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Executive Summary

From housing affordability to public safety to climate resilience, the City and County of San
Francisco faces increasingly complex challenges that demand effective and responsive governance.
Yet the San Francisco City Charter, the foundational legal document meant to serve as the city’s
local “constitution,” constrains rather than enables effective governance. Many of its provisions
have become outdated, duplicative, or overly specific. And because any change to the city charter
requires a public vote at the ballot, even small corrections or updates are difficult to make.

The result is a government structure misaligned with modern governance needs. Critical
city functions often require navigating byzantine processes that can take months or years to
complete. Department heads often lack clear authority and struggle to adapt quickly to changing
circumstances because they must navigate layers of overlapping bureaucracy. The charter’s
excessive procedural detail locks the city into organizational structures and administrative processes
that prevent flexibility and continuous improvement.

Over time, well-intentioned amendments have made the charter resemble the Winchester Mys-
tery House — impressive in scale but chaotic in design. It’s easier to expand the charter with new
provisions than to modify existing ones because many constituents are invested in preserving the
amendments they fought to include. New requirements are added while older ones are rarely re-
moved, often layering on top of each other in unintended ways. As a result, San Francisco’s charter is
548 pages long, 183% longer than the City of Seattle’s charter and 47% longer than New York City’s.

The charter's complexity has led to a system where accountability is unclear, decisions are slow,
and residents experience the consequences of delayed services. Diffused accountability means
that residents cannot effectively engage with or hold government officials accountable. Charter
mandates constrain operational flexibility and prevent the city from reorganizing in ways that could
help address the city’s structural budget deficit or better respond to resident needs. By choosing to
modernize the charter, San Franciscans can design a governance structure that supports effective
leadership, adaptable problem-solving, and meaningful accountability to the public.

San Francisco last comprehensively updated its charter 30 years ago; since then, voters have
amended it more than 100 times. Today, policymakers and the public are considering changes to the
charter to streamline the city’s many commissions. As the mayor and Board of Supervisors consider
these recommendations for the November 2026 ballot, SPUR recommends they take a broader
approach to modernizing the charter. To create a governance framework that empowers leadership,
ensures accountability, and allows the city to address its challenges, the reforms outlined in this
report should be considered alongside the current effort to streamline the city’s many commissions.

This brief recommends 10 charter changes to put before voters in November 2026 in order to
improve governmental outcomes, access, and accountability.
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Improve accountability by clarifying diffuse lines of authority.

RECOMMENDATION 1
Authorize the mayor to hire and fire most department heads.

RECOMMENDATION 2
Remove charter restrictions that limit mayoral staffing.

RECOMMENDATION 3
Empower the city administrator to act as the city’s chief operating officer.

Drive better outcomes by improving the way the city sets and
implements rules.

RECOMMENDATION 4
Empower the city administrator to improve the city’s purchasing rules.

RECOMMENDATION 5
Fix the city’s employee bargaining process.

RECOMMENDATION 6
Resolve issues through leadership rather than at the ballot.

Loosen restrictions that prevent adaptation and modernization.

RECOMMENDATION 7
Shift many departments from the charter to the administrative code.

RECOMMENDATION 8
Broaden existing charter provisions to permit more flexible reorganization of government.

RECOMMENDATION 9
Strike outdated, conflicting, or tactical responsibilities from the city charter.

RECOMMENDATION 10
Restore flexibility to the city’s budget to allow resources to be shifted to priority services.
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Introduction

Background and History

San Francisco is one of approximately 130 charter cities in California. Under California law, there
are two ways cities can be organized. “General law cities” get their power from the California
Constitution and follow state law. “Charter cities” operate under a locally adopted city charter that
defines their powers and structure.!

As San Francisco’s “constitution,” the charter establishes the framework for the city’s
government, outlining the authority and essential procedures used to provide public services

548 pages

EXHIBIT 1

Length of Charters: San Francisco and 11 Peer Cities

San Francisco’s charter is nearly a third longer than New York’s charter and 23
times longer than Seattle’s charter.
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Source: SPUR.
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' California Lawyers Association, An Introduction to Local and Regional Public Agencies in California, https://calawyers.org/section/public-law/publications/how-government-works,

(accessed on September 18, 2025).
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and manage public assets. It defines how the city is organized and operates, and it establishes
foundational processes for adopting laws, conducting elections, and managing city finances, human

resource needs, and contracts for services. At 548 pages, San Francisco’s charter is one of the

longest charters in the country (Exhibit 1).

San Francisco’s current charter was adopted in 1996, and voters have since approved more than
100 charter amendments through ballot initiatives that added new provisions but rarely removed
or updated existing ones. As a result, the charter has grown significantly in length and complexity

(Exhibit 2).

EXHIBIT 2

Timeline of Charter Reform

Source: SPUR, Designed to Serve.
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SPUR’s 2024 report Designed to Serve: Resetting the city’s governance structure to better meet
the needs of San Franciscans examined the practical effects of the charter. The report found that
the charter creates an overly complex system characterized by fragmented management, diffused
decision-making, and unclear lines of authority. This structure prioritizes oversight over outcomes,
ultimately failing to effectively serve San Francisco residents.?

Many provisions that may have been useful when adopted have become outdated, duplicative,
or overly specific. And because any change to the charter requires a public vote at the ballot, even
small corrections require a lot of resources and political capital. Furthermore, once something is in
the charter, eliminating it is difficult. Even when the provision no longer serves the greater good of
the city, or the cost to maintain it exceeds its benefit, citizen advocates, elected officials, or both
often feel strongly that it should be there. The path of least resistance is to leave it in place or add
additional layers to achieve the new goal. Like the Winchester Mystery House, San Francisco’s
charter has grown through endless additions with no coherent design.

2 Nicole Neditch, Designed to Serve: Resetting the city’s governance structure to better meet the needs of San Franciscans, SPUR, August 2024, page 4, https:/www.spur.org/
publications/spur-report/2024-07-31/designed-serve.


https://www.spur.org/publications/spur-report/2024-07-31/designed-serve
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Now is the time to consider ways to change the charter to better support the city government’s
ability to be responsive to the needs and expectations of San Franciscans. In November 2024,
voters approved Proposition E — a measure establishing the Commission Streamlining Task Force
to identify ways to modify, eliminate, or combine the city’s charter-defined appointive boards and
commissions with the goal of creating a more effective, efficient, and economical city government.’
In February 2026, the task force will offer recommendations to the Board of Supervisors, some of
which will require voters to consider amendments to the charter in November 2026. The goal of
SPUR’s recommendations is to inform a broader public discussion of other charter changes that are
needed to improve governmental outcomes, access, and accountability.

The City and County of San Francisco plays a vital role in providing for community well-being.
Operational and policy decisions by the mayor and the Board of Supervisors affect community
health, safety, and economic outcomes for everyone who calls San Francisco home. The city’s
governing structures must be evaluated to determine whether they’re helping or hindering these
outcomes. They must evolve to meet fiscal challenges, modern realities, changing circumstances,
and new priorities. A well-designed charter should support and enable city leaders’ ability to
govern. It should clearly establish the foundational structure of city government while leaving
operational flexibility to evolve as needs change. A modern charter should function less like a
museum of past compromises and more like a living framework for effective governance.

This report presents 11 charter reform recommendations that can help the City and County of
San Francisco’s government function more effectively. These recommendations build on those
in Designed to Serve, prioritizing leadership, empowerment, and accountability as foundational
design principles.

Six Principles for Good Government

SPUR defines “good government” as government that upholds the rights of its people
and supports their ability to thrive. Good government delivers programs and services
that effectively meet the needs of the people it serves and ensures that its actions are
transparent and responsive to public input. To realize this goal, leaders and government
employees should have clear, effective rules for how to interact, know who is doing what,
and support each other in achieving shared outcomes.

