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Subject: AGENDA ITEM 5 - Discussion and Possible Action on Proposed Revised Method  

for Selection of Campaign Audits for the 2016 Audit Cycle 
 
 

 

Summary This memo proposes a new methodology for the selection of non-
publicly financed campaign committees to be audited by the Ethics 
Commission per Charter Section C3.699-11(4) for the 2016 audit cycle. 

 
Action Requested    That the Commission review, discuss, and receive public comment on 

the proposed 2016 audit selection method.  No action is required, but 
the Commission may take action to provide its policy direction to staff 
about the proposed new selection methodology. 

 

Background  

Audits of campaign committees help provide accountability in City elections by determining 
the degree to which committees comply with applicable state and city campaign laws. With 
material findings contained in written audit reports, audits can help committees improve their 
recordkeeping and reporting practices, inform outreach and education efforts to better 
support compliance in needed areas, and provide an important public record of candidates’ 
and committees’ compliance with the laws.   
 
Among its other Charter mandates, the Commission has the responsibility and duty under San 
Francisco Charter Section C3.699-11(4) “to audit campaign statements and other relevant 
documents.”  Under S.F. Campaign and Governmental Conduct Code (C&GC Code) section 
1.150, all candidates who receive public funding for their campaigns must be audited. These 
mandatory audits must begin “within 60 days after the date the candidate committee’s first 
post-election campaign disclosure report is required to be filed.”  S.F. C&GC Code § 1.150(a).  
 
For 2016, 12 candidate committees received public financing. Mandatory audits of these 
candidate committees were initiated with Commission auditors’ requests for documents for 
their audits to be submitted by February 10, 2017. The Controller’s Office has agreed to 
conduct audit work for these publicly financed candidates this year under Section 1.150(a), 
which states that the Controller must assist in conducting these audits at the Executive 
Director’s request. 
 



    2 

 

For audits of committees other than of publicly-financed candidates, Section 1.150(a) provides that “[i]n 
his or her discretion, the Executive Director may initiate additional targeted or randomly selected audits 
of any committee, irrespective of whether the committee received any public funds.” While audits of 
other than publicly financed candidate committees, therefore, are not required by law, such audits are a 
fundamental tool to promote accountability and transparency in City campaigns.  
 
In recent years, the Commission’s general practice has been to select committees for audit in addition to 
its mandatory audits through a random selection process. That process was typically agendized as an 
action item for the Commission at a regularly scheduled meeting no later than March of the year 
following a City election. 1 
 
The random selection process has been used to serve two important auditing goals. First, to ensure the 
integrity of the Commission’s audits, the selection of committees for audit must fairly apply an objective 
standard without any regard to any particular candidate, issue, or matter supported or opposed by the 
potential auditees’ activities. Second, to promote broad accountability across the range of entities 
engaged in City campaigns, Commission audits should include representation from each type of 
committee, including:   
 

• candidate-controlled committees, formed by candidates to support their own election 
campaigns; 
 

• ballot measure committees, formed to qualify, support or oppose one or more measures on the 
City’s ballot; and 
 

• general purpose committees, those recipient committees and primarily formed candidate 
committees also active in a City election. 

 
By way of example, for the November election in calendar year 2015, Measures A through K, and the 
offices of Mayor, District Attorney, Sheriff, City Attorney, Treasurer, one seat of the Community College 
Board and the District 3 seat of the Board of Supervisors appeared on the ballot.  Because two of the 
three candidates running for the District 3 seat received public funding and subject to a mandatory 
audit, while they were part of the overall audit pool that year they were not part of the random 
selection process.  

