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Show Us Your Money 
A Republican entrepreneur wants California politicians to wear their donors on their sleeves.

By Jeremy Lybarger 

John Cox’s mother used to come
home crying. A teacher on Chicago’s 
South Side, Mrs. Cox was appalled at the 
cronyism that put incompetent men in 
charge of the city’s public schools. Kids 
got a poor education, she’d tell her son, 
with a “financial death sentence” all but 
guaranteed.

Today, John Cox — now a 60-year-
old attorney, real estate mogul, and 
veteran dark horse candidate in 
various state and national political 
campaigns — cites his mother as an 
inspiration behind his new crusade: a 
ballot initiative that would require Cal-
ifornia legislators to wear the logos of 
their top 10 political donors whenever 
they take the Assembly fl oor. 

It’s not a new idea — comedian Bill 
Maher suggested something similar 
to Larry King in 2000, as did the 2006 
Robin Williams fl op Man of the Year 
— but thanks to social media and a 
political moment hijacked by Donald 
Trump’s gaseous, deep-pocketed run 
for the White House, Cox’s proposal 
may stand a chance of collecting the 
356,000 signatures needed to make 
the ballot. He has signature gatherers 
and the money to pay them.   

“� is isn’t a lark,” Cox says, perhaps 
self-conscious about his failed bids 
for Congress, the U.S. Senate, and the 
presidency. 

Nor is it like his other great political 
brainstorm: the Neighborhood Legisla-
ture, a plan to shrink California’s elec-

toral districts to the size of neighbor-
hoods to keep campaigns low-budget 
and accessible. Like that idea, the logo 
initiative is a way to “wake people up 
to the system of legalized bribery” that 
is state politics, Cox says.

According to Maplight, a nonprofi t 
that traces the infl uence of money in 
politics, state-level candidates and bal-
lot measures in California have raised 
$43.6 million since the beginning of 
the 2015-16 election cycle. (Former 
San Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsom’s 
gubernatorial campaign committee 
leads the pack at more than $3.5 mil-
lion.) 

“People deserve to know the truth 
about whose interests their legislators 
are representing,” says Daniel G. New-
man, Maplight’s co-founder and presi-
dent. “It’s essential for a functioning de-
mocracy that we draw back the curtain 
on the moneyed interests plaguing the 
California state Legislature.” 

Cox says Sacramento is awash in 
“professional fundraisers,” politicians 
who then feed a parasitic class of con-
sultants and lobbyists. Even worse, 
according to him, are the state’s 
bloated senate districts — 
such as District 11, which 
includes San Francisco and 
represents more than 
933,000 people. 

“Voters say, ‘� e 
funders are going to win 
anyway, so I’ll just watch 
the Food Channel instead,’” 
Cox says. 

“Is that good for democracy?” 
So far, his logo proposal has gar-

nered bemused write-ups but no 
political endorsements. State Sen. 
Mark Leno, who represents San 
Francisco, declined to comment, and 
city supervisors Scott Wiener 
and Jane Kim, both of whom 
are running to succeed Leno, 
hadn’t commented by press 
time. 

But who needs politicians? 
Perhaps ironically, 
given his distaste 
for big money, 
Cox is more in-
terested in cur-
rying favor from 
Silicon Valley 
billionaires who 
might seek to disrupt 
the political-industri-
al complex.

“If Mark Zucker-
berg 
wants 
to 

change the world,” Cox says, “he 
ought to think about changing the 
structure of our politics.” 

Super Eyes 
(On You)
Muni has installed new 
cameras on Market Street 
just in time for the Super 
Bowl, but insists they’re 
not there to spy on you. 
(Honest!)

Soon, more than 110 mil-
lion pairs of eyes will be on San 
Francisco for the Super Bowl — 
and for attendees at Super Bowl 
City, the “fan village” taking over 
the foot of Market Street at the 
Embarcadero, extra eyes will be on 
them.

Over the past few weeks, Muni 
has quietly installed 25 cameras 
on the stretch of Market Street 
from First Street to the Ferry 
Building that will be shut to traf-
fi c from Jan. 23 to Feb. 12. (� e 
fan village will host events, like an 
Alicia Keys concert, from Jan. 30 
up until game day on Feb. 7).

� e cameras, affi  xed to city-
owned streetlight poles, were fi rst 
noticed by leery, privacy-minded 
Twitter users who spread word of 
a creeping super surveillance state 
via the hashtag #SuperBowlSur-
veillance.

