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As a general-law city, West Covina operates through the Council-
Manager form of municipal government. The five City Council 
members are elected to overlapping terms of four years and 
annually select one of their members to serve as Mayor.  . . . The 
City Council is the legislative body responsible for the overall 
policies and direction for the City. They are the citizens' 
representatives in local government. 

City of West Covina:  Mayor & City Council 
WestCovinaOrg.org 

 
City Council Compensation:   

Are councilmembers volunteers or employees? 
Any discussion of city council compensation must start with taking a look at the role of 
councilmember in municipal government.  A councilmembers’ role, duties, and “job 
requirements” are very different from that of an employee.  Does the difference impact 
compensation?  This paper is the first in a series that looks at city council compensation. 
Role of a councilmember:  Councilmembers are residents of a voting district who are 
elected by other residents to serve on the city council as a “board of director”.  In short, 
councilmembers are our neighbors.  Our neighbors come from all walks of life, run for a seat 
on the council for a variety of reasons,  and may have little to no understanding of how the 
public sector in general, and/or city government specifically, functions.  
As a governing body, the city council’s number one responsibility is to hire a professional 
manager—the city manager—"to run the city so that the city council can focus on their role:  
providing the vision, manager oversight and financial decision-maker on many mandated 
issues such as planning, budgeting and in some cases policy.” 1 
“Running a city is complex with the endless set of rules and mandates along with opportunities 
for a conflict of interest if the ‘decision maker’ is unfairly engaged, creating the demand for a 
professional city manager.” 1  Unlike councilmembers, city employees are required to have 
specific skills, knowledge and ability to perform the job they are hired to do. 

In the Council-Manager form of government, councilmembers are not to become directly 
involved in managing or directing staff. 2  When councilmembers ignore that principle, they not 
only undermine the city manager’s authority, they take on a ‘management role’ that should be 
out of bounds for elected officials and left to the professional manager and department 
heads.1, 2  City liability can increase and often results in needless lawsuits.   

Table “City Council Influence on Department Head Hiring” sheds light on council involvement. 

Are councilmembers volunteers or 
employees?  Most residents, consider 
councilmembers volunteers, not 
employees.  It’s an understandable 
view because councilmembers are 
residents who typically hold a full-time 
job or are retired and volunteer to run 
for office for their own reason(s). 
Councilmembers are “hired” by the people via an election.  “Job” performance varies greatly. 

Volunteer: A person who performs or offers to 
perform a service voluntarily. 

Employee: A person who works for another in return 
for financial or other compensation. 

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language 
5th Edition  
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Legal perspective:  There is no “all-purpose” statute defining a councilmember. 3  Some laws 
applicable to employees are, however, applicable to councilmembers.  For example: 

•  Since employers are liable for any volunteer or employee misconduct that occurs in the 
workplace, some laws do apply.  Under the Fair Employment and Housing Act, (FEHA), 
councilmembers fall within the definition of supervisor because city councils typically have 
the authority to hire, fire, and issue direction to, at least the city manager.2 

• Councilmembers are expected to follow certain principles in the workplace.  These principles 
include directing issues, assignments and follow-up requests only to the City Manager, not 
department heads or staff and following city and council rules and policies.3  Elected officials 
who do not follow required workplace principles increase city liability. 

• Some employment laws apply to councilmembers.  For example, workers’ compensation 
applies to councilmembers but unemployment benefits do not.  Councilmembers are not 
entitled to leave under the federal Family and Medical Leave Act. 

Table “Department Head and City Council Job Differences” highlights job responsibilities. 

Council compensation consists of two parts:  “pay” and “benefits” and varies by city.  
Councilmembers do not receive a salary but receive a stipend, a monthly payment intended to 
cover their discretionary yet official expenses. The stipend amount is capped by law.  
Councilmembers also receive an expense allowance.  In addition to the expense allowance, 
the City typically pays for council attendance at certain training sessions and various civic 
events. How these expenses are processed varies by council and staff. 
Legally councilmembers may receive some employment benefits that employees receive, e.g., 
life insurance, dental, medical, etc. Again, this varies by city.  Some cities offer none. 
Councilmembers may, upon their election to office, select to join CalPERS (California Public 
Employee Retirement System). They become vested after five (5) years of service.  

