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A Potent Dose of Democracy: 

How Proposition 59 Would Strengthen Local Government 
By John Russo 

  
Californians are today deeply cynical about government. The annual budget 
gridlock follies and partisan brinksmanship cause many to turn away from 
government in disgust. Recent disclosures about fundraising practices of 
statewide officeholders of both parties have only made matters worse. 
A true democracy cannot afford the disaffection these failings breed among 
citizens. Bitterness and disillusionment sap vitality from our democracy at the 
very time when we need it most. As journalist H. L. Mencken put it: “The cure for 
the evils of democracy is more democracy.”  
Enter Proposition 59. 
Passage of Proposition 59, the statewide open government initiative on 
November’s ballot, would inject a potent dose of democracy into our local 
communities. During the time I have been honored to serve the public, I have 
grown to appreciate that democracy is experienced most directly and most 
powerfully at the local level. 
Cities are municipal corporations that belong to the “shareholders,” the citizens. 
Those of us who work in city government, whether elected or appointed, are 
merely trustees. We work for the people. And we can be successful only if the 
people know what we do and actively participate with us in conducting the 
business of local democracy.  
The public should be able to trust that government leaders will act on behalf of 
the greater good, without arbitrary exercise of power or secrecy. To build this 
precious trust and stimulate public involvement in decision-making, we must 
perform our duties in the light of day, where the merits of our work and the 
effectiveness of our policies can be seen and judged. That some issues prove 
politically difficult, awkward, or embarrassing cannot justify keeping government’s 
business from public view, impervious to the people’s ultimate judgment.  
At its best, democratic self-governance demands elected officials be accountable 
to the public good. More importantly, and most glaringly absent today, a 
vigorously democratic society fully expects its members to be knowledgeable 
about and actively participate in its government’s decisions. Citizens who care 
enough to show up, who feel strongly enough to harness the courage it takes to 



speak in public, deserve to be listened to with respect. When public officials 
accord them that respect, learn from their experience, and bring them into the 
decision-making process, everybody wins and democracy is strengthened. 
In Oakland, we have put this theory to the test. In 1997, I worked closely with the 
League of Women Voters to write Oakland’s Sunshine Ordinance, which requires 
that the business of city government be conducted in the light of day. Seven 
years later the Sunshine Ordinance is part of our municipal culture and has 
improved public trust. The citizens of Oakland have access to all relevant 
decision-making information 11 days before the Council votes. As a result, public 
questions are sharper and the elected officials themselves are better prepared 
for debate. 
Governing in the open not only builds public confidence, it produces better policy 
and more sustainable results. The best ideas emerge through public discourse, 
and the truth is most likely to emerge when all the facts and all points of view are 
exposed to the bright light of public scrutiny. When this happens, citizens feel 
invested in the decisions reached by their elected representatives because they 
know they played a role in the outcome. Public officials shouldn’t just listen to the 
public because they have to; public officials should listen because they ought to: 
you never know when someone is going to say something that changes your 
mind.  
In America, participation in the democratic process is not only a fundamental 
right of citizenship, it is our sacred duty. And the only way to participate fully in 
this process is to know what the government is doing, to have access to 
government records, and to attend government meetings. By embedding this 
right to know into the very fabric of California’s Constitution, Proposition 59 will 
ensure that Californians can honor their duty and shape decisions in the places 
they live.  
Let’s pass Proposition 59 and make California the true Sunshine State. 
  
For more information about Proposition 59, check out the California First 
Amendment Coalition’s website at: http://www.cfac.org/sca/sca1.html. 
 


