
M. KELLY TILLERY: Tell me what is it about your position 
that is most frustrating?

SHANE CREAMER: The most frustrating thing is trying to 
explain our limitations to people who expect that we can 
address all wrongs.  Jurisdiction is difficult to explain to non-
lawyers who believe that if someone has done something 
perceived to be “wrong,” they should be held accountable. 

What are the limits in your jurisdiction and who do 
you cover?       
Our jurisdiction includes the administration and enforcement 

of the Ethics Code, campaign 
finance and lobbying laws, political 
activity restrictions in the Home 
Rule Charter, and some other rules 
in the Charter.

There’s an inside and an outside 
component to just about every ethics 
rule.  For example, there’s a gift rule 
in the Ethics Code. The giver may 
be outside city government. For 
conflicts of interest, there must be 
some outside financial interest that a 
city official or their relative outside 
city government has, that may be 
affected by some city decision or 
legislation.  Also, there’s a rule that 

city officials are prohibited from representing people before 
city government, unless it’s their job to do so.  

There’s also a ban on gratuities in the charter that is similar 
to the gift rule.  It’s a prohibition on tipping city workers for 
doing their jobs.  City employees cannot accept anything extra 
of value for doing their job beyond their paychecks.

What power does your position possess and at what 
point do you hand off a case and to whom?   
We conduct investigations, we have subpoena power, we can 
impose civil monetary fines up to $2,000 per violation, and 
we have dual-track enforcement. We can either file suit in the 
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Court of Common Pleas for violations, which is what we did 
early on before we established regulations for an administrative 
enforcement track, or we can proceed administratively and 
have a confidential hearing before the Board or a hearing 
officer appointed by the Board. In that case, I would serve 
as prosecutor and the respondent could be represented.  The 
administrative ruling would then be made public.

As a practical matter, we rarely go to court, and we have 
not had any administrative adjudications in a while. I think 
that’s because we have enough of a track record now with our 
enforcement that we can point to past settlements for guidance 
and address similar violations on a consistent basis. Usually, 
we can point to a group of other settlement agreements that 
are approved by the Board that are close enough that we can 
use them as a reference point. We create incentives for people 
to cooperate with our investigations.  And that helps us on 
the enforcement side because we don’t have the resources or 
manpower to take everybody to court or to have administrative 
hearings for everything. 

We have the specific authority within our regulations to 
make referrals to other agencies.  That means that we can refer 
matters to the U.S. Attorney, the State Attorney General, the 
State Ethics Commission, the City Inspector General, or the 
City Controller; depending on the nature of the matter. 

What is it about your job that gives you the most 
satisfaction when you go to bed at night and you’ve 
had a really good day?  
Overall, the greatest satisfaction I get is the sense that we 

are making a difference in terms of positively affecting the 
political culture in Philadelphia.  I think we have made a 
tremendous difference over the last dozen years and I think 
there are two major ways that we’ve done that.  First, we 
have increased public confidence in city government.  The 
public knows that when rules are broken, there are gonna be 
consequences.  

Second, we have a more robust financial-disclosure system 
that is searchable online and available to the public. We also 
disclose the lobbying and campaign activity going on through 
public databases that are searchable, and those didn’t exist 
before the Board existed. So the public has greater access to 
a lot of financial information about political campaigns and 
paid efforts to influence city policies and laws.

How do things get initiated in your office, and 
where would you like to see change?
They can get initiated in one of several ways.  If we receive a 
complaint that alleges violations of the laws that we administer 
and enforce, I’m compelled to accept that complaint.  We 
don’t accept anonymous complaints, but we can start an 
investigation on our own initiative, if we see something in the 
newspaper or during a routine review of filings. We also can 
receive referrals from other agencies and departments.

We’re always looking to make sure the rules under our 
jurisdiction are clear and straightforward.  It’s important to 
have clear rules now that there are consequences for violations. 
To have a robust municipal ethics program, you need to clearly 
delineate rules, so people know where the boundaries are, and 
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we need to have education around those rules, so everybody 
understands what they are and what they can and can’t do.  

In terms of the big picture, I’d like to see Philadelphia adopt 
a public financing system for campaign finance.  There is 
legislation that was introduced. The interesting thing about 
public finance in the post-Citizens United world is it addresses 
the influence of big money, big donations and big spenders 
in a different way than contribution limits, which already 
address those issues. Public financing creates an incentive to 
raise contributions from small dollar donors, which can level 
the playing field among political contributors. 

  
Has what the New York Times has called the “War 
on Truth” affected what you do?  
I don’t think there’s been a direct effect.  I don’t think that 
what’s happening in Washington or nationally has affected 
city government yet, per se.  Having said that, I think that it 
has increased the public perception of the importance of some 
of the rules that we administer and enforce, like the conflict of 
interest rule or the campaign finance rules.  I think that people 
understand these rules better than I think they did more than 
two years ago because they’re just in the news every day.  
   