Table “West Covina City Council Comparable Compensation Survey:  Selected Cities” shows 
compensation variability. 

The bottom line:  Councilmembers are in a unique category of their own.  They are 
neither volunteers or employees.  They are not answerable to a supervisor.  They are 
answerable to the people who voted them into office.  

Our Concern 
During the past few years, our city councilmembers have changed their role from “board of 
director” to getting involved into the details of running the city.  This practice not only raises 
city liability issues it also results in councilmembers spending excessive time involved in work 
the city manager and staff should handle and increases councilmember perceptions they are 
undercompensated. In effect, our city council is redefining their compensation as “pay.”   

Changes We Would Like to See 
West Covina’s council must get back to the fundamentals of giving oversight to staff without 
getting involved into details.  Council compensation should be based on adequately covering 
official council expenses. It should be transparent. Council compensation should not be used 
as a recruitment tool to recruit candidates to run for office as the current council advocates. 

Notes 
1 Smith, D., Former Mayor, City of Walnut.  Email to Phil Moreno email group discussion.  2023, November 18. 
2 League of California Cities.  Elected Officials and Employment Law:  When Rules Don’t Apply.  2021, April 20. 

www.calcities.org. 
3 League of California Cities.  “Your Role as a Local Elected Official.” Not dated. www.calcities.org      
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CITY COUNCIL INFLUENCE ON DEPARTMENT HEAD HIRING 

As discussed elsewhere, the role of the city council is to act as a board of directors, to provide policy direction, and let 
the city manager run the city.1 

In the public sector when city managers and department heads/directors are hired, the Human Resource Director is 
expected to manage the recruitment process.  A government executive search firm is typically hired to oversee the 
search process.  Councilmembers then interview and select from a list of qualified applicants. 

This table gives three examples of the impact on city operations when city councilmembers personally get involved 
department head hiring and firing.  Extracts from sworn court testimony are provided as Exhibits 1, 2, and 3. 

Compiled by Jerri Potras, January 2024 

TASK COUNCIL INVOLVEMENT 

CITY MANAGER APPOINTMENT 
POWERS 

Prior to the adoption of Ordinance 2454, West Covina’s City Manager hired “department 
heads without prior approval or vetting of potential candidates by the City Council” 
following the process used in most cities.  

On March 19, 2019, the City Council majority passed Ordinance 2454 stating “the city 
manager shall not appoint or promote a person to serve as director of a department, 
unless a majority of the city council first voted in favor of the city manager’s proposed 
appointment or promotion” on permanent department head assignments.2, 3 

In passing this ordinance, the council majority argued the change would “increase 
transparency”. The councilmember opposing the change argued the council was getting 
into operational areas the council should not get into. 4 

With the passage of this ordinance, city councilmembers have personally gotten involved 
in hiring and firing of employees, the City Manager’s job. Special interest influence (union 
and resident) on department hiring increased.  City liability grew. 

See Exhibit 1 

CITY MANAGER RECRUITMENT 
2019 

In sworn court testimony, Tony Wu acknowledged he personally interviewed and 
encouraged former City Manager David Carmany to apply for the job.  

See Exhibit 2 

CITY MANAGER RECRUITMENT 
2024 

Former City Manager David Carmany resigned May 18, 2023.  No announcement of a 
search firm hired to handle the process was made. 

