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Common Cause is a nonpartisan, nonprofit organization founded to serve as a vehicle for citizens to 
make their voices heard in the political process. Accordingly, it is our core mission to promote civic 
engagement and accountability in government.   We are keenly interested in the work and resulting 
suggestions of the Charter Revision Commission.    In this testimony, Common Cause/NY will suggest 
some issues which we believe the Commission should examine. 
 

SUPPORT FOR CONSOLIDATED CHARTER COMMISSIONS 
 
It is unfortunate that our elected leaders cannot collaborate in examining the City Charter and 
recommending improvements so that appears that there will be 2 Charter Revision 
Commissions. Common Cause/NY calls on this Commission to reach out to, and collaborate 
with, any Charter Revision Commission set up by the City Council early in the process instead 
of waiting until there are 2 competing or contradictory proposals.  Ultimately, in a similar 
situation, the 2 charter revision commissions that were appointed by a mayor and the City 
Council of Los Angeles managed to negotiate one unified compromise revised charter to put 
before the voters.  For the benefit of all New Yorkers, we hope that the unnecessary 
duplication of Charter Commissions can similarly find a way to work together. 
 

PARTICIPATORY BUDGETING 
 
Common Cause/NY is a founding member of the Participatory Budgeting Steering 
Committee.   We strongly support the expansion of Participatory Budgeting beyond the 
current program sponsored in the City Council.  We suggest that the Commission look beyond 
the Council program and examine the experiences of the many jurisdictions around the world 
who utilize Participatory Budgeting for models on how the program could be expanded here 
in New York City.  Establishing Participatory Budgeting through the Charter and providing for 
a centralized agency with adequate and guaranteed staff and resources to build expertise and 
foster broad participation should be considered. 
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CAMPAIGN FINANCE REFORM 
 
The current New York City campaign finance system has been successful in diversifying both 
candidates, elected representatives and campaign financial contributors.  It has successfully helped to 

nearly as successful in reducing the influence of wealthy contributors on city policy.  The current state 
of constitutional law interpretation by the U.S. Supreme Court constrains the sorts of campaign 
finance changes that we would advocate for.  Experience with the Seattle voucher system is still 

matching fund-system  opening up the ballot to a broader diversity of candidates and allowing more 
voters to be contributors to campaigns.  Without markedly different benefits, there would seem to be 
little reason to swi  
 

years.   The impact of of philanthropic and advocacy organizations sponsored by elected officials ,  

influence elected officials ,is an area that needs examination.  Common Cause/NY strongly supports 
lifting the cap on the proportion of matchable contributions so that it is possible for a candidate to run 
without seeking contributions greater than the matchable amount at all.   We also are supportive of 

 
penalize the less sophisticated community candidate who cannot afford to hire professionals well 
versed in the ins and outs of our system.  Consideration should be given to designing a system of 
sampling to be used in post-election audits, to substantially cut down on the time to conclusion of 
such audits. 
 

ETHICS OVERSIGHT 
Common Cause/NY suggests that the Commission consider changing the manner in which the 
Conflict of Interest Board is appointed.  Appointment by the Mayor, even with the advice and consent 
of the City Council, has resulted in a Conflicts of Interest Board which is too deferential to the waiver 

 
 

advice to elected officials but do not register as lobbyists is problematic. We have a recent example of 
how corrosive and damaging this unregulated relationship can be in the so-  
claimed exemption to Freedom of Information Law requirements, the defense of which continuse to 

Other countries have addressed this gap in regulation.  New York City 
should as well.   
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ELECTION REFORM 
 

gislative priority at the state level.  We support removing 
barriers to voting and encouraging participation at all levels of government.  That said, it is unclear 
whether the City has the legal or practical ability to adopt reforms which have not been passed by the 
Legislature. We are also concerned with confusion among voters if there are 2 different procedures to 
be followed for city and state offices.  Even if legally able to do so, we are particularly concerned with 
the intractability of the New York City Board of Electi0ns, which regards itself as exempt from any city 
requirements.   We hope that any move to require a different procedure for city elections would fi8rst 
resolve these open issues. 
 
If the city were able to adopt election reforms for city elections only, we suggest that the place to start 
would be with Ranked Choice Voting for all offices, not simply as an instant run-off for citywide races.  
Because it is not unusual to see 4, 5, 6 or more candidates running in primaries for open city council 
seats, ranked choice voting in those elections would result in elected officials who are supported by a 
majority of the voters they are to represent, rather than winning a primary as the choice of a relatively 
few number of voters. 
 

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 
 
Common Cause/NY Coordination 
and more resources are needed to be sure that any city efforts to increase civic participation is 
successful. Whether that would be through enlarging the powers, staff and resources of the now-
named Voter Assistance Advisory Commission (VAAC), an independent Office of Civic Engagement or 
a Chief Democracy Officer is something which this Commission should examine.  It would be yet 
another unnecessary duplication of resources if the effort to engage more New Yorkers in 
participating in government and the political system was splintered between 3 entities because 
different parts of city government decided not to collaborate.    
 
 

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION, PLEASE CALL SUSAN LERNER, 212-691-6421 