© Clarity and Fairness: Good government has an established legal framework that is
interpreted and enforced impartially. All governmental entities, staff, and elected officials
respect and abide by established laws and rules of conduct. Rules and laws are applied
in ways that are clear and fair. Legal guidance given to policymakers regarding the
application of the law is clear and accurate.

continued -»

3 City and County of San Francisco, “Commission Streamlining Task Force,” https:/www.sf.gov/commission-streamlining-task-force (accessed on September 22, 2025).



https://www.sf.gov/commission-streamlining-task-force
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© Transparency: Good government is transparent. Information is accessible to the public,
is understandable, and can be monitored. Key interests seeking to influence the outcome

of decisions are known to the public. Communication is clear, allowing leaders to discuss

issues thoroughly and make good decisions.

© Accountability: Good government is accountable to the public for its decisions. Roles
and responsibilities of governmental entities, departments, staff, and elected officials are
clearly defined. Accountability includes fiscal accountability for tax dollars collected and
spent.

O Representation: Good government engages with the community it represents and

is inclusive and equitable. It reflects the community members it serves. It equitably
allocates resources, both time and money, to ensure that all residents have opportunities
to improve or maintain their well-being and that economic prosperity and growth are
shared. Good government balances all voices and is not subject to the undue influence of
any group or political power. It listens and considers not only the loudest voices but also
those without a voice, without organization, and without financial strength. It represents
everyone, balancing often-competing interests for the greater good.

© Effectiveness, Efficiency, and Adaptability: Good government delivers services to
meet the needs of the public while making the best use of the resources available. It
effectively leverages its time, talent, and resources to maximize benefits to its residents.
It operates at a high level of competence and excellence, obtained through adequate
funding, good management, and careful resource allocation. Good government is nimble
and quickly adapts to address challenges as they arise.

0 Leadership: Good government has leaders at every level (elected, appointed,
employed) who establish norms and values to instill respectfulness in all interactions.
Good leaders insist on civility in decision-making and in all public engagement and
discourse. They enforce and follow the rule of law. They motivate and inspire others,
creating an environment of collaboration and success despite differences of opinion. They
work through challenges and make tough decisions in a timely manner. They balance all
interests, set realistic expectations, strive for the greatest public good, and trust in the
process, accepting and implementing results they may not personally like.
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Recommendations

A charter is a city’s constitution, establishing its government’s structure, authority, and most critical
decision-making processes. A well-constructed charter can enable a government to work for those
it serves and allow residents to hold it accountable for doing so. However, problems in the charter’s
structure can also impede progress on issues that residents care most about, hindering the ability
of the public, elected leaders, and government staff to address them.

Charter reform can remove roadblocks to effective and accountable decision-making and pare
back procedural requirements that impede a city’s ability to adapt to today’s challenges. In San
Francisco, reform could enable the city to address its structural budget deficit, simplify and acceler-
ate permitting processes, deliver projects with community-wide benefits, modernize infrastructure,
increase the quality of transit service, and improve other public services residents rely on every day.
If implemented, the following recommendations would increase the ability of elected leaders and
government staff to address these issues. We propose that the mayor and the Board of Supervisors
consider these recommendations as part of the current commission streamlining charter reform
effort, which would place reforms before voters on the November 2026 ballot.

Improve accountability by clarifying diffuse
lines of authority.

When authority is scattered across multiple officials and departments without clear lines of
responsibility, it becomes nearly impossible for residents to know who to hold accountable when
services fail. This diffusion of authority also prevents city leaders from effectively managing
operations and delivering results. The charter should be revised to create clearer accountability for
the mayor, the city administrator, and department heads.

RECOMMENDATION 1
Authorize the mayor to hire and fire most department heads.
Proposed amendments: Update charter section 3.100, 4.102 (see appendices A and B)

The mayor is the city’s chief executive. Voters expect the mayor to have the authority to lead and, in
turn, to be held accountable through elections. Current mayoral charter powers include administering
most departments, preparing the budget, directing labor negotiations, managing emergencies, and
introducing or vetoing legislation. However, one-off charter revisions have dispersed key management
responsibilities across the government, leaving the mayor with less authority than the public assumes.
In Designed to Serve, SPUR recommended aligning charter provisions with public expectations by
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giving the mayor the authority, staffing, and resources needed to oversee city departments and the
services they provide. The mayor’s office sets goals and manages the performance of city services.
These services are provided through departments, each led by a department head responsible for
translating direction into action. Ensuring clear and consistent lines of accountability between the
executive office and these departments is crucial to delivering high-quality city services.

Under the current charter, the mayor’s fundamental executive authority ranges from complete
to none (Exhibit 3). The mayor has full appointment authority over only 4 of 63 department
leaders. In many cases, commissions or the Board of Supervisors control appointments or share
responsibility, blurring accountability.

EXHIBIT 3 AUTHORITY
. LEVEL PROCESS DEPARTMENTS
Current Mayoral Authority

for Department Head Full Mayor has complete authority 4 (6%)
Appointments and Removals Partial Mayor must select from the relevant commission’s short list 21 (33%)
Under the current charter, the Mayor Ras L e e e ettt e
no direct authority to appoint or remove Partial Mayor appoints, confirmed by Board of Supervisors 9 (14%)
O
94% of department heads. Partial Mayor selects from commission short list, confirmed by 2 (3%)

Source: SPUR. Board of Supervisors
None Board of Supervisors or other commission/ 18 (29%)

board appoints

None Elected by voters 9 (14%)

Total 63 (100%)

Reforms: The charter should be amended to allow the mayor to directly hire and remove
executive branch department heads. This change would align accountability with public
expectations, ensuring that voters can hold the mayor responsible for results. Department heads
outside the executive branch, including elected officials and other independent city officers, should
remain subject to alternative charter-determined processes.

RECOMMENDATION 2
Remove charter restrictions that limit mayoral staffing.
Proposed amendments: Update charter section 3.7100 (see Appendix A)

San Francisco’s government employs more than 35,000 people and spends $15 billion annually.
Managing an organization of this scale and breadth requires a chief executive to implement effective
management structures. Yet the charter prohibits deputy mayors or similar roles and legally prohibits
delegation, leaving the mayor with more than 50 direct reports. These restrictions, rooted in historical
concerns about unelected “acting mayors,” hinder effective management and reduce the mayor’s
ability to establish and manage a cohesive agenda.

Other large U.S. cities with strong-mayor forms of government, such as Boston, New York City,
and Washington, D.C., have deputy mayors who manage portfolios of departments and offices.
Deputy mayors, or similar roles, can reduce a mayor’s number of direct reports and improve
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coordination of departments. For example, the Washington, D.C., Mayor’s Office has five deputy
mayors who cover specific policy areas. The deputy mayors report to the city administrator, who
acts as the chief operating officer. Delegating authority to deputy mayors or other senior staff
members in the mayor’s office streamlines the overall reporting structure and provides a clear chain
of command and accountability.

Mayor Daniel Lurie has established a new organizational structure for the Mayor’s Office that
assigns responsibility for coordination within policy areas to a set of chiefs.* But absent a
change to the charter, these chiefs lack clear management authority over department activities.
Changes to the charter are needed to build on and codify the benefits of the current mayoral
office restructuring.

Finally, the cap on compensation for any member of the mayor’s office is the only explicit salary
restriction in the charter. This operational specificity does not belong in the city’s constitution.

Reforms: Charter constraints on the mayor’s executive authority should be removed to allow
the mayor to attract and retain candidates with deep management experience to coordinate efforts
across the city and advance a strategic agenda. The charter should be amended to remove the ban
on any member of the mayor’s staff serving as a deputy or otherwise supervising any department
director. Lastly, the prohibition on mayoral staff making more than 70% of the mayor’s salary should
be eliminated.