In August and December 2023 a Public Records Request (PRR) was submitted asking:  
1. How many applicants applied for the position of City Manager? 
2. How many applicants did not meet the entrance qualifications? 
3. How many applicants has the city council interviewed to date? 
The response to the PRR was 60 and 74 applicants, respectively. No response was 
received on the number of applicants failing to meet entrance qualifications or having 
been interviewed.5 

DEPARTMENT HEAD HIRING After the former fire chief was terminated, an interim fire chief was hired.  The interim fire 
chief did not meet the position’s degree requirements. 

See Exhibit 3 
Notes 

1 
 

2 
 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 

West Covina Neighbors.  City Council Compensation:  Are councilmembers volunteers or employees? 
www.WestCovinaNeighbors.org. 
City of West Covina.  (March 19, 2019)  City Council Meeting.  Staff Report.  Agenda Item 9. Appointment Powers of the City 
Manager. 
City of West Covina.  (March 19, 2019)  City Council Meeting.  Meeting Minutes.  Agenda Item 9.  Appointment Powers of the City 
Manager.  Vote:  Yes:  Dario Castellanos, Letty Lopez-Viado, Jessica C. Shewmaker, Mayor Pro Tem Tony Wu.  No:  Mayor Lloyd 
Johnson) 
City of West Covina.  (March 19, 2019)  City Council Meeting.  [Video]. YouTube. 
https://youtu.be/fc2XHGAH9Ww?si=_nGHLEVpHakj7oVU&t=7393  (Approximate Timestamp:  2:03:13). 
For comparison:  When former City Manager Chris Freeland was hired, the San Gabriel Valley Tribune reported the 2015 City 
Council hired Roberts Consulting Group to oversee the search process.  About 30 people applied for the job.  Eight were 
interviewed by the council.  Chris Freeland was selected from the eight final candidates. (September 16, 2015).  
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Attachment to Table:  City Council Influence on Department Head Hiring 

 EXHIBIT 1 CITY MANAGER APPOINTMENT POWERS 
CASE:   LARRY WHITHORN VS. CITY OF WEST COVINA, ET AL. 

In April 2023, the above referenced wrongful termination case was heard in L.A. Superior Court.  (The plaintiff 
prevailed and was awarded $4.1 million dollars.) This extract from sworn trial testimony discusses the 
appointment power of the city manager by former City Manager Chris Freeland and Councilmember Tony Wu.   
Testimony not applicable to the city manager appointment power is redacted. 

. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

Court Testimony:  Chris Freeland 
Former City Manager 

April 26, 2023 
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Court Testimony:  Tony Wu 
City Councilmember 

April 28, 2023 
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Attachment to Table:  City Council Influence on Department Head Hiring 

 EXHIBIT 2 CITY MANAGER RECRUITMENT 2019 
CASE:   LARRY WHITHORN VS. CITY OF WEST COVINA, ET AL. 

In April 2023, the above referenced wrongful termination case was heard in L.A. Superior Court.  (The plaintiff 
prevailed and was awarded $4.1 million dollars.) This extract from sworn trial testimony discusses 
Councilmember Tony Wu’s involvement in the 2019 City Manager recruitment process.  Testimony not 
applicable to department head hiring is redacted. 

 Court Testimony:  Tony Wu 
City Councilmember 

Aril 28, 2023 



 
Attachment to Table:  City Council Department Head Hiring 

 EXHBIT 3 DEPARTMENT HEAD HIRING 
CASE:   LARRY WHITHORN VS. CITY OF WEST COVINA, ET AL. 

In April 2023, the above referenced wrongful termination case was heard in L.A. Superior Court.  (The plaintiff 
prevailed and was awarded $4.1 million dollars.) This extract from sworn trial testimony discusses the 
appointment power of the city manager by Councilmember Tony Wu.   Discussion not applicable to department 
head hiring is redacted. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Court Testimony:  Tony Wu 
City Councilmember 

Aril 28, 2023 

See Exhibit 1 
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DEPARTMENT HEAD AND CITY COUNCILMEMBER 
JOB DIFFERENCES 

This table compares and contrasts basic job differences between a staff department head job and elected city 
councilmember using generally accepted public sector concepts. 