                                                           

1 Effective July 26, 2014, the San Francisco Campaign and Governmental Conduct Code provides for lobbyists to be 
audited by the Ethics Commission. Section 2.135(c) provides: “On an annual basis, the Executive Director shall 
initiate audits of one or more lobbyists selected at random.” Unlike campaign audits, no date exists in statute or 
regulations by which the audit of a lobbyist randomly selected must begin. Random selection of lobbyist audits for 
2015 occurred at the Commission’s March 2016 regular meeting, with four lobbyists identified for audits. Similarly, 
four prior lobbyists were randomly selected in 2015 for 2014. Due to staff resource constraints, however, the four 
2014 audits remain underway, and the four 2015 audits have not yet begun. Lobbyist audit selection for 2016 is 
therefore planned for later this calendar year at the completion of these eight already selected audits that remain 
pending from prior audit cycles.  
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For the 2015 audit cycle, based on guidelines established previously by the Commission, committees 
that had activity of $10,000 or less were not subject to audit. In 2015, resulting expenditures by 
campaign committees with activity above that threshold represented 99.7 percent of all committee 
spending for that election. 

The campaign audit pool also excluded committees of candidates for county central committees 
because those seats are not City elective offices and thus are not subject to the various local rules 
regarding contributions and expenditures. It also excluded any general purpose committee that had 
been previously selected for audit as part of the 2014 audit cycle.   

For the 2015 audit cycle, 24 percent of committees in the audit pool were audited.  For purposes of non-
mandatory audits, staff proposed a target of 20 percent, or 11 committees, for audit.2 The approach first 
sorted committees by type, then by expenditure level. The pre-selected number of committees to be 
audited were then selected randomly from among each type, and within each of three activity levels: 
above $100,000; between $50,000 and $100,000; and between $10,000 and $50,000. 

Attachment 1 provides a table summarizing the percent of campaign committees and the percent of 
funds audited over the past five audit cycles.  Overall for the 2011-2015 audit cycles, using a random 
selection methodology for the non-mandatory campaign audits resulted in from 16 to 24 percent of 
committees in the audit pool being audited during an audit cycle. Overall, between 8 and 64 percent of 
these committees’ reported expenditures were audited those cycles.  

Campaign Audits for the 2016 Cycle 

This year, Staff proposes to implement a new “objective criteria” method for the selection of campaign 
audits based on the following guiding principles:  
 

� To preserve the impartiality of the Commission’s audit process, the audit selection of campaign 
committees should continue to be objective and transparent. Transparency is served by 
ensuring methods for selecting committees for random or targeted audit as provided by Sec. 
1.150(a) are reported to the Commission and subject to public discussion. 
 

� Audits should continue to focus most significantly on committees where the public interest is 
likely to be the highest – that is, on political committees with higher activity levels aimed at 
influencing voters.  Committees that engage in relatively low levels of campaign fundraising and 
expenditure activity -- $10,000 or less – would continue to be excluded from the audit pool in 
election years where the level of committees’ spending far exceeds that amount.   

                                                           

2 Of the 11 campaign audits selected in 2016 for the 2015 cycle, eight audits have been completed and three 
remain underway. Two additional mandatory audits of publicly-financed candidates from the 2015 election were 
completed and issued in 2016. 
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� To promote more seamless accountability across City campaigns in any audit cycle, “targeted” 
audits should identify objective criteria that is applied across committees, without any regard 
to any particular candidate, issue, or matter the committee supported or opposed.  Staff 
reviews or inquiries targeting any particular committee would be treated as an investigation into 
alleged violations of the law, and handled under the Commission’s enforcement authority and 
the regulations that govern the enforcement process, including its confidentiality provisions.  
 

� The thoroughness and impact of Commission audits could benefit from varying the objective 
criteria applied in the selection methodology from one audit cycle to another.  No committee 
could consider itself exempt from the possibility of being selected for audit. Flexibility would 
exist to broadly address different areas of the law or campaign activities through objectively 
targeted audits. All selection criteria would continue to reported on publicly to the Commission.  

 
The 2016 Campaigns 
 
Overall for the November 8, 2016 election, 165 campaign committees reported roughly $70.7 million in 
spending on City campaigns.   

Table 1 below summarizes the level of campaign spending reported for that election by committee type 
for the 165 committees based on whether committees had activity greater than $10,000.  As shown 
below, 114 committees reported expenditure activity of greater than $10,000 for the election. Together, 
expenditures reported by these 114 committees account for 99.8% of total reported spending in 
connection with the 2016 City election.  

