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GLOSSARY AND ABBREVIATIONS  
501(c)(3) A specific Internal Revenue Service tax category for 

nonprofit organizations that are exempt from federal income 
tax. There are many types of nonprofit organizations; but 
those that qualify for 501(c)(3) status can say that donations 
made to them are tax deductible. 

Adopted Budget The budget document formally approved by the Board after 
public hearings and deliberations on the Recommended 
Budget. The Adopted Budget sets the funding levels for 
County departments for the following fiscal year. 

Balanced Budget A budget in which projected revenue equals projected 
spending. 

Board The County of Santa Clara’s five-member Board of 
Supervisors that establishes policies to address issues 
affecting the day-to-day operation of County government and 
is responsible for approving the County’s budget. 

Budget Hearings Public sessions where the Board reviews and discusses 
the Recommended Budget prepared by the Office of the 
County Executive.  

Community-Based 
Organization (CBO) 

A local organization that provides services in the community. 
Public entities frequently contract with CBOs to fill in gaps 
or meet the unique needs of the County population. 

Discretionary Spending Optional government spending that is not mandated by law or 
contract.  

Fiduciary Duty The legal responsibility to act solely in the best interest of 
another party. 

Fiscal Year (FY) The County of Santa Clara’s fiscal year begins July 1 and ends 
June 30 of the following year. 



 

Page 3 of 85 

NO STRINGS ATTACHED 

Grant A sum of money given by a government or other organization 
where the grantor does not expect to receive anything in 
return for giving the funds. 

Inventory Items 

 

One-time grants or sponsorships proposed by individual 
Board Supervisors and approved by the Board.  

Recommended Budget A budget proposed by the Office of the County Executive 
each year based on projected expenditures and revenues 
outlining the County Executive’s recommendations for 
funding levels for each County department. 

Sponsorship A type of donation by the County to support an event that is 
not organized and controlled by a County agency/department, 
Board office, and/or County Board or Commission. 

Supervisorial District One of five defined areas of the County, each represented by 
an elected Supervisor. 
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SUMMARY 
 
The Board of Supervisors (Board) for the County of Santa Clara (County) annually approves 
millions of dollars in one-time funding to various 501(c)(3) nonprofits ancillary to the established 
budget process. The Board refers to these one-time grants as “inventory items.” In the 2023-2024 
fiscal year, the County’s Adopted Budget included approximately 200 such inventory items 
totaling $8.1 million (County of Santa Clara, 2023).  Inventory items are proposed by each member 
of the Board and collectively approved by the Board.  
 
The 2023-24 Santa Clara County Civil Grand Jury (Civil Grand Jury) heard that the purpose of the 
inventory item program was to create a positive impact on the community and fill an important 
gap by supporting small, start-up nonprofits that would otherwise struggle to get funding through 
normal channels (such as County contracts with higher barriers to entry; for example, a competitive 
Request for Proposal process that a nascent organization may struggle to navigate). The Civil 
Grand Jury’s investigation has revealed that this stated purpose is not the reality of the program. 
Large established nonprofits are the primary beneficiaries of inventory item grants and several 
aspects of the administration of the inventory item program raise serious concerns.  
 
Each Supervisor handles the inventory item application and selection process differently. There 
are no clear and consistent rules, and each Supervisor's criteria for selection vary, leading to a lack 
of transparency about who is eligible for the inventory item grant. Applicant organizations’ 
proposals are not required to align with County strategic priorities and there are no established 
criteria for granting these discretionary funds. As of the beginning of 2024, there was no known 
process to vet applicants for duplicate requests or potential conflicts of interest. After the funds are 
allocated, there is no formal process for holding the organization accountable for how the funds 
were used.  
 
From time to time, the County administers grants for specific purposes. Typically, when the 
County offers a grant, recipients are required to provide a service to the public that the County is 
either not providing or that needs to be supplemented. There is no process with inventory items to 
determine whether this condition has been satisfied. Until March 2024, the Board had imposed no 
limits on the total dollar amount allocated except for a one-time cap enacted during the COVID-
19 pandemic. The lack of a funding cap has caused uncertainty and unpredictability for the Office 
of the County Executive (County Executive’s Office), where the Board-appointed County 
Executive is responsible for developing the County budget.  
 
During the Civil Grand Jury’s investigation, the Board formed an Ad Hoc Committee to make 
recommendations for establishing inventory item guidelines. In early 2024, the Board voted to set 
a temporary limit of $7 million for FY 2024-25, approved the use of a new cover sheet to 
streamline the approval process, and created a new website for improved transparency. However, 
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these initial steps fall short of what the Board should require to maintain the public trust and fulfill 
its fiduciary duties.  
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BACKGROUND 
 
County Revenues and Expenditures 
 
Every year, California’s 58 counties adopt local budgets that provide a framework and funding for 
public expenditures. County budgets are interrelated with federal and state budgets because a 
significant portion of county revenue comes from federal and state funding sources. Further, 
because counties perform many functions required by the state and receive substantial state 
funding, county budgets are shaped by state budget choices. 
 
Revenue is the estimated amount of money a county earns and receives that can be used for 
services and other purposes. A county’s ability to raise revenue is limited. For example, counties 
cannot increase the property tax rate to increase support for county-provided services, and the 
ability to raise other taxes requires voters’ approval.  
 
While revenue to the counties can be significant—over $10 billion in this County—those revenues 
are often allocated to specific services, and counties have only a limited amount of discretionary 
funds that a board can allocate consistent with local priorities (County of Santa Clara, 2023). 
Expenditures are how counties allocate revenue. State and federal revenues are typically allocated 
to health and human services, roads, transit, and other services. Thus, local revenues are important 
because they are mostly discretionary and can be spent on various local priorities.  
 
Budgeting in the public sector differs significantly from the private sector. A common practice in 
the private sector is for businesses to give gifts and charitable contributions to generate goodwill 
for the company; however, this conduct is prohibited with public funds. Counties are limited in 
how they can use those funds. California’s Constitution, article XVI, section 6, expressly prohibits 
“gifts” of public resources, often referred to as the ban on “gifts of public funds.” The legal test 