Compiled by Jerri Potras, January 2024 
ELEMENT DEPARTMENT HEAD CITY COUNCILMEMBER 

Work 
Characteristics 

▪ Takes orders from superior. 
▪ Hires and evaluates work performance of 

employees under supervision. 
▪ Has role in personnel matters with staff 

under supervision. 
 ▪ Subject to discipline by superior. 
▪ Required to attend workplace harassment 

prevention training. 
▪ Required to participate in workplace 

investigations. 

▪ Does not take orders. 
▪ Hires and evaluates work performance 

of City Manager and City Attorney only. 
▪ No role in staff personnel matters or 

access to personnel files. 
▪ Discipline limited to censure or recall. 1 
▪ Required to attend workplace 

harassment prevention training. 
▪ Cannot be forced to participate in 

workplace investigations. 
Job Qualification 
Requirements 2 

▪ Hired via competitive exam process. 
▪ Must meet specific qualifications 

associated with the job classification held.  

▪ Elected to office by constituents. 
▪ To hold office, must be: 
▪ At least 18 years of age. 
▪ A United States citizen. 
▪ A resident of and registered to vote in 

the district represented. 
Time Commitment 
(Minimum) 

▪ 40 Hour Work Week (160 Hours per 
Month) 2, 3 

▪ 12-15 Hours per month for council 
meetings attendance; additional time 
spent preparing for meetings,  listening 
and responding to constituent concerns, 
representing city on regulatory boards, 
attending city events, etc. 4, 5 

Compensation  ▪ Salaried, Overtime Exempt 3 ▪ Stipend 6 
Benefits  ▪ Approved by City Council ▪ Approved by City Council 
CalPERS 
(Retirement) 

 ▪ Automatic upon employment. 
 ▪ Vested after 5 years of service. 

▪ Optional. 
▪ Vested after 5 years of full-time service. 

Unemployment 
Benefits Eligibility 

▪ Yes if termination is initiated by employer. ▪ No.   

Notes 1  Censure is a vote by council majority that a member did something wrong. The Council majority can vote 
to remove a mayor/mayor pro tem from the position but not from the council. Constituents can remove 
councilmember from office via recall process or by not re-electing the him/her. 

2 Department Head job requirements typically include knowledge of and professional level experience 
performing the essential functions associated with the job classification. A Bachelor degree in discipline 
related to the job classification is required; a Master degree is desirable.  A job related license or certificate 
may be required.  Councilmembers are not legally required to have any education, training, or experience 
with government but are expected to  maintain ethical standards, avoid conflicts of interest,  represent 
constituent interest, be transparent, and follow laws. 

3 Department Heads are present at Council meetings to answer Councilmember questions when an  item on 
the meeting agenda is in their area of supervision.  Some department heads attend community meetings, 
events, and/or oversee event set-up and handle “after hour” emergencies. 

4 West Covina Closed Council meeting are generally scheduled from 6:00 PM to 7:00 PM prior to the 
regular Council meeting. Regular Council Meetings start at 7:00 PM and, depending on the agenda items, 
typically end somewhere between 10:000 PM and Midnight. 

5 The time spent reviewing a council packet, responding to constituent concerns, and attending civic events 
varies with each councilmember.  Time spent representing the city on regularly boards is compensated by 
the regulatory board. 

6 A stipend is fixed dollar amount paid each month to cover expenses. City council stipends are 
sometimes referred to as “pay” or “salary”. California Government Code § 36515 caps the 
monthly stipend but does not cap benefits.   

References City of West Covina documents include but are not limited to: 2024 Benefits Guide:  Active Employees; 
Personnel Rules Effective September 5, 2023 (Resolution No. 2023-72); December 5, 2023 & December 19, 
2023 City Council Meeting Agendas and Staff Reports. 

Green, R. and Petrusis. J.  League of California Cities.  (2021, April 30).  Elected Officials and Employment 
Law:  When the Rules Don’t Apply.  