RECOMMENDATION 3
Empower the city administrator to act as the city’s chief operating officer.
Proposed amendments: Update charter section 3.104, 4.132 (see Appendix A)

The city administrator is established in the charter as an apolitical professional tasked with manag-
ing the city’s long-term administrative and operational responsibilities. However, the 1996 Charter
limited the city administrator’s authority and shortened their term to five years. This change weak-
ened the city administrator’s authority over certain citywide operational supports, such as purchas-
ing and capital planning.® These supports are critical to the success of all city services, but their
ownership is fragmented due to the current charter. When departments disagree on matters such
as technology, purchasing, or operational standards, the city administrator often lacks the authority
to make binding decisions, thereby stymying efficient and effective service delivery. Our Designed
to Serve report recommends that the city administrator be empowered to serve as the city’s chief
operating officer, responsible for coordinating and managing operational support functions across
departments.

Lack of clear central authority for cross-departmental support functions extends to technology,
real estate, asset management, multi-departmental capital program delivery, and other areas.
Needs in each of these areas will evolve, making flexible administrative processes crucial.

4 “Mayor-Elect Daniel Lurie to Restructure Office of the Mayor,” press release, December 11, 2024, https://Iurieforsf.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Press-Release_-Mayor-Elect-
Daniel-Lurie-To-Restructure-Office-Of-The-Mayor-1.pdf.

5 Voters passed Proposition E, which created the role of the city administrator. In many jurisdictions, the role is designed to support the daily operations of a city and to coordinate
activities across departments, but in San Francisco, it has often served as a catchall for emerging initiatives with no natural home. As a result, the current portfolio of the City
Administrator’s Office is a mix of departments, programs, and agencies serving widely different functions and constituencies.


https://lurieforsf.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Press-Release_-Mayor-Elect-Daniel-Lurie-To-Restructure-Office-Of-The-Mayor-1.pdf
https://lurieforsf.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Press-Release_-Mayor-Elect-Daniel-Lurie-To-Restructure-Office-Of-The-Mayor-1.pdf
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Reforms: The charter should be amended to allow the mayor, as the chief executive, to assign
citywide operational responsibilities above and beyond those core responsibilities specifically
assigned in the charter to the city administrator — subject to rejection by the Board of Supervisors
within 30 days. This charter amendment would allow a given mayor to delegate management of
future citywide issues by giving the city administrator charter authority to establish policy and to
lead in assigned areas, thereby bypassing any conflicting rules in the charter or code. To provide
the needed organizational and operational continuity to sustain this work, the charter-defined term
for the position should be restored to 10 years, while retaining the current authority for the mayor
to remove the city administrator with concurrence of the Board of Supervisors.

Capital project delivery offers a concrete example of how fragmented authority affects
city operations. The following case study shows how the charter’s approval structure delays
infrastructure work and drives up costs.

Charter Reform in Practice: Streamlining Charter-
Mandated Approvals to Modernize Infrastructure

With its diffuse layers of oversight, the charter can create a maze of requirements
that can impede the city’s ability to adapt its built environment to new needs. These
requirements slow public construction projects and drive-up project costs, reducing the
resources available to address the city’s growing backlog of infrastructure upgrades.

The charter mandates approval from multiple officials and bodies for most
construction projects, often requiring sign-off from as many as five entities — typically,
the mayor, the Board of Supervisors, the relevant commission, the Planning Department,
and the Arts Commission — before work begins. The mayor and board cannot override
these requirements for high-priority projects, creating potential stalemates when scope
or cost concerns lead to withheld approvals.

Several charter approval requirements apply uniformly, regardless of a public
project’s scale — a minor modification to a small facility triggers the same approvals
as a major new facility project. If set in administrative code rather than the charter,
these requirements could be tailored to project size and impact, avoiding unnecessary
delays and deadlocks. By restoring charter authorization for the city administrator to
coordinate large-scale capital programs that require careful coordination of multiple
departments, the city can better avoid other bottlenecks. This approach — used in the
past to remove the Embarcadero Freeway and restore public access to the waterfront,
including new park, transit, and utility infrastructure — will be crucial for complicated
projects necessary to the city’'s future, whether to modernize infrastructure or adapt to
climate change.
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Drive better outcomes by improving the way the city sets
and implements rules.

Rule-making processes should be realigned to ensure that they are helping the city meet its goals.
Current charter provisions force too many decisions to be made at the ballot, bypassing the city’s
legislative process, which is grounded in practices that enable elected representatives to seek
compromise and collaborative action. To encourage a collaborative legislative process and lasting
solutions, these charter provisions should be eliminated. Additionally, rules that govern how the city
buys goods and services and operates its human resources should be modernized.

RECOMMENDATION 4
Empower the city administrator to improve the city’s purchasing rules.
Proposed amendments: Update charter section 3.104 (see Appendix A)

All city departments rely on shared support functions — finance, real estate, capital planning,
technology, and other support services — to perform their work. The charter gives the controller
clear authority over many financial functions, enabling coordination, citywide standards, and
enforcement. By contrast, the city administrator’s authority over other shared support functions

is weaker, particularly for contracting. Currently, the charter charges the city administrator with
managing purchasing procedures, the mayor and board with establishing purchasing laws, and some
departments with managing certain types of contracts.

This diffuse responsibility creates several critical conflicts: The city administrator manages
rules they do not control. They are charged with this citywide responsibility, but 40% of what the
city buys is exempted from their oversight. And the mayor and board, barred by the charter from
interfering in individual contracts, nonetheless define the rules under which contracts are awarded.

These conflicts have contributed to the creation of the maze-like procurement processes
described in SPUR’s Purchasing Power report, which cites 9,000 references to “contracts” or
“procurement” scattered across more than 100 code sections.® The result is a system that is hard
for businesses to navigate and frustrating for staff to administer and that increases the cost of
contracting — SPUR estimated each solicitation costs the city at least $22,000 to $28,000.7

That system gets more complex each year due to the proliferation of new board-adopted
rules. In 2023, as supervisors worked to repeal a policy that would simplify purchasing rules
by eliminating a single requirement, they adopted other legislative requirements that created
multiple new compliance requirements for many city vendors and the departments that administer
their contracts.® The result is a constantly evolving policy landscape, wherein a lack of clarity,
transparency, and accountability breeds a culture of distrust that, in turn, leads to real and

¢ Nicole Neditch, Purchasing Power, SPUR, April 2025, page 5, https:/www.spur.org/publications/spur-report/2025-04-17/purchasing-power.
7 Neditch, Purchasing Power, page 26.

8 Nick Mordowanec, “San Francisco’s Boycott of Republican States Backfires,” Newsweek, May 10, 2023, https:/www.newsweek.com/san-franciscos-boycott-republi-
can-states-backfires-1797137, and Josh Koehn, “Nonprofits Targeted by New Law to Verify Eligibility for Taxpayer Money,” The San Francisco Standard, February 14, 2023, https:/
sfstandard.com/2023/02/14/supervisor-safai-sf-nonprofits-verify-eligibility-taxpayer-money/.



https://www.spur.org/publications/spur-report/2025-04-17/purchasing-power
https://www.newsweek.com/san-franciscos-boycott-republican-states-backfires-1797137
https://www.newsweek.com/san-franciscos-boycott-republican-states-backfires-1797137
https://sfstandard.com/2023/02/14/supervisor-safai-sf-nonprofits-verify-eligibility-taxpayer-money/
https://sfstandard.com/2023/02/14/supervisor-safai-sf-nonprofits-verify-eligibility-taxpayer-money/

CHARTER FOR CHANGE 15

perceived waste and disparities in the system, on which all city services rely.

