for the 30% maximum subsidy. At $200,000, every participating 

candidate would have been eligible for the maximum subsidy, save those candidates 

who participated in 2012, although they would have still received over 25% of the 

expenditure limit.  

 Of course, if there are more funds available, candidate participation in the program 

should rise, though it is unclear by how much, as there has been no correlation 

between the ECF funds and the number of participating candidates to date. 

However, even if candidate participation increases, $250,000 per cycle should still 

be able to fund these candidates at between 15 – 20% of the expenditure limit, 

which is still a marked improvement over the current system. 

Table 12 – Amount of Funds Necessary to Fund All Candidates at the 15%, 20%, 25%, and 30% Expenditure Levels 

 

           < $100,000             $100,000 - $150,000              $150,000 - $200,000              $200,000 - $250,000 

Table 18 demonstrates the level of funding required to provide every candidate that 

ran in the past 7 elections with the maximum subsidy. Even if every candidate 

applied for public funds, which is an unlikely event, $250,000 would have still 

funded all candidates at least 15% of the voluntary expenditure limit in 6 out of 7 

elections.  

Year Participants 15 20 25 30

2001 3 40,500.00$          54,000.00$         67,500.00$        81,000.00$       

2002 5 72,987.00$          97,316.00$         121,645.00$      145,974.00$     

2005 6 85,650.00$          114,200.00$        142,750.00$      171,300.00$     

2006 1 14,780.77$          19,707.69$         24,634.62$        29,561.54$       

2008 3 52,800.00$          70,400.00$         88,000.00$        105,600.00$     

2010 5 84,300.00$          112,400.00$        140,500.00$      168,600.00$     

2012 6 105,450.00$        140,600.00$        175,750.00$      210,900.00$     

Year Candidates 15 20 25 30

2001 4 54,000.00$          72,000.00$         90,000.00$        108,000.00$     

2002 8 116,063.34$        154,751.12$        193,438.90$      232,126.68$     

2005 9 128,475.00$        171,300.00$        214,125.00$      256,950.00$     

2006 7 103,465.39$        137,953.85$        172,442.32$      206,930.78$     

2008 11 192,450.00$        256,600.00$        320,750.00$      384,900.00$     

2010 12 205,500.00$        274,000.00$        342,500.00$      411,000.00$     

2012 20 307,350.00$        409,800.00$        512,250.00$      614,700.00$     
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Of course, in order to this alternative to be successful, it must be coupled with 

setting a deadline to file for reimbursement, in order to ensure that all funds in the 

Election Campaign Fund are utilized. 
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Package 4 – Process Improvements + Community Engagement + 

Increased Funding + OCRA 

- Package 1 Recommendations 

- Package 2 Recommendations 

- Package 3 Recommendations 

- Lower OCRA’s voluntary expenditure limits by $10,000 - $15,000 per cycle 

until candidates being to opt out of the program, and then re-evaluate.  

Table 13 

Criteria 
Form 2/3 
Deadline 

Reimburse 
Period 

Info 
Campaign 

Debate Increase 
Funding 

OCRA 

C1: Dilute Influence 
Large Contributors 

N/A N/A N/A N/A ? 
 

C2: Reduce Pressure 
Fundraise 

? N/A N/A N/A ? 
 

C3: Increase Electoral 
Competition          

N/A N/A N/A 
      

? 

C4: Increase Interaction 
Candidates Voters            

N/A 
            

N/A 

C5: Reduce Perception 
Corruption 

? N/A N/A N/A 
           

C6: Increase Voter 
Participation 

? N/A N/A N/A ? N/A 

C7: Increase Candidate 
Participation 

? N/A N/A N/A ? N/A 

C8: Incentive Utilize 
Program                              

    

C9: Cost 
           

N/A N/A 
             

N/A 

 

Strengthen OCRA 

As mentioned previously, OCRA was passed into law along with the LPFA in 1999. 

Both ordinances have the same goals, but take different approaches in their effort 

to achieve those goals. OCRA attempts to reduce the power of special interests, and 

increase electoral competition by setting contribution and expenditure limits for 

candidates pursuing local office.  

