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Good afternoon.

I want to thank the San

Francisco State Political Science Department
for inviting me to your Annual Commencement
Honors and Awards Ceremony this year.

I

consider it a genuine honor to address the
Class of 2004’s political science graduates —
along with their families and guests — and I
appreciate the opportunity to be here.
I earned my OWN undergraduate degree in
political science from Villanova University
almost, but not-QUITE, twenty years ago.

Not

long after, I went to law school, where my
youthful interest in politics was largely
abandoned in favor of a legal career —
practicing maritime law.
Though I stayed somewhat active in politics
over the years — serving in the U.S. Maritime
Administration in President Clinton’s first
term; as a member of the local Democratic Party
Central Committee here in San Francisco — my
career was largely removed from politics.
In early 2001, however, a unique opportunity
presented itself on San Francisco’s political
scene.

Louise Renne — who had been appointed

City Attorney in 1986 after the death of her
predecessor — decided not to seek re-election.
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So for the first time in more than a
generation, no incumbent would be running for
City Attorney.

And as much as I loved my law

practice, I knew this was one job that would
cause me to walk away from it.
For a lawyer with an interest in public
service, there could be no more rewarding job
than City Attorney of San Francisco.
So I ran.

I got lucky that a couple others

DIDN’T run.

And after a long, hard, uphill

campaign, I won.
So if my brief political career holds a lesson
for you graduating students here this
afternoon, I suppose it’s this:

• Some of you may not get around to actually
USING your political science degrees right
away.

Don’t worry — they’re STILL useful

down the road.

Take my word for it.

It took me a long time — about 15 years, in
fact — but I FINALLY have something to write my
political science professors about.
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Admittedly, I’m no political veteran.

For

that, you’ll hear from Willie Brown tomorrow.
I actually began my political CAREER around the
same time you graduates here today were
beginning your political STUDIES.

And I don’t

know how YOUR four years have been, but I must
tell you — as I approach the end of my first
term next year — MINE have been a blast.
I’m sure you’re all familiar with John F.
Kennedy’s quote about politics being a noble
profession.

And I would hope — as political

science graduates —it’s
you share.

a sentiment most of

Just as I do.

Still, I don’t think it was until I actually
held office that I fully appreciated the many
opportunities public service holds to give
back, to contribute to your community, and to
make a real difference in people’s lives.
Far more than you can imagine.

Or, at least,

far more than I imagined before I was elected.
Now, for those of you who may not be familiar
with what a City Attorney does, let me explain
a bit about it.
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First, I’m not the District Attorney.

And

don’t feel bad if that’s news to you.

Not a

week goes by that I don’t have to explain to
someone that the CITY Attorney is a different
from the DISTRICT Attorney.
That I am not, in fact, Kamala Harris.
As City Attorney, I’m the city’s CIVIL lawyer.
The D.A. is our CRIMINAL prosecutor.
Put another way, District Attorneys work hard
to put bad guys in jail.

CITY Attorneys work

hard to take bad guys’ money — on behalf of the
City, of course.

And also to prevent the

CITY’S money from being taken by bad guys.
City Attorneys — my deputies, and there are
nearly 200 of them, aided by another 150-or-so
investigators and legal professionals — also…

• Provide legal counsel to all the officials,
departments and commissions of San
Francisco’s local government.

• We defend the City in all civil litigation,
ranging from multi-million dollar lawsuits to
small claims cases.
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• We draft all legislation for the Board of
Supervisors.

• We provide title and summary for all local
ballot measures.

• And we approve as to form all City contracts
— many of which we’ve probably ALSO had a
hand in negotiating.
We also file lawsuits on BEHALF of the City,
which is called “affirmative litigation.”

And

that’s probably what we’re best known for.
Since I’ve been City Attorney, we’ve filed a
number of affirmative cases to make good on
commitments I made to voters a few years ago.
To defend the integrity of our public
institutions, I’ve made a priority of pursuing
fraud in public contracting.

• We sued City Tow for rigging its public
auctions and ripping off taxpayers in the
process.
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• We sued a construction giant called TutorSaliba Corporation for an elaborate pattern
of fraud involving millions of dollars in
contracts at SFO.