Reforms: Achieving better outcomes will require the city to change not just the rules, but how
the rules are made. The city charter should be revised to empower the city administrator to manage
the city’s purchasing activities in two ways. First, charter carve-outs exempting several departments
and types of contracts from city administrator oversight should be eliminated, permitting the city
administrator to establish effective and consistent citywide policies and procedures. Second, the
city administrator should be granted sole authority to propose changes to the city’s purchasing
laws in consultation with the mayor and board and should vet these draft rule changes through a
public review process. Once proposed, the rules should take effect, unless rejected by the mayor
and a majority of the board, within 60 days. Notably, the charter already provides similar models
for other functions, including the city controller, treasurer, public utility commission, and municipal
transit agency, as illustrated below.

Insulating Some Government Decisions
from Politics

San Francisco’s charter assigns the mayor and Board of Supervisors authority to direct
and oversee government services, set city policies and laws, and propose and adopt
budgets. While these fundamental powers are reserved for elected policymakers, the
charter and certain state laws assign other responsibilities to professional administrators,
often with key protections to ensure certain activities are insulated, to varying degrees,
from more political decision-making. The following administrators carry out their
responsibilities independently of the mayor and board.

- The controller establishes the city’s accounting and other financial procedures and
is assigned sole authority to propose financial policies that govern the city’s core
financial practices.

- The treasurer is responsible for investment of the city’s pooled funds, and the
retirement system board is charged with management and investment of the city’s
retirement fund assets.

- The public utility commission proposes utility rate changes, which take effect
unless rejected by the mayor and board.

- The municipal transit agency is delegated the authority to set and change transit
routes, modify transit fares, and establish policies regarding the use of city streets.

SPUR’s recommendation to empower the city administrator to revise the city’s
purchasing rules, subject to rejection by the mayor and board, is consistent with these
other charter rule-making processes.
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RECOMMENDATION 5
Fix the city’s employee bargaining process.
Proposed amendment: Update charter section 8A.104 (see Appendix A)

The charter establishes the method by which the city negotiates labor contracts with its employees.
The current binding arbitration system, in which an independent mediator resolves contract

disputes and reaches a decision that is legally binding for both the city and labor unions, is unique

in California for non-safety employees and has yielded significant stability, trading some control of
the bargaining process by both the city and its unions for a nearly 50-year period without employee
strikes. However, recent decisions by the California Public Employment Relations Board (PERB),
which the California Court of Appeals subsequently validated, have created significant imbalances in
that system, likely leading to higher labor costs and possible future employee strikes.® San Francisco’s
charter needs to be revised to reduce these risks.

In other California cities, many fundamental workforce issues are subject to collective
bargaining. In San Francisco, the charter directly governs key elements of the relationship
between the city and its employees, creating a human resources management framework that has
historically provided important benefits. By setting the rules of this relationship in the charter, the
city has avoided the need to negotiate separately with its 40-plus employee labor organizations on
many matters that affect the entire workforce. The result has been greater equity across employee
groups and reduced administrative complexity.

The charter established a unique binding arbitration labor negotiation process whereby an
independent arbitrator sets the terms of a new labor agreement when negotiations reach an
impasse. This system has achieved many benefits for city management, employees, and the
broader public. The independent arbitrator’s ruling binds both parties, with each relinquishing a
fundamental authority typical in bargaining systems in other cities: the city forgoes an ability to
unilaterally impose a labor contract, while labor unions forgo the ability to strike. This process has
prevented strikes that would disrupt city and county services, avoided protracted negotiations that
would create financial uncertainty for employees, and allowed budgets to reflect known employee
wage costs — a major variable in the city’s annual budget process.

However, PERB’s recent decisions leave interest arbitration in place while potentially permitting
strikes. This means that the city is bound by an arbitrator’s decision — giving up the ability to
impose a labor contract — while labor unions retain the ability to strike. This has introduced an
imbalance in the system: the city will be bound by an arbitrator’s decision with no recourse, while
a union could attempt to strike if it doesn’t agree with the decision. This dynamic will disadvantage
the city in future negotiations, potentially leading to higher future employee costs, periodic strikes,
or both.

Updating the city’s bargaining system will require carefully constructed changes to the charter.
Due to other court rulings, any charter changes impacting the terms and conditions of public
employment are subject to negotiations with public employee unions before they are placed on

9 Joe Eskenazi, “State Axes SF Rules Outlawing Public Employee Strikes,” Mission Local, July 26, 2025, https:/missionlocal.org/2023/07/strike-san-francisco-perb/.


https://missionlocal.org/2023/07/strike-san-francisco-perb/

CHARTER FOR CHANGE 17

the ballot. In other words, the city could not move forward with any changes to the charter without
discussing these changes extensively with all labor organizations.

Reform: The city should immediately launch a labor-management working group to modernize
the city’s bargaining structure, setting a timeline to move changes forward in a future ballot
measure. The process should be used to identify benefits and problems with the city’s system,
study options from elsewhere, and build consensus among a broad array of constituents for a
structure that better meets the needs of the city government and its employees.

RECOMMENDATION 6
Resolve issues through leadership rather than at the ballot.
Proposed amendment: Update charter section 14.107

Each election, San Franciscans vote on a longer list of ballot initiatives than is typical elsewhere in
California. Voters are regularly asked to weigh in on more than a dozen initiatives in a single election,
often on complex technical matters better suited to policymakers. Many of these initiatives do not
require voter approval under state and federal law. They could be accomplished through collaboration
between the mayor and the Board of Supervisors through the legislative process. In Designed to
Serve, SPUR notes that this problem is rooted in the charter, which sets a lower bar for taking an item
to the ballot than it does for passing legislation.

The process that the charter establishes for passing legislation requires the collaboration of
elected leaders to adopt policies and laws. This process includes public review, analysis of policy
outcomes, and discussion of financial impacts. Most city laws can be adopted by a board majority,
subject to mayoral veto, a standard practice that promotes consensus.

But the charter allows shortcuts not found in other cities. The mayor alone or a minority of the
board — just 4 of 11 supervisors — can place many laws directly on the ballot, bypassing normal
approval and mayoral veto. Additionally, signature requirements for citizen initiatives are unusually
low: only 2% of registered voters are required to qualify non-charter laws for a vote through the
initiative process, compared with 8% to 20% of registered voters in other California cities. These
shortcuts result in crowded ballots (Exhibit 4). Since 2015, 29% of measures submitted to San
Francisco voters required no voter approval and could have been adopted legislatively.

Too often, the result is not a problem-solving process but a political process in which the goal is
winning a campaign rather than negotiating a solution to an identified problem. And because any
changes to voter-adopted laws will also require voter approval, future ballots are likely to be even
longer than past ballots. Consequently, ballots in San Francisco could continue to grow, containing
a dozen or more complex and sometimes competing measures.

Reform: The charter should be revised to raise the bar for placing a measure on the ballot.

We recommend increasing the signature requirement for non-charter measures from 2% to 5%

of registered voters to be more on par with the requirement in other California charter cities.

The charter should also be amended to align with the standard non-ballot legislative process

of requiring a majority of the Board of Supervisors, subject to mayoral veto, to place legislation on
the ballot.
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BALLOT BALLOT

City of Oakland, City of San José,
Alameda County Santa Clara County
I:, Measure MM Measure R
Oakland Wildfire Prevention San José Unified School District,
Financing Act of 2024 School Bonds Measure

D Measure NN
Oakland Citywide Violence
Reduction Services

Measure 00
Public Ethics Commission

EXHIBIT 4

Ballot Length in San Francisco and Neighboring Bay
Area Cities

In November 2024, San Francisco’s voters had to research and vote on
15 local measures. Voters in Oakland/Alameda County faced just three
measures, and voters in San José/Santa Clara County, just one.

