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All Work and No Pay
San Francisco is one of America’s richest cities, but it doesn’t pay to be a City Hall intern.

By Jack Morse

San Francisco is a bleeding-heart,
bleeding edge kind of town — except 
when it comes to City Hall intern-
ships. That’s where tight-
fisted economics trump the 
better angels of the city’s pro-
gressive nature. Despite a 
sprawling $9 billion city bud-
get, the Board of Supervisors 
doesn’t pay its interns. And in 
one of the richest cities in Amer-
ica, some think that’s a problem. 

Each supervisor has four to 10 in-
terns (Supervisor Wiener has summer 
interns but no yearlong program), 
ranging from high school juniors and 
seniors to wonkish grad students. � e 
interns perform basic offi  ce tasks such 
as answering phones and greeting 
visitors, but they’re also relied on for 
“a mix of constituent and policy work,” 
says Supervisor Jane Kim. Like interns 
anywhere, those at City Hall perform 
the tedious, in-the-weeds labor 
that keeps bureaucracy humming. 

� e U.S. Department of Labor 
allows unpaid internships if 
certain criteria are met. � is 
includes “interns must 
receive training from 
your company, even if 
it somewhat impedes the 
work of your organization,” 
and “interns’ training must 
primarily benefi t them, not 
the company.” Public sector in-
ternships like those at City Hall, 
however, are in a legal gray zone.

Maurice Pianko, founder of 
Intern Justice, a law fi rm repre-

senting interns who have been il-
legally denied wages, says, “From 
a legal perspective, [not paying 

interns at City Hall] is proba-
bly fi ne. From an ethical per-
spective, it’s saying a person’s 
time and eff ort is worth zero. 

Is this the message we want to 
be sending?”

� e language of the supervisors’ 
message isn’t clear. � is month, 

District 4 Supervisor Katy Tang 
tweeted that her offi  ce was “hiring” 
interns, but the application thanked 

candidates for their 
interest in “vol-

unteering.” Although the application 
asked whether candidates would 
receive school credit, there were 
no details about payment. When a 
concerned citizen upbraided Tang on 
Twitter — “shame on you for not pay-
ing interns” — she neither responded 
nor clarifi ed.

To be fair, some high school in-
terns at City Hall earn minimum wage 
through a program called San Fran-
cisco YouthWorks, which connects 
students to mentors in local govern-
ment. Brian Mertens, YouthWorks’ 
employment coordinator, says, “It’s 
important for young people to get 
paid. We want to make sure their 
labor is valued.” During the last in-
tern cycle this summer, YouthWorks 
placed eight students with the Board 
of Supervisors.

But high school interns are the only 
ones making money.

Some interns get college credit in 
lieu of a paycheck. But at least one City 
Hall intern is working totally gratis. 
Jeff  Cretan, a legislative aide in Su-
pervisor Wiener’s offi  ce, alluded to a 

“college student who is in [our offi  ce] 
but not getting credit” or payment. 

SF Weekly spoke with several in-
terns who confi rmed they’re not 

getting paid either.
What do such volunteers 

hope to earn from the experi-
ence besides résumé fodder? 

When SF Weekly posed that 
question to Cretan, he laughed 

and replied, “� at’s a strange 
question.”

Maybe City Hall considers a job 
well done its own reward.

SUCKA FREE CITYNEWS Beware of 
Floaters
Dumping on Dreamforce’s 
cruise ship hotel.

It’s no secret that San 
Francisco is short on places to 
sleep. Accommodations are so 
tight that tech 2.0 darling Sales-
force — which welcomed more 
than 135,000 of its cloud software 
customers to town last week for 
the annual Dreamforce convention 
— hired out a boat. As many as 
2,000 conventioneers slept aboard 
the Celebrity Infinity, moored at 
the new cruise ship terminal at 
Pier 27.