In an analysis of 26 states, it was demonstrated that the lower the contribution 

limits, the more competitive the election. Further, states with a combination of 

public financing and contribution limits saw a decline in incumbent margin of 

victory (Stratmann, Torres-Spelliscy, & Williams, 2009). There is also a significant 

correlation between contribution limits and contestedness (Hamm & Hoan, 2008).  
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The evidence suggests that OCRA’s contribution limits may be part of the reason 

why Oakland District City Council races have become more competitive in the last 

decade. However, it also suggests that contribution limits and public funding may 

best work in conjunction. By setting expenditure and contribution limits, OCRA 

constrains the influence of big contributors.  

However, some, although appreciative of OCRA, question the effectiveness of its 

limits. Since its adoption, 100% of District City Council candidates have agreed to 

abide by OCRA’s expenditure limits in order to utilize its more generous 

contribution limits. Further, there is no evidence that any candidate exceeded the 

expenditure limit. Most candidates, even those that won their races, indicated that 

they did not fear encroaching on the limit. Further, candidates did not perceive the 

$700 personal contribution limit as too restrictive, as only a few donors indicated a 

desire to exceed that limit. Finally, no candidate felt that OCRA’s expenditure 

limits were too low, but only a couple suggested they were too high.  

The fact that OCRA is universally utilized may be a sign that its limitations are not 

limiting in the context of Oakland District City Council races. Thus strengthening 

OCRA would necessitate lowering expenditure ceilings, perhaps by $30,000 or 

$40,000 just to come in line with the average cost of winning a District City Council 

seat in Oakland, approx. $80,000. This report recommends that the council lower 

the expenditure limit incrementally by cycle, and reevaluate once candidates begin 

to opt out of, or seriously challenge, the ordinance. Oakland can only gain with 

lower expenditure limits, and politicians will likely refuse to publicly challenge this 

action until it becomes too burdensome, by which point the City will have made 

large advances in campaign finance reform.   
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Conclusion 
 

The future Oakland’s Limited Public Financing Act is ultimately in the hands of the 

policy makers in the Public Ethics Commission and City Council, and the 

constituents. The political climate and city priorities are ever shifting, so this 

analysis has presented four packages of varying complexity from which policy 

makers may select.  

However, it is the belief of the author that each package is ultimately a conservative 

option. None recommend an overhaul of the program, a shift to the costly, yet 

popular, matching fund formula, nor do they address the sources of funding, i.e. 

taxation. The packages constitute a realistic, incremental approach to improving 

city government that responds to real world evidence, and is in line with the City’s 

treatment of the LPFA in the past.  

The author believes, therefore, that Package 4 should be adopted and implemented, 

and that this is a realistic, manageable request. Increasing appropriations to the 

Election Campaign Fund and reducing the expenditure limits in the Oakland 

Campaign Reform Act will encounter the most resistance, but will likely be popular 

with the public and key interest groups. Further, oppositional political actors will be 

hesitant to publicly challenge reducing expenditure limits for fear of appearing self-

serving.  

Study after study have demonstrated that robust public financing programs coupled 

with meaningful expenditure and contribution limits make political races more 

competitive. If Oakland is serious about achieving the goals laid out in the LPFA, it 

must increase funding to the program and tighten expenditure limits.   
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Appendix A: Other Alternatives Considered 
 

The following are other alternatives this analysis considered, but for varying 

reasons, ultimately did not recommended.  

Repeal LPFA 
 

While the LPFA has its weaknesses, it still serves to increase competition for 

District City Council seats at a relatively low cost.  Simply repealing the program, 

without adopting a replacement, of some form, to address its goals, would result in a 

small loss to the City of Oakland, without the potential to save much government 

money.  

Table 14 

Criteria Repeal 

C1: Dilute Influence Large Contributors   

C2: Reduce Pressure Fundraise   

C3: Increase Electoral Competition   

C4: Increase Interaction Candidates Voters   

C5: Reduce Perception Corruption   

C6: Increase Voter Participation   

C7: Increase Candidate Participation   

C8: Incentive Utilize Program   

C9: Admin Cost 
 

  

Adopt New Program Model  
 

Models 

This analysis reviewed the campaign finance programs in San Francisco, Los 

Angeles, and New York City in order to ascertain whether any of these varying 

approaches are transferable to Oakland. While these cities also offer public funds to 

candidates running at-large, only their city council programs are considered in this 

analysis.  
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Unlike the LPFA, the distribution of public funds in these 3 cities is based on a 

matching formula.  San Francisco matches 2:1 the first $50,000 raised (Shaikh, 

2012); Los Angeles matches 2:1 during the primary and 4:1 during the general the 

first $250 of every personal contribution (Canddiate Guide: Running for Office, 

2013); and New York City matches 6:1 the first $175 of every personal contribution 

(New York City Campaign Finance Board, 2010). 