Source: SPUR.

City and County of
San Francisco

BALLOT

I:, Proposition A
Schools Improvement and Safety Bond

D Proposition B

Community Health and Medical Facilities,
Street Safety, Public Spaces, and Shelter

to Reduce Homelessness Bond

I:, Proposition C
Inspector General

D Proposition D

City Commissions and Mayoral Authority

Proposition E

Creating a Task Force to Recommend
Changing, Eliminating, or Combining
City Commissions

Proposition F
Police Staffing and Deferred
Retirement

Proposition G

Funding Rental Subsidies for
Affordable Housing Developments
Serving Low Income Seniors, Families,
and Persons with Disahilities

Proposition H
Retirement Benefits for Firefighters

Proposition |
Retirement Benefits for Nurses and 911
Operators

Proposition J
Funding Programs Serving Children, Youth,
and Families

Proposition K

Permanently Closing the Upper Great
Highway to Private Vehicles to Establish a
Public Open Recreation Space

Proposition L
Additional Business Tax on
Transportation Network Companies
and Autonomous Vehicle Businesses
to Fund Public Transportation

Proposition M
Changes to Business Taxes

Proposition N

First Responder Student Loan and
Training Reimbursement Fund

Proposition O
Supporting Reproductive Rights
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State Reforms Could Support a Higher Bar for
Putting Charter Measures on the Ballot

Charter amendments are handled differently from other local ballot measures. California
state law — not the city — sets the rules for how charter amendments get on the

ballot. Currently, the State of California singles out San Francisco by setting its charter
amendment signature threshold at 10% of registered voters, while all other major cities’
thresholds are 15%. Additionally, state law does not allow the mayor to veto charter
amendments that the Board of Supervisors places on the ballot, which is the norm for all
other non-charter legislation.

We recommend raising the signature threshold for charter amendment measures from
10% to 15%, consistent with all other major cities, and changing the legislative process to
include the standard mayoral veto with a two-thirds Board of Supervisors override, as ap-
plies to all other legislation. These state-level reforms would enable San Francisco to more
easily maintain consistency in its governance process while ensuring that fundamental
changes to city operations receive careful consideration and reflect voter consensus.

Loosen restrictions that prevent adaptation and
modernization.

San Francisco’s charter has grown into a nearly-600-page procedural manual that locks the city
into certain organizational structures and processes, limiting operational flexibility. Even small
changes require voter approval at the ballot. To help elected leaders more effectively organize the
city to meet residents’ needs, the charter should allow reorganization of city departments, loosen
voter restrictions on certain funds, and eliminate or streamline dozens of procedures.

RECOMMENDATION 7

Shift many departments from the charter to the administrative code.

Proposed amendments: Update charter sections 4.100-4.141, 5.100-5.106, 7.100-7.102, 8.100-8.103
(see appendices A and C)

For city government to meet residents’ needs, it must to be organized in a way that is effective,
efficient, and responsive to its constituents. Because the current charter locks most of the city’s
organizational structure in place, other service delivery models are difficult to consider, and

even minor changes require a ballot measure. The charter limits the mayor’s ability to organize
departments to better collaborate and resolve issues. And it assigns outdated, overly specific, and
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conflicting procedures to departments that do not belong in the city’s constitution, preventing a
more responsive delivery of government services. The organizational structure should be resilient and
adaptable to meet emerging challenges and opportunities.

The National Civic League’s Model City Charter recommends that a charter protect the ability
of city leaders to reorganize departmental functions to adapt to new challenges: “An administrative
code adopted by the council is the appropriate place for the details of departmental organization
... this allows for change without necessitating a charter amendment.”” San Francisco’s charter
does not protect this ability. It locks 51 of 58 departments in place. The city’s practice of enshrining
nearly all departments in its charter is unique among major city peers (Exhibit 5).

PERCENTAGE OF
TOTAL NUMBER DEPARTMENTS
OF CITY FIXED IN THE
DEPARTMENTS CHARTER

EXHIBIT 5 i San Francisco 58 88%
Peel‘-CIty Compa"son ..............................................................................
0,

of Charter-Established Boston 20 ] A
Departments Los Angeles 4 17%
San Francisco has nearly nine times more San Dlego .............. 5 7 ........................ 1 9% ..................
charter-established city departments Sttl 44 """""""""""" 2 OO/ """""""""
than Boston and nearly double the eae TR
number of San José. Oakland 25 32%
Source: SPUR. Denver 43 1%

San José 23 48%

Several departments do require unique independence or authority that can only be bestowed
by a charter, including those managed by independent elected officials or select citywide officers,
as well as several departments that provide independent oversight functions. For example, the
charter creates legal authority for departments managing ethics and elections oversight to operate
with a degree of independence from the mayor and board; these departments can only be legally
created in a charter. The Controller’s Office is vested with certain oversight and financial authority
that, absent establishment in the charter, would instead vest in the mayor and board. The Planning
Department is granted the authority to establish and manage the city’s general plan, which
would be more limited in the absence of charter-authorized authority. But the vast majority of
departments established in San Francisco’s charter do not require this sort of charter-granted legal
authority.

Reforms: The charter should be amended to shift most departments to the administrative code.
This shift would not change the departments’ current legal authority or functions. It would enable
the city’s elected leaders to adapt the city’s organizational structure to meet new priorities and
challenges without the need for voter-adopted charter revisions.

The charter’s departmental rigidity affects how residents and businesses interact with city
government. As explained below, obtaining city permits illustrates how locked-in organizational
structures prevent the city from adopting more effective service delivery models.

© National Civic League, Model City Charter, 9th edition, 2021, https:/www.nationalcivicleague.org/model-city-charter-9th-edition/.
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Charter Reform in Practice: Unlocking
Departmental Flexibility for Better Permitting

By locking nearly 90% of the city’s organizational structure in place, the charter
discourages policymakers from seeking better models to deliver city services. As one
example, multiple city departments play a role in permitting processes in San Francisco,
making these processes difficult for residents and businesses to navigate and staff to
administer. To open its doors, a new storefront business might have to deal with 11 city
departments.?

While San Francisco has co-located services at PermitSF, the underlying
departmental silos remain intact, contributing to the city’s notoriously complicated
and slow permitting process. Many cities, including Seattle, Austin, Portland, and New
Orleans, organize permitting services into a single city agency. None of these cities
embeds permitting structures in their charters.

By shifting select departments out of the charter and into the administrative code,
policymakers could more readily consider and test different models for delivering
services — whether to make permitting more user-friendly or to improve countless other
city services.

2 Nicole Neditch, Designed to Serve: Resetting the city’s governance structure to better meet the needs of San Franciscans, SPUR, August 2024, page 4,
https:/www.spur.org/publications/spur-report/2024-07-31/designed-serve.

RECOMMENDATION 8

Broaden existing charter provisions to permit more flexible reorganization of
government.

Proposed amendments: Update charter section 4.132 (see Appendix A)

The charter was revised in 1996 to allow the mayor to reorganize executive branch functions, subject
to rejection by the Board of Supervisors within 30 days. These provisions were designed to permit
more flexible changes to the city’s organizational chart, but they do not apply to functions explicitly
established in the charter. While code-established programs within departments may be transferred
from one charter-authorized agency to another, the relationships among those agencies cannot be
altered.

Through the annual budget process, the city has periodically consolidated departments
into larger “agencies.” Departments organized into agencies remain legally separate entities
with powers and responsibilities established in the charter or administrative code; yet they gain
access to shared resources and enjoy lower costs through shared administrative functions. The
city’s Human Services Agency, for example, is composed of three distinct departments, which


https://www.spur.org/
publications/spur-report/2024-07-31/designed-serve
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are managed as a single entity for financial and other purposes.” This organization has enabled
the agency to operate more efficiently, with shared business support functions and with greater
overall scale to shift resources to emerging problems. Boston and Indianapolis similarly organize
departments into formal “cabinets” to better coordinate services.