01/30/24 jp  
Paid for by West Covina Neighbors ID # 1422296 



 
 

WEST COVINA CITY COUNCIL COMPARABLE COMPENSATION SURVEY:  SELECTED CITIES 
 

City Council “Cherry Picks” Cities to Justify a 165% “Salary” Increase 
 

Compiled by Jerri Potras, November 2023 
This chart lists the cities selected by the City of West Covina to use in their survey of city council compensation and benefits.  The September 19, 2023 and 
November 7, 2023 Staff Reports and council discussion emphasized population, salary and benefits.   Councilmembers focused on three cities—Burbank, Ontario, 
and Pasadena—as having a comparable population to West Covina but a much higher salary and benefit level to justify a 165% percent compensation increase. 
 
A city’s tax revenue is derived from sales tax, property taxes, and fees.  This chart shows factors other than compensation and benefits impacting a comparable city 
from a resident perspective.  Unless noted otherwise, data shown is from 2021 because that is the year the City of West Covina used in their survey. 

MUNICIPAL BUSINESS RESIDENTIAL 

City Population 

Distance 
from 

 West Covina 

State 
Auditor 
Ranking 

Total Number 
 of City 

Employees 

City Employee 
Compensation 

Cost per 
Resident 

Total 
Business 

Establishments 

Daytime 
Population  

Workers 

Median 
Home 
Value 

Average 
Household  

Size 

Median 
Household 

Income 
With the exception of the City of Ontario, all cities listed below are located within the County of Los Angeles.  Ontario is located within the County of 
San Bernadino which has different tax structure from Los Angeles County. 
Azusa 49,704 6.8 151 367 $878 1,259 17,014 $559,922 3.20 $71,257 
Baldwin Park 70,855 1.6 159* 324 $302 1,428 21,922  $485,196 4.01 $65,756 
Burbank 105,451 27.3 174 1,556 $1,561 8,064 91,180 $829,406 2.44 $81,681 
Covina 50,449 4.8 135 399 $555 2,494 24,426 $594,167 3.00 $78,906 
Downey 112,584 17.1 34 876 $687 3,923 47,728 $638,675 3.23 $78,860 
El Monte 107,706 5.7 50 413 $431 3,427 27,992 $580,148 3.71 $51,794 
La Puente 37,587 5.1 337 157 $144 807 8,152 $469,966 3.92 $69,166 
Monterey Park 60,207 12.0 31 479 $694 2,725 35,664 $708,465 2.95 $64,702 
Ontario 179,516 19.3 252 1,514 $1,093 7,583 104,924 $451,205 3.40 $71,176 
Pasadena 138,310 20.6 46 2,314 $2,114 11,091 116,772 $930,865 2.34 $91,867 
Pomona 149,766 11.8 22 732 $585 4,210 49,835 $485,659 3.51 $63,378 
Whittier 87,931 13.0 283 685 $527 2,915 38,992 $622,267 2.97 $81,298 
West Covina 108,243 --- 14 424 $645 2,965 36,978 $649,765 3.24 $88,486 
Notes 
▪ City and Population are from the State Controller’s Government California website as shown in the above referenced City of West Covina Staff Reports. 
▪ Distance from West Covina is from city hall to city hall calculated using Google Maps. 
▪ State Auditor Ranking shows the 2020-21 Overall Rankings from the Fiscal Health of California Cities except for Baldwin Park.  Baldwin Park shows the 2019-20 ranking. 

The lower the number, the worse a city’s financial risk is ranked. 
▪ Total Number of City Employees and City Employee Compensation Cost per Resident are Transparent California calculations based on reported data for 2021. 
▪ Total Business Establishments and Daytime Population are from Employment Statistics prepared by Southern California Association of Governments. 
▪ Median Home Value, Average Household Size, and Median Household Income are from Key Indicators prepared by Southern California Association of Governments. 
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