For the reasons outlined in this paper, matching formulas are costly, especially 

those as generous as these jurisdictions offer. However, there is also evidence that 

they dilute the influence or large contributors. In a 2009 Brennan Center Study, it 

was found that candidates participating in New York City’s public financing 

program received significantly more donations of $250 or less (Elections and Public 

Financing, 2009).  

 

Figure 18 

 

Further, these programs receive significantly more funding. Non-incumbent 

candidates in San Francisco may receive up to $155,000 in public funds, or 62% of 

the expenditure limit (Shaikh, 2012). Candidates for Los Angeles City Council can 

receive up to $225,000 each or approx. 25% of the city’s expenditure limit 

(Canddiate Guide: Running for Office, 2013). City Council candidates in New York 

City may receive up to $177,100, or 55% of the Voluntary Expenditure Limit (New 

York City Campaign Finance Board, 2010).   

Because these jurisdictions sometimes allow matching fund and expenditure limits 

to be waived in response to high independent expenditures and/or spending above 
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the expenditure limit by an opposition candidate, candidates sometimes receive an 

even larger share of public funds.  

In 2012, San Francisco distributed $1.2 million in public dollars to its Board of 

Supervisor candidates (Shaikh, 2012), Los Angeles distributed $2.8 million to its 

City Council candidates in 2013 (Los Angles Public Ethics Commission, 2103), and 

New York City distributed $11.4 million in 2009 (New York City Campaign Finance 

Board, 2013).  

Finally, San Francisco utilizes a formula to fund its Election Campaign Fund (ECF) 

in order to remove political actors from the appropriations process.  San Francisco’s 

ECF receives $2.75 per resident each fiscal year. The City’s fund cannot, at any 

time, exceed $7 million, a cap over 90% larger than Oakland’s (Shaikh, 2012).  

Analysis  

There are clear benefits to these models. A matching fund formula, of even only 1:1 

or 2:1, could potentially dilute the influence of large contributors and reduce the 

pressure to fundraise, though only New York City’s extremely generous 6:1 ratio 

has been shown to do the former (Migally & Liss, 2010). However, Oakland changed 

its program from a matching fund in order to avoid the high administrative costs 

associated with reviewing and certifying individual contributions to be matched. 

Between 2008 and 2012, the amount of checks Oakland Ethics Commission staff 

had to review decreased by 92% due to the elimination of the matching fund.  

Further, a matching formula would give the City less control over how public 

dollars are spent, which could negatively impact the perception of corruption, 

especially when such large funds are distributed.  

A larger and more reliable source of funding for the LPFA would also likely increase 

competition, interaction, and candidate utilization. However, Oakland has only 

offered a candidate public funds equal to 30% of the expenditure limit once in its 

history. It is unlikely the City will begin to offer up to 55% or 62% of the limit.  

Finally, Oakland’s Election Campaign Fund receives approx. $50,000 a year in 

appropriations. If San Francisco’s $2.75 per resident scheme were adopted, Oakland 

would have to appropriate over $1 million to its fund, a 95% increase.  

 

 

 



64 
 

Table 15 

Criteria Other Program 

C1: Dilute Influence Large Contributors 
 

C2: Reduce Pressure Fundraise 
 

C3: Increase Electoral Competition                   

C4: Increase Interaction Candidates Voters                     

C5: Reduce Perception Corruption ? 

C6: Increase Voter Participation ? 

C7: Increase Candidate Participation ? 

C8: Incentive Utilize Program                      

C9: Cost                

 

Audit 
 

The mandatory audit is a major disincentive to accepting public funds, and is 

unpopular with candidates. Utilization might increase if the audit were done more 

infrequently, perhaps on a random percentage of candidates per cycle. 

However, such a formula would likely open up the auditing process to more charges 

of corruption and malpractice, as candidates may suspect whether they were truly 

randomly selected.  