Reforms: While the city’s use of the agency model offers several benefits, it remains informal
in important ways, with each department head in an agency legally reporting directly to the
mayor or a commission. To allow improved use of the agency model or other similar organizational
options, the charter should be revised to permit the mayor to modify reporting relationships among
executive branch departments.

RECOMMENDATION 9

Strike outdated, conflicting, or tactical department responsibilities
from the city charter.

Proposed amendments: Update numerous charter sections (see Appendix A)

Core charter design principles have been eroded by decades of voter-approved charter amendments,
often creating operational rules and procedures that mandate a given department’s work. While many
of these provisions were created to codify the will of voters, together they create a web of conflicting
and outdated requirements that distract departments from their core work.

These operational provisions and their impacts are varied. Many establish minor requirements
that muddy the legibility of the charter for residents seeking to understand the city’s fundamental
authority, powers, and organization. Others create requirements to resolve a problem that may no
longer exist. Yet others conflict with one another or embed ineffective processes in the charter,
worsening the quality of city services. In all cases, these requirements take time and effort to
administer — resources that are therefore not available for other priorities.

The purpose and goals for the Fire Department, for example, are established in three sentences,
with details regarding how it will meet those goals established in the administrative code. In stark
contrast, the goals, purpose, procedures, and restrictions governing the Municipal Transportation
Agency span 16 pages. These provisions, adopted over time through charter amendments, create
a complicated web of requirements that sometimes work against the interests of the agency’s
customers.

Reforms: Operational rules and procedures should shift out of the charter into the
administrative code, where they can be amended without an election required to implement even
small changes. The mayor and Board of Supervisors should then conduct a proactive review of
these codified procedures and adopt legislation to delete outdated provisions and more finely tailor
others to meet clear policy goals. This process should be repeated over time, continually adapting
city codes to meet changing priorities and circumstances — a process that is not possible if these
procedures are enshrined in the city’s constitution.

" City and County of San Francisco FY25-27 Proposed Budget, May 2025, https:/media.api.sf.gov/documents/70 CSF Proposed Budget Book June 2024 Final REV1 0525v2
UMI4gFg.pdf.
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The appeals process outlined below demonstrates how charter-mandated operational
requirements, layered over time, can work against broader community goals, delaying impactful
large-scale projects.

Charter Reform in Practice: Speeding Up the
Delivery of Low-Risk, High-Benefit Projects

The right of residents to appeal an official government action is a core protection, but
in San Francisco, that right has sometimes ended up discouraging widely beneficial
projects, such as the construction of new housing and transit infrastructure.

The charter creates a unique right of appeals for nearly all permits and licenses that
the city issues, and it defines nearly all permits and licenses as discretionary actions.
Consequently, almost all projects are subject to California Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA) review. CEQA appeals have sometimes been used to halt projects, such as
affordable housing developments and bus and bicycle lanes, that serve many residents.
Additionally, a single individual can typically appeal a single project to three city bodies:
the Planning Department, the Board of Appeals, and the Board of Supervisors. The more
bodies that can act on an appeal, the greater the risks are that a project could encounter
delays, thereby increasing project costs. Although actual appeals are infrequent and
rarely result in project changes (Appendix D), the very possibility of appeals-related
delays may encourage developers to scale back projects with community benefits or
even chill the pursuit of such projects.

San Francisco’s charter should better balance individual rights and community
benefits. If appeals procedures were struck from the charter and instead established
in the administrative code, the mayor and Board of Supervisors would be empowered
to adapt them to create this balance. They could adopt legislation to make appeals
procedures less onerous for projects with few risks and wide community benefits and
continue to refine these procedures as priorities and circumstances change. The result
would be a less risky path to construct new housing and other projects that could
support community outcomes.
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RECOMMENDATION 10

Restore flexibility to the city’s budget to allow resources to be shifted to priority
services.

Proposed amendment: Update charter sections 8A.105, 16.106-16.110, 16.123-1-10, 16.128, 16.129, 16.13],
16.132, F1.113 (see Appendix A)

As community needs evolve and service delivery methods change, elected officials must adapt
by reallocating resources through the city’s budget. Yet this necessary responsiveness faces a
significant constraint. Of San Francisco’s $16 billion budget for the 2024-2025 fiscal year, only 18%
is discretionary spending.”? The remaining 82% is heavily restricted in part by a variety of charter-
mandated baselines and set-asides — binding funding requirements that require a portion of the
city’s discretionary revenue to be spent on specific uses each year. Set-asides reduce discretion and
choice, not just for government officials, but also for citizens. As economic, environmental, political,
and technological change occurs, set-asides lock in choices that may no longer make sense.

The mayor and Board of Supervisors are hamstrung in responding to financial challenges and
changing service priorities by ever-increasing voter-mandated baseline and set-aside requirements
(Exhibit 6). They have eroded the fundamental authority for elected officials to determine the city’s

spending.
EXHIBIT 6 $2 billion 35%
Voter-Required Baseline
and Set-Aside Spending 30%
Over 30 Years $1.5 billion
Baseline and set-aside spending is 25%
projected to account for more than 0%
30% of the general fund budget $1 billion
in the 2027-2028 fiscal year, up 15%
from approximately 15% in the
1994-1995 fiscal year. $500 million 10%
Source: SPUR.
5%
$0 0%
qvq:@:b’%9:%9:%'%"’2\'%1%50:&%)926%D:Q;QZQAQ\OQ\\&V%’{N%%’QQ%% ”0@%%% g:‘%% f{ro % ®

B - Total Baselines and Setasides === = % of General Fund Sources

The prevalence of spending restrictions in the charter is unique to San Francisco. San
Francisco’s charter currently has 19 binding spending requirements compared with just 2 in Los
Angeles’s charter and 1 each in the charters of Santa Clara County, Oakland, and San Diego. The
charters of San José, Sacramento, and Alameda County have none.

While each of these requirements was adopted to protect a necessary public service at the
time, they reduce resources available to meet other needs and create a downward financial spiral.

2 Nicole Neditch, “Balancing San Francisco's Budget, Part 2: Revenues and Expenditures,” SPUR, May 20, 2025. https:/www.spur.org/news/2025-05-20/balancing-san-
franciscos-budget-part-2-revenues-and-expenditures#:-:text=Certain%20revenues%20within%20the%20General.25%20Budget%201s%20Truly%20Discretionary.
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As the list of specific protected services grows, the portion of the city’s budget determined through
the annual budget process is reduced, and the city’s ability to manage financial challenges and
adapt to changing needs is further diminished. As the city faces a structural budget shortfall
exceeding $1 billion annually in the coming years, the mayor and board have only 18% of the city’s
total annual resources available to shift to priority needs and challenges (Exhibit 7).

EXHIBIT 7
Discretionary Budget as a

Portion of Total Budget General Fund
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Source: SPUR. Mandated Spending
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Reforms: Charter-mandated set-asides should be reconsidered to allow city legislators to shift
resources as needed, an especially important consideration in times of financial deficit. The city has
a range of options to restore varying degrees of financial flexibility to the city’s budget (Exhibit 8).
From least flexibility to most flexibility:

Reduce requirements in deficit years. Several voter-adopted baselines have a “recession
trigger” that permits the budget to freeze or reduce mandated spending levels in years when the
city faces a large projected deficit. These provisions could be applied to all baseline requirements,
allowing some reallocation of funds in hard financial times.