Table 1 Summary of 2016 Campaign Spending, by Committee Type  
 

 
 

 Publicly-Funded 
Candidate 

Committees 
(PF) 

 

Non Publicly-Funded 
Candidate 

Committees 
(NPF) 

 

 
General Purpose 

Committees 
(GPC) 

Ballot 
Measure 

Committees 
(BMC) 

 
 
 

Total 

Number of 
committees with 
activity greater 
than $10,000 

12 17 49 36 114 
(69%) 

Total reported 
spending  $3,300,049 $1,063,984 $12,583,674 $53,636,007 

 
$70,583,714   

(99.8%) 
Number of 
committees with 
activity less than or 
equal to $10,000 

n/a 12 36 3 51 
(31%) 

Total reported 
spending n/a $9,871 $82,225 $19,732 

 
$111,828 

(0.2%) 
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Continuing the Commission’s practice of focusing its resources on committees with higher levels of 
spending, Staff proposes that for the 2016 audit cycle, the top five highest spending committees among 
each type of committee be selected for audit. This would include the five top-spending non publicly-
funded candidates; the five top-five spending general purpose committees; and the five top-spending 
ballot measure committees.  With this approach, 15 “targeted” audits would be conducted in addition 
to the 12 publicly-financed candidate committees, for a total of 27 committees for campaign audits in 
connection with the 2016 election.   

Together, these 27 committees represent 24 percent of all committees in the 2016 audit pool and 80 
percent of total 2016 audit pool expenditures.  As illustrated in Chart 1 below, applying this standard is 
consistent with the percentage of committees audited in prior audit cycles under the random selection 
method. It has the advantage, however, of expanding the reach of funds audited to 80 percent of all 
expenditures – up from a previous high of 64 percent in 2013. 
 
 
       Chart 1 - Campaign Audits, 2011-2015, and as Proposed for 2016 
 

 
 

This objective criteria approach to “targeted” audits would continue to serve the twin goals of (1) 
ensuring audit selection is conducted fairly by an objective standard without any regard to the particular 
candidate, issue, or matter supported or opposed by the committee’s activities; and (2) ensuring each 
type of committee is represented among the Commission’s audits.  
 
For reference, the 114 committees that make up the 2016 audit pool appear at Attachment 2, shown by 
committee type, name, and spending.   
 
We look forward to the Commission’s discussion and to answering any questions you may have at your 
meeting on March 27th. 
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Agenda Item 5 - Attachment 1 
March 27, 2017 

Campaign Audits, 2011-2015, and as Proposed for 2016 Cycle  

  # Committees  
in Audit pool  # Audited  % of # Audited $ in Audit Pool $ Audited % of $ 

Audited Selection Method 

2016 114 27 24%  $     70,583,714   $     56,747,648  80% Objective Criteria 

2015 55 13 24%  $     26,732,569   $        3,254,387  12% Random selection 

2014 62 12 19%  $     23,845,821   $        1,937,818  8% Random selection 

2013 32 5 16%  $       5,829,075   $        3,755,062  64% Random selection 

2012 83 19 23%  $     15,740,796   $        4,466,222  28% Random selection 

2011 75 14 19%  $     23,100,113   $     11,442,015  50% Random selection 
         

By Committee Type 

Committee 
Type 

Publicly Financed Candidate 
(PF) 

Non-Publicly Financed Candidate 
(NPF) 

General Purpose Recipient Comte 
(GPC) 

Ballot Measure Comte 
(BMC) 

% of # % of PF $ % of # % of NPF $ % of # % of GPC $ % of 
# % of BMC $ 

2016 100 100 29 67 10 58 14 85 
2015 100 100 17 15 26 44 14 2 
2014 100 100 17 20 15 11 18 5 
2013 n/a n/a 0 0 13 19 40 81 
2012 100 100 11 7 9 8 11 23 
2011 100 100 31 50 3 2 0 0 

By Commission policy, committees included in pool for potential audit include only those committees that reported spending 
more than $10,000 in the covered period 
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