Further, there should be some transaction costs to receiving public funds. If a 

candidate is receiving tax payer dollars with which to run his or her campaign, the 

City has a right, and perhaps a duty, to ensure that funds are properly spent.  

The audit only becomes more important the more funds are allocated to the LPFA, 

as the incentive for malpractice will increase.  

Table 16 

Criteria Audit 

C5: Reduce Perception of Corruption   

C8: Incentive Utilize Program   

C9: Cost   
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Increase Personal Contribution Limit 
 

The Public Ethics Commission may want to consider increasing the personal 

contribution limit from 10% to 15 – 20%, if increasing utilization is a priority.  

A handful of candidates would have participated in the program had this limit been 

higher. Because 15 – 20% of the Voluntary Expenditure Limit is only between 

$15,000 - $25,000 dollars, there is little risk in raising it. The purpose of the 

personal contribution limit is to keep wealthy candidates, who are able to 

comfortably self-finance their campaign, from taking advantage of public funds. It is 

arguable that a candidate who donates up to $25,000 to his own campaign is not 

equivalent to a Michael Bloomberg.  

 

Table 17 

Criteria 
Personal 

Contribution Limit 

C8: Incentive Utilize Program 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 
 

Topic Questions for Candidates (Accepted Public Funds) 

1. How familiar are you with the Oakland Limited Public Financing Act (LPFA)? 

Oakland Campaign Reform Act (OCRA)? 

 

2. What was your calculus in electing to accept public funds during the course of your 

election? 

 

3. What effect, if any, did the LPFA have on your decision to run and the outcome of 

the election? 

 

4. How did the LPFA affect your fundraising and expenditure decisions? 

 

5. In the absence of OCRA’s voluntary expenditure limit, would you have raised or 

spent more during the course of your campaign? 

 

6. Do you believe public financing made you more or less competitive? 

 

7. Do you believe OCRA made you more or less competitive?  

 

8. Do you believe your candidacy brought any first time or sporadic voters to the table? 

 

9. In general, how do you feel about public financing of campaigns? 

o In your opinion, what are the most important goals of a public financing 

program? What must such a program accomplish in order for you to perceive 

it as worthwhile?  

 

10. Do you believe that other policies, apart from public financing, might better 

accomplish these goals? 

 

11. Theoretically, if the LPFA achieved 99% of its goals, how much should the city be 

willing to pay for it? 
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Topic Questions for Candidates (Declined Public Funds) 

1. How familiar are you with the Oakland Limited Public Financing Act (LPFA)? 

Oakland Campaign Reform Act (OCRA)? 

 

2. What was your calculus in electing to decline public funds during the course of your 

election? 

 

3. Would you have raised and/or expended less money if you had accepted public 

financing?  

 

4. In the absence of OCRA’s voluntary expenditure limit, would you have raised and/or 

spent more during the course of your election?  

 

5. Do you believe the LPFA made any of your opponents more or less competitive?  

 

6. Do you believe OCRA made you more or less competitive?  

 

7. Do you believe your candidacy brought any first time or sporadic voters to the table? 

 

8. In general, how do you feel about public financing of campaigns? 

o In your opinion, what are the most important goals of a public financing 

program? What must such a program accomplish in order for you to perceive 

it as worthwhile?  

 

9. Do you believe that other policies, apart from public financing, might better 

accomplish these goals? 

 

10. Theoretically, if the LPFA achieved 99% of its goals, how much should the city be 

willing to pay for it? 
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Topic Questions for Interest Groups 

1. How familiar are you with the Oakland Limited Public Financing Act 

(LPFA)? Oakland Campaign Reform Act (OCRA)? 

 

2. Do you believe the LPFA has reduced the role of “big money” in Oakland 

politics? 

 

3. Do you believe the LPFA has increased competition in Oakland’s district city 

council races? (Leveled Playing Field) 

 

4. Do you believe the LPFA has brought new voters and/or types of candidates 

to the table? 

 

5. In your mind, should the LPFA be amended, replaced, or repealed?  

 

6. In general, how do you feel about public financing of campaigns? 

o In your opinion, what are the most important goals of a public 

financing program? What must such a program accomplish in order for 

you to perceive it as worthwhile?  

7. Do you believe that other policies, apart from public financing, might better 

accomplish these goals? 

 

8. Theoretically, if the LPFA achieved 99% of its goals, how much should the 

city be willing to pay for it?\ 
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