Broaden eligible uses within service categories. Each baseline requirement defines the
services that are eligible and ineligible for these diverted funds. For example, specific new services
are eligible, but not current services — a requirement that can lead to the perverse need to add
new programming while cutting other critical programming during hard budget times. Broadening
the categories of services eligible for funds would allow more flexible programming within the
categories as circumstances and priorities change.

Freeze baselines at current spending levels. Most charter-mandated spending requirements
grow over time by formula as the budget grows. Leaving existing baselines in place but freezing
these allocations at their current values would increase spending flexibility while minimizing
impacts on current baseline services.
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Permit changes with a supermajority vote. Preserving the current baseline requirements while
permitting the mayor and Board of Supervisors to amend, but not eliminate, them with a two-
thirds vote would allow for adjustments to these requirements in response to evolving financial and
operational conditions.

Sunset current mandated baselines and set-asides. Sunsetting all existing baselines and set-
asides would restore the greatest flexibility to the city’s budget. Doing so would restore authority
for elected leaders to make resource allocation decisions, with limited exceptions, through the
annual budget process, consistent with standard practice in other local governments.

EXHIBIT 8
Options to Increase Baseline
Funding Flexibility

Source: SPUR.
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What’s Next?

SPUR’s recommendations reflect a more holistic view of reforms to the city’s charter than

the changes to city boards and commissions that the mayor, Board of Supervisors, and other
stakeholders are now contemplating as ballot measures. Taken together, SPUR's recommendations
could remove roadblocks to effective and accountable decision-making and streamline procedural
requirements that impede the city’s ability to adapt to challenges, address the structural budget
deficit, and improve public services that residents rely on every day.

The changes SPUR recommends would lay the foundation for future updates. Moving
departments from the charter to administrative code doesn’t on its own solve issues of overlapping
functions or confusing processes. It just makes it easier to address those problems and allows
for changes to be made by city leadership rather than going to the voters. Like the charter,
the administrative code is riddled with overlapping and duplicative direction. Efforts like the
partnership between San Francisco City Attorney David Chiu and Stanford’s Regulation, Evaluation
and Governance Lab to use technology to modernize municipal code show promise.”™

Amending the Charter

Any proposed changes to the charter will ultimately be decided by San Francisco voters. Charter
amendments appear regularly on ballots during statewide general elections, primaries, and muni-
cipal elections. They can be initiated through two mechanisms, each with different requirements.
Through a legislature initiative, the Board of Supervisors can place charter amendments on the
ballot by a majority vote, following a process that includes public hearings, financial and policy
analysis, and review of the initial proposal with potential revisions. Through a citizen initiative,
residents can petition for charter amendments by gathering a specified number of valid signatures
from registered voters. In San Francisco, a charter amendment requires 10% of registered voters’
signatures. Once circulated for signatures, a citizen initiative cannot be amended prior to submis-
sion to the voters, reducing flexibility to respond to further public feedback and analysis.

While both mechanisms lead to an initiative for the public to vote on at the ballot, they have
different processes and timelines, and each comes with trade-offs. Legislature-initiated measures
offer a faster and more cost-effective pathway to the ballot because they don’t require the
substantial time, money, and organizational capacity involved in gathering thousands of signatures.
While no official data on signature payment rates exist, estimated costs per signature in California

¥ Office of the City Attorney City Attorney Introduces Leg/slat/on to Modernize Municipal Code with Technology, June 5, 2025, https://sfcityattorney.org/2025/06/05/city-attor-



https://sfcityattorney.org/2025/06/05/city-attorney-introduces-legislation-to-modernize-municipal-code-with-technology/
https://sfcityattorney.org/2025/06/05/city-attorney-introduces-legislation-to-modernize-municipal-code-with-technology/

CHARTER FOR CHANGE 28

have nearly doubled since the COVID-19 pandemic, hovering from $12 to $14 per signature.”* Local
ballot measures often cost even more per signature than statewide measures, in part due to the
smaller voter pool from which to gather support. Citizens may also face technical challenges

in drafting legally sound and technically accurate charter language without the expertise that
government officials typically have access to. Despite the resource-intensive nature of citizen
initiatives, they allow residents more direct power to propose grassroots ballot measures.

The Commission Streamlining Task Force created by Proposition E (2024) will make recom-
mendations to revise charter-created commissions and advisory bodies by February 2026. The
mayor and the Board of Supervisors will debate the merit of placing some or all of them in charter
amendments for voters’ consideration. These potential amendments would be considered in public
legislative sessions at the board in the spring and summer of 2026, prior to a board vote to place
them on the November 2026 ballot. SPUR recommends that these upcoming legislative discussions
take a broader view of modernizing the charter to improve the city’s effectiveness. We suggest that
the recommendations outlined in this report also be put forward as charter amendments for voters’
consideration in November 2026. SPUR’s recommendations and those that come from the stream-
lining task force are interrelated and should be considered together.

Maintaining the Charter’s Integrity

In an ever-changing local, state, and federal environment, San Francisco’s city charter requires
regular review and maintenance. The recommendations in this report focus on strengthening San
Francisco’s governmental accountability, lines of authority, and outcomes by improving charter-
defined rule-making, structures, and processes. They do not address electoral systems, campaign
finance, human resources, and voting procedures, which are also set in the charter. These areas
would benefit from a separate, dedicated reform process.”

Once voters pass reforms enabling the charter to better uphold the principles of good
governance and aid service delivery to San Franciscans, the question becomes: how does the city
guard against piecemeal amendments that again impede effective governance?

Unlike many other cities, San Francisco has no process to regularly review the charter to pre-
vent the accumulation of conflicting and outdated provisions. Following the completion of current
charter reform efforts, the city would benefit from periodic assessments of the charter’s effective-
ness in enabling good governance and establishing clear procedures for ongoing charter refine-
ments that preserve the integrity of voter-approved reforms while adapting to changing needs.

The success of any charter reform ultimately depends on a commitment to maintaining those
improvements. San Francisco’s governance will be strengthened by both the immediate reforms
and the long-term stewardship that upholds charter clarity and a more effective government.

4 The estimated costs are based on Ballotpedia’s cost-per-required-signature report, using a campaign’s total spending on signature gathering relative to the number of valid signa-
tures required. In 2024, $42.3 million was spent to collect signatures for five initiatives, accounting for 25% of all signature-gathering costs in California in that year. See, Ballotpe-
dia, “Ballot Measure Signature Costs, 2024,” https:/ballotpedia.org/Ballot_measure_signature_costs, 2024#:~:text=The'

in%202024%20was%20$14.87.per%20required%20signature%20was%20$12.70.

Like the charter, San Francisco’s legal systems should be subject to periodic review to avoid the accumulation of narrow rules that hinder the broader outcomes they were meant
to support. The city should simplify its planning code and update civil service and human resources procedures. Additionally, it should clarify and streamline environmental, tax,

and administrative codes to better achieve its goals and improve its overall functionality.
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Appendix A: Summary of Charter
Sections for Recommendations

SECTION AMENDMENT DESCRIPTION

1. Authorize the mayor to hire and fire most department heads.

3100 Add authority for mayor to appoint or remove department heads unless specified otherwise in the charter.
4102 Remove requirement for commissions to nominate and remove departments heads.
4102 Add allowance for commissions to make recommendations in these processes at the request of the mayor.

2. Remove charter restrictions that limit mayoral staffing.

3100 Remove prohibition on supervisory delegation by the mayor.
3100 Remove prohibition on deputy mayor or other similar titles.
3100 Remove mayor’s office salary restrictions.

3. Empower the city administrator to act as the city’s chief operating officer.

3104 Extend term of the city administrator from five to 10 years.

4132 Add ability for mayor to assign additional citywide responsibilities to the city administrator beyond those assigned in the charter.
4132 Add ability for mayor to modify or withdraw citywide responsibilities previously assigned under this section.