And last week we won a key

victory ensuring that our racketeering
charges will be heard in Federal Court.

• If you read this morning’s Chronicle, you may
have seen the story on the front page of the
Bay Area section about a whistleblower action
I filed against a subsidiary of NEC
Corporation that tried to defraud San
Francisco schools.
Acting on behalf of our Unified School
District, we turned over to the U.S. Justice
Department the results of our investigation
that revealed a scheme to defraud a worthy
federal program to help disadvantaged schools
bridge the “Digital Divide.”

It was a

pattern of fraud we believed was occurring in
school districts throughout the nation.
And we were right.
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Yesterday, the U.S. Justice Department
announced a civil and criminal settlement
with NEC Business Network Solutions totaling
$20.6 million.

And as the whistleblower

responsible for exposing the company’s
wrongdoing, I’m proud to say that San
Francisco schools will receive a reward of
nearly $3.4 million.
It’s extremely gratifying, of course, to
reach a settlement that will bring such
significant, tangible benefits to San
Francisco schoolchildren.

But it’s no less

gratifying to see justice done against
corporate criminals who would steal from the
most vulnerable, least advantaged
schoolchildren in America.
I’ve also had the opportunity as City Attorney
to use our affirmative litigation power to
advance and defend larger interests.

To work

for objectives that are not only consistent
with San Francisco’s values, but with its
longstanding tradition of national leadership.
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• Acting on behalf of San Francisco General
Hospital, we became the only municipality in
the nation to join in the constitutional
challenge to the Bush Administration’s ban on
so-called “partial birth abortions” — a
POLITICAL term, not a MEDICAL term — that
represents the most serious attack on
reproductive rights in a generation.
We’re expecting a decision from the Federal
Court for Northern California sometime this
summer.

And there’s no doubt that we’ll be

heading to the U.S. Supreme Court after that
to continue our fight to protect a woman’s
right to safe, legal abortion in America.
Even beyond those high-profile cases, however,
is another I suspect most of you have heard
about.

And that’s our constitutional challenge

to state laws that prohibit marriage between
same-sex couples.
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This is perhaps the most important struggle for
equality and civil rights of our time.

And I’m

very proud — indeed, I hope we can ALL be proud
— that San Francisco is again at the forefront,
fighting to end discrimination that has for too
long denied the rights and responsibilities of
marriage to gay and lesbian couples.
As you may know, earlier this week (in what has
been quite a busy week for us) the state
Supreme Court heard arguments in the marriage
case on the narrow question of whether Mayor
Gavin Newsom exceeded his authority in issuing
marriage licenses to same-sex couples.
We argued that the Mayor had not only the
right, but the DUTY to uphold the equal
protection clause of the California
Constitution, which prohibits discrimination.
We also argued that even if the court should
hold OTHERWISE — finding that Mayor Newsom DID
exceed his authority as the City’s chief
executive — the licenses San Francisco issued
should not be invalidated UNLESS and UNTIL the
Supreme Court upholds the state’s
discriminatory marriage laws as constitutional.
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Given the amount of news the arguments received
this week, it would be easy to believe that
this issue is critical to our efforts to end
discrimination against gay and lesbian couples.
It isn’t.
In truth, this week’s arguments dealt only with
a narrow issue that’s secondary to the larger
questions our office will raise later this
summer in the trial court — in City and County
of San Francisco v. State of California.
Now don’t get me wrong: we’re certainly not
conceding the question of mayoral authority.
And we made the most persuasive case we could
to the high court this week.

But it’s

important to recognize, too, that even a LOSS
on that question isn’t necessarily a setback in
the larger context of same-sex marriage.
In fact, some legal pundits have speculated it
may be quite the opposite.
Nonetheless, we’re confident that our strongest
arguments for equality are still in front of
us.

That on the issue of marriage rights for

gay and lesbian couples in California, San
Francisco has not yet begun to fight.
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Now given that this ISN’T a graduating law
school class, I’ll spare you the preview of our
legal case.
But given that this IS a graduating class of
future politicians and political junkies, I’ll
share instead my observation on some of the
POLITICS of the same-sex marriage issue — a
behind-the-scenes perspective on what went on
in City Hall last February.
Some day, I’m sure historians will set out to
write about what will either be a landmark
legal case or colossal political miscalculation
in California.