But these aren’t security cam-
eras — really. Rather, according to 
Municipal Transportation Agency 
spokesman Paul Rose, these 
are “traffi  c cameras,” installed 
as part of a nearly decade-long 
“intelligent” traffi  c improvement 
eff ort called “SF Go” that’s seen 
more than 70 traffi  c monitoring 
cameras installed in other parts 
of the city since 2007, including 
on Mission Street and rush-hour 
hospots like Franklin and Gough 
streets. 

� ese cameras don’t record, 
Rose says — as per a city law that 
forbids recorded surveillance — 
and are meant to monitor traffi  c, 
not people. Further, they’re 
linked to a control room at Muni 
headquarters at 1 South Van Ness 
Ave., not police headquarters.

However, they could still be 
used to keep an eye on things. 
� ey pan, tilt, and zoom, like a se-
curity camera (and their installa-
tion did not require public notice 
or Board of Supervisors approval).

� ey won’t be the only cam-
eras on hand for the Super Bowl, 
either: PG&E plans to deploy 
“mobile cameras” to keep an eye 
on the power grid, Rose says.

As for why Muni chose the 
weeks leading up to the Super 
Bowl to install traffi  c cameras 
that just happen to monitor areas 
closed to traffi  c? A coincidence. 
Either way, the world — and 
Muni — will be watching us. 
Chris Roberts

Cold Comfort
The cold is more bad 
news for PG&E’s 
infamous gas lines.

Two weeks ago, a gas 
outage in the small Contra Costa 
County town of Discovery Bay 
left thousands without heat 
during one of the coldest weeks 
of the year. The cold itself was to 
blame: After temperatures 
plummeted to 26 degrees, the 
utility shut down a pressure reg-
ulator station, leaving some 
without gas for as long as three 
days.

Unlike a faulty pipe — 
such as the bad weld on an 
aging, Cold War-era gas main 
that fatally erupted in San 

Bruno in 2010 — this kind 
of problem often has little to 
do with equipment age. (� e 
company is in the midst of 
overhauling its regulator sta-
tions and has replaced 1,000 
units annually since 2011.) 
But, oddly, these machines 
can fail even when they work 
as intended. It’s a matter of 
physics. 

� e lines that pipe gas to 
homes and businesses are fed 
by much larger transmission 
lines that can operate at 1,000 
pounds per square inch of 
pressure, more than 10 times 
that of gas appliances. � at 
regulator is the “gatekeeper” 
machine that lets just enough 
gas out of those big lines and 
into our homes. � ere are 
more than 100 such stations 

in San Francisco alone, serving 
thousands of customers each.

But when you decrease gas 
pressure, you lower its tem-
perature — seven degrees for 
every 100 pounds. (� at’s why 
compressed air feels cold when 
you spray it.) Let off  too much 
at once and water vapor in the 
gas condenses, freezes, and 
jimmies up the works, which 
is likely what happened in Dis-
covery Bay.

It’s rare in the Bay Area. 
“Normally this happens in 
much colder climates,” says 
Don Slack, president of Aqua 
Environment Co Inc., which 
manufactures regulators for 
PG&E. “But you can freeze a 
regulator when it’s 60 degrees 
out” since, by design, tem-
peratures inside the system 

get much colder than ambient 
temperatures. 

It’s an El Niño winter, 
and freak weather happens. 
Discovery Bay was 13 degrees 
below the historic average 
low when the outage hit. � e 
National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration fore-
casts a slightly warmer winter 
than usual in San Francisco, 
but also warns that “cold air 
outbreaks ... cannot be predict-
ed.” And that’s when there’s 
danger.

PG&E might heat the gas 
to provide a temperature 
“cushion,” or mix in methanol 
(antifreeze, essentially). Gas 
could also be further “dried 
out” with absorbents at the 
processing stage. (Although, 
“If you got it as dry as you can, 

nobody could aff ord to buy 
it,” says David Fish, senior vice 
president of Welker Engineer-
ing in Texas.)

At deadline, PG&E could 
not confi rm if it’s using any of 
these methods. In a statement 
to SF Weekly, spokesman Nick 
Stimmel said only that the 
cause of the outage is under 
investigation and that the 
company “prepares for ex-
treme weather by forecasting 
where impacts will be most 
prevalent,” using “advanced 
modeling” programs to pin-
point potential trouble as 
weather fronts develop.

But Mother Nature can 
fool you. � e only way to be 
sure if the utility can beat 
the winter is to wait.  Adam 
Brinklow

Fred Noland