4132 Add provision that this authority may supercede other departmental jurisdictional authority assigned by the charter.

4. Empower the city administrator to improve the city’s purchasing rules.

3104 Add provision establishing that rules governing procurement and contracts shall supercede other departmental charter provisions.
3104 Add provision establishing sole authority for city administrator to amend city contracting, procurement, and vendor management laws.
3104 Add provision stating that any proposed changes to those laws shall be subject to a public hearing.

3104 Add provision that proposed changes to those laws shall be deemed approval unless rejected by the mayor and board within 90 days.

5. Fix the city’s employee bargaining process.

8A.104 Amendments to be determined through recommended labor-management process.

6. Resolve issues through leadership rather than at the ballot.

14.101 Raise signature threshold requirement for initiative petitions to the level of peer cities and counties.

7.  Shift many departments from the charter to the administrative code.

4100-4.141 Remove, modify, or shift departments to the administrative code, as specified in Appendix C.
5.100-5.106 Remove, modify, or shift departments to the administrative code, as specified in Appendix C.
7100-7102 Remove, modify, or shift departments to the administrative code, as specified in Appendix C.
8.100-8.103 Remove, modify, or shift departments to the administrative code, as specified in Appendix C.

8. Broaden existing charter provisions to permit more flexible reorganization of government.
4132 Add ability for mayor to modify reporting relationships within and between executive branch departments.

9. Strike outdated, conflicting, or tactical responsibilities from the city charter.

Examples: Overly broad or poorly defined procedural requirements that belong in code

Remove uniform appeal allowance of city licenses and permits to the Board of Appeals, establish more tailored appeal procedures in code
Remove capital project approval requirements for all projects by the Arts and Planning Commissions, establish more tailored approvals in code
Revise police and fire discplinary processes to eliminate three-step disciplinary process: chief acts, subject to appeal to the commission

Remove clauses that define all permits as discretionary acts, establish more tailored application in code

Examples: Narrow and overly restrictive detailed operating requirements that belong in code or procedural documents
Require annual transit goal setting, shift specific goals to code
Leave requirement to maintain cable car operations in charter, but shift operating protocols and details to the administrative code
Remove 48.7 hour firefighter workweek maximum, below peer city averages, and establish through labor contract negotiations

Remove requirements for specific staff positions (below the department head) from charter and establish through code and budgets
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Examples: Specific and details report and audit requirements that belong in code

Combine three department annual report requirements s into a single report, and establish report details in the administrative code
Shift requirements for the Controller to complete certain specific audits to the administrative code

Shift all methodological and procedural details regarding police staffing report to the administrative code

Examples: Establish core department purpose and authority in charter, shift oprating protocols to code
Municipal Transportation Agency - Numerous operating protocols, defintions, and procedures that belong in code (19 charter pages)
Planning and Historic Preservation - Numerous operating protocols, definitions, and procedures that belong in code (7 charter pages)
Public Utilities - Numerous operating protocols, defitions, and procedures that belond in code (6 charter pages)

Police Accountability and Sheriff Oversight - Numerous operating protocols, definitions, and procedures that belong in code (5 charter pages)

SECTION AMENDMENT DESCRIPTION

10.

Restore flexibility to the city’s budget to allow resources to be shifted to priority services.

Charter required baselines and set-asides include: Amendments required for different recommended options
8A.105 - Municipal Transportation Fund baseline requirements across all charter-mandated baselines:
16.106 - Library, parks, arts, and culture baselines and set-asides - Add sunset of all charter baselines at a future date and
16107 - Recreation and parks open space set-aside, fund, and baselines delete existing requirements thereafter.
16108 - Children and youth services fund and baselines - Add allowance to reduce baseline funding requirements
16109 - Library set-aside, fund, and baseline by 10% with board and mayor approval of a finding of
16.110 - Affordable housing trust fund and baseline o - L f|.scal necessity.
16123110 - Public education fund and baselines - Eliminate existing deﬁut trigger allowances in select base-

X I . . lines, replaced by the above allowance.
16.128 - Seniors and adults with disability set-aside and baseline - Add allowance to modify eligible uses within a voter-ad-
16129 - Street tree maintenance baseline opted service area with approval of two-thirds of the
16131 - Student success school set-aside and baseline board and the mayor.
16.132 - Affordable housing fund and baseline

F1.113 - City services auditor baseline
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Appendix B: Authority for Appointing
Department Heads

The mayor has full appointment authority over only 4 out of 50 department leaders. SPUR
recommends the following authorities for appointing and removing department heads.

Direct Mayor Appointment / Removal: Other Appointment / Removal:
Elected

Planning Mayor
Municipal Transportation Agency Board of Supervisors
Public Utilities Assesor
Port City Attorney
Recreation and Park District Attorney
Airport Public Defender
Arts Commission Sheriff
Health Treasurer
Public Works Unified School District

Social Services
Environment

Human Rights
Entertainment

Status of Women

Building Inspection
Homelesness

Small Business

Juvenile Probation

Fire

Police

Libraries

Children, Youth, and Their Families
Aging and Adult Services
Economic Development
Emergency Management
Early Childhood Education
Child Support Services
Technology

Rent Board

Community Investment & Infrastructure
Film

Victim & Witness Services
Board of Appeals

Community College
Courts

Independent Oversight Function
Retirement
Health Service System
Civil Service System
Elections
Ethics
Police Accountability
Sheriff Oversight

Shared Appointment of Citywide Officers
Controller
City Administrator
Human Resources

Other Appointment Process
Administrative Services (City Administrator)
Adult Probation (Courts)
Fine Arts (Independent board)
Asian Art (Independent board)
War Memorial (Independent board)
Law Library (Independent board)
Academy of Sciences (Independent board)
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Appendix C: Departments to Shift to
the Administrative Code

San Francisco establishes most of its departments in the city charter. SPUR recommends moving

many of them to the administrative code.

Required in Charter:

Health Service System Public Utilities

Civil Service System Port

Elections Recreation and Park
Ethics Fine Arts

Planning Asian Art

Mayor Sheriff

Board of Supervisors Treasurer

Assesor Controller

City Attorney City Administrator
District Attorney Human Resources

Public Defender

Retirement

Municipal Transportation Agency

Move to Administrative Code

Airport

Arts Commission
Health

Public Works

Social Services
Administrative Services
Environment

Human Rights
Entertainment

Status of Women
Building Inspection
Homelesness

Small Business
Juvenile Probation
Adult Probation
Unified School District
Community College
Courts

Film

Victim & Witness Services

Remain in Charter with
Modification

Police Accountability
Sheriff Oversight
Board of Appeal

Move to Administrative Code
with Modification

War Memorial

Law Library

Academy of Sciences

Fire

Police

Libraries

Children, Youth, and Their Families
Aging and Adult Services

Currently in Code

Economic Development

Emergency Management

Early Childhood Education

Child Support Services

Technology

Rent Board

Community Investment & Infrastructure
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Appendix D: 2023 Planning
Application and Appeals

The charter's overly broad appeals processes create risks for all projects but are seldom used and
rarely result in project changes.

Projects submitted 16,745

Projects appealed 38
Percent of all projects 0.23%
Appealed to one body 32
Appealed to two bodies 5
Appealed to three bodies 1

Total appeals* 55
Average per appealed proejct 1.5

Appeal final outcomes

Appeal denied 16
Appeal withdrawn 10
Appeal pending 7
Appeal granted (in whole or part) 5
As percent of appealed projects 13%
As percent of all projects 0.03%

Appeal timelines

Median appeal timeline (in months) 4
Maximum timeline (in months) 14

Appealed project value

Median $355,000
Under $200,000 38%
Over $1,000,000 25%

Over $10,000,000 3%
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