And I’m sure they’ll speculate

about the elaborate political strategizing that
went into Mayor Newsom’s decision to issue the
marriage licenses that began it all.
And in doing so, those historians will flatter
us for having far more foresight and political
acumen than ANY of us in City government is
actually CAPABLE of.
In truth, it began very simply — as “a simple
matter of justice,” a term Harvey Milk once
used to described the struggle for gay and
lesbian equality.
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The Mayor’s decision was bold and courageous.
And if it was shrewd politics, too, well —
suffice it to say that none of us was quite so
sure at the time.
And if it seems like shrewd politics NOW, with
the benefit of hindsight, well — suffice it to
say that it’s probably STILL too soon to tell.
The truth is, as much as critics would charge
that this was San Francisco’s OWN political
ploy, I can tell you that you wouldn’t have
found a political consultant within 100 miles
of City Hall in early February who would have
predicted that this would be good for ANY of
our political careers.
Indeed, you may remember that the first
negative reactions were in many ways the most
troubling — from liberal Democrats and some
national gay rights leaders who objected to it
as a rash move.
planned.

It wasn’t the way it was

It wasn’t the right time.

It wasn’t

part of a grand strategy.
And it wasn’t.

It was a simple matter of

justice — about doing what seemed right.
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We were certainly prepared for a political
reaction.

But I don’t think any of us was

prepared for the very human reaction that began
to appear before our eyes — and the eyes of the
world.
As lines began to form at City Hall — where Joe
Dimaggio and Marilyn Monroe were married —the
County Clerk’s office had to stay open over
President’s Day weekend to accommodate the
demand.

By Valentine’s Day, February 14th, the

line for same-sex marriage licenses stretched
literally around the building — which occupies
two full city blocks.

Couples arrived from

around the nation — even from around the world
— to take part in it.

They braved torrential

storms, camped out overnight and cheered each
and every couple that emerged as newlyweds
—gay

and straight alike.

The news media took notice.

There were so many

satellite uplinks parked on Civic Center Plaza,
in fact, some were concerned for the structural
integrity of the parking garage beneath it.
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Far from the “riots” Governor Schwarzenegger
mentioned on national television, the few antigay protests were small, isolated anomalies
that were soon dwarfed by demonstrators
—again,

gay and straight alike — who supported

the marriages, and did so peacefully.
When we successfully fought back court
challenges to allow the marriages to continue
past President’s Day weekend, the outpouring of
support continued.

For one remarkable month,

City Hall would see throngs of families arrive
to celebrate the unions of their sons and
daughters, brothers and sisters, parents and
friends. Even celebrities and politicians.
Rosie O’Donnell married her partner.

Board of

Equalization Chair Carole Migden married Cris
Arguedas — two longtime friends of mine.
Supervisor Aaron Peskin married his grade
school sweetheart — to her lesbian partner.
Which brought closure to a part of his life, he
said.

And also renewed a childhood friendship.
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The marriages last February were a source of
many inspiring stories of people — male and
female, gay and straight, residents and
visitors — who came together in an outpouring
of love and respect and human dignity.
And, yes, family values.
Apart from being tremendously important for the
cause of equal rights, what happened with samesex marriage in San Francisco was without doubt
the most inspiring and deeply moving occurrence
I have ever witnessed in American politics.
And not a day goes by in the City Attorney’s
Office that I am not enormously grateful for
the opportunity to be a part of that.
Likewise, I’m grateful for the many other
opportunities my career in public service
affords:

• To fight to defend the integrity of our
public institutions.

• To work on the many state and national
policies that affect our City.
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• And to lead the efforts of CITY policies that
shape our state and nation.
So to anyone who doubts the nobility or
importance of the paths you political science
graduates have chosen, I can testify that
you’ve chosen wisely.
John F. Kennedy was right: politics IS a noble
profession.

It holds enormous opportunities to

give back, to contribute to your community, and
to make a real difference in people’s lives.
And while I didn’t choose it as my immediate
career path when I graduated, I can honestly
say that I haven’t been this certain about why
I majored in political science since I was 19
years old.
And to the Class of 2004, I wish the same for
all of you.
Thank you.
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