Cruise ships are notorious for 
generating stupendous amounts 
of waste. Usually, ships discharge 
garbage and effl  uvia into the 
open ocean — but ships are pro-
hibited from discharging waste 
within three nautical miles of 
the shore. In the Bay Area, ships 
navigating through the Golden 
Gate have to wait until they are 
as far as 25 miles away from 
shore to discharge waste, as the 
water near the Farallon Islands is 
a marine sanctuary. 

A cruise ship like the 
4,000-person Explorer of the Seas, 
owned by Royal Caribbean, cre-
ates as much as 45,000 gallons of 
raw sewage every day, according 
to Friends of the Earth. � e 
Dreamboat was smaller, and the 
people aboard were elsewhere in 
town during the day, but a con-
servative estimate is still several 
thousand gallons of sewage a day 
created by convention-goers. 

So what did the ship do with 
all that shit? A call to a Dream-
boat hotline set up for its time in 
port was not returned. Our best 
conclusion: Dreamforce’s least af-
fl uent attendees had some com-
pany in steerage. Chris Roberts

Nice Landlords 
Finish Last
A pro-tenant landlord says 
it’s easy to be ethical, but it 
doesn’t pay well. 

By Jeremy Lybarger

Ask Nato Green what’s it like 
to be be a landlord in San Francisco and 
he’ll tell you, “It’s like being a coke dealer 
in the ‘80s — you make a lot of money 
for doing nothing.” He’ll also quip that it’s 
the second easiest job in the world, 
behind being press secretary for the 
Secret Service.

A comedian by trade (and a San 
Francisco Examiner columnist), the 
left-leaning Green has been a landlord 
in Bernal Heights for more than a 
decade. He’s now also the the self-ap-
pointed president of Small Property 
Owners for Reasonable Controls 
(SPORC), a faux-PAC of “pro-tenant 
landlords” who own four or fewer 
units and support rent control and 
limits on evictions. 

Although he jokes about being 
a pariah — the body politic in this 
town may detest landlords even more 
than techies, and his renter-friendly 
positions are anathema to landown-
ers — Green is serious about housing 
reform. 

Sort of.

“SPORC is both a joke and not a 
joke,” he says.

He started the group a year and a 
half ago because he “wanted a reason 
to write jokes about landlords.” A bare-
bones Tumblr page and 113 Facebook 
followers later, SPORC fi nds itself in 
a particularly volatile moment in San 
Francisco’s rental market.

As an Airbnb-funded campaign 
plasters anti-Prop. F propaganda across 
the city and no-fault evictions continue 
apace, Green and likeminded landlords 
are urging their brethren to worry less 
about money and more about people.  

� is may not be as outlandish as 
it sounds. Since launching SPORC, 
Green become an accidental guru to 
landlords seeking advice about building 

a positive rapport with tenants — so 
much so that he’s thinking of writing 
a manual.

Not that he’s immune to the city’s 
siren song of astronomical rent. “� ere 
have been moments when I’ve wanted 
to gouge a yuppie,” he admits. 

Green knows that “morality will 
never win the market, but the plan for 
SPORC was to plant a fl ag for other 
progressive landlords to gravitate 
toward.” 

� e group is mostly a pet project 
for now, trading in soft power rather 
than political action, but Green thinks 
it could empower other landlords who 
are more concerned about preserving 
an economically and culturally diverse 
city than making bank. 

“I get paid some — not enough — 
as a comedian, but the money I make 
is a result of the work I put into the 
craft of performing and writing jokes,” 
Green says. “What I get paid as a 
landlord is because I got lucky. I wasn’t 
shrewd. I didn’t make the neighbor-
hood cool. I could just as easily have 
lost my shirt.”

Whether SPORC ever becomes 
more than an outlet for sardonic jokes 
depends on whether Green can recruit 
kindred spirits with deep pockets. Un-
til then, he’s content to remain a traitor 
to his class.

“� ere’s some amount of aggrava-
tion and risk from being a landlord, but 
it’s a whole lot easier than working for 
a living.”

Fred Noland