In 2016, the U.S. Supreme Court decided in 
McDonnell v. United States and made it much 
harder for prosecutors to prosecute public 
corruption unless there was a quid pro quo. Has that 
in any way affected your mission in this job?
It has not had a direct effect on the work that we do, but I think 

that it has made our role more important than it was before. 
That’s because, while the federal bribery standard has been 
narrowed and restricted for criminal purposes at the federal 
level, it underscores the need for prophylactic rules, like we 
have for gifts and conflicts. After McDonnell, there may not 
be criminal prosecution for officials who accept gifts from 
people seeking official action because it may not rise to that 
new level because that bar has been raised.  

We can still prohibit people from accepting large gifts from 
people seeking official action from them with our gift rule, 
which was improved in 2015. After that 2016 decision, federal 
prosecutors can’t take action for a certain range of conduct 
that used to be captured by the bribery rules, but we can still 
take action civilly in most of those cases for gift violations.

 
How did your father, an esteemed attorney general 
of the Commonwealth, inspire you in the law and, 
more particularly, in this position?     
He was my hero growing up. In the ‘60s, before he was 
attorney general, he was first assistant U.S. attorney in the 
Kennedy administration.  Robert Kennedy, his hero, was 
attorney general, and I have a signed portrait from him to my 
Dad in my office.  

When I was growing up, the first job that I remember my 
father having was that job.  He led the first task force against 
organized crime in the country that became a model that 
continues to be used today. He also went after the local mob 
when Angelo Bruno was its head, and Phil Testa was number 
two. My father successfully prosecuted Testa, and then later  
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became the first executive director of the Pennsylvania Crime 
Commission, and then Attorney General. 

He had a role like mine, and I didn’t appreciate that until I 
started this job. He led the Pennsylvania Crime Commission 
as a start-up agency in the late 1960s, as I did with the 
Ethics Board in 2006. We spent the first four months, the 
end of 2006 into 2007, during the first major election under 
the new campaign finance law being implemented and 
administered by this agency. My experience was similar to 
his at the Pennsylvania Crime Commission.  After leading the 
commission, he became the first attorney general under Gov. 
Milton Shapp. 

My father was my role model, and my inspiration for going 
into public service.  He always told me to go to big firms, and 
I did.  I liked that work, but I felt I needed to do something 
more.  I needed to get into public service, and that inspiration 
comes from my father. He died in 2013, but he watched me 
for the first seven years or so at the Ethics Board. He called 
me every day, wanting to know what was happening.  When 
we were involved in litigation, he wanted to see the briefs and 
always had suggestions on arguments. I know he was very 
proud of me and the role that I was playing.  

Is the ranking of Philadelphia by the University of 
Chicago as the number eight most corrupt city in 
the United States deserved, and what are the most 
frequent violations you see? 
I’m not familiar with that study or aware of their criteria.  You’re 
gonna find corruption, or potential corruption, anywhere.  
Also, it’s like comparing apples to oranges. You need to 
compare Philadelphia to Philadelphia, not Philadelphia to 
New York. If you compare Philadelphia today to Philadelphia 
before the Board was established, in the past, there were 
mayoral candidates and other candidates for local office who 

were receiving six-figure contributions from donors, who 
were then rewarded with city business. Also, there was no 
enforcement of the ethics rules, and the campaign finance and 
lobbying laws didn’t exist.   

The highest volume of violations we see, by far, is in the 
campaign finance realm because of the immense volume of 
disclosure data that is generated during municipal elections. 
The most common are failures to file reports on time and 
material misstatements or omissions in reports that are filed 
with us.  With subpoena power, we can get bank records and 
also cross-check other disclosure reports, so we are usually 
working with very accurate and detailed financial evidence in 
our investigations.  That’s one of the reasons I think we have 
such a high settlement rate. Most of those investigations are 
document cases, so the facts are clear.

When we first started out, we had no record and could only 
enforce on an ad hoc basis. Now that we’ve been around as 
long as we have, we have a sufficient track record to enforce 
the rules consistently, with some exceptional cases.  

Do you have any feeling that the mere existence 
of your office and your tenacity has an in terrorem 
effect, so to speak, on those who might be inclined 
to violate the law?  
Yes. A long time ago, an elected official who had a settlement 
agreement with the Board told me that we had “upped his 
game.”  By that, he meant that he now knew he had to pay 
attention to these rules. Philadelphia officials know that the 
rules matter and that they need to make sure that they’re 
complying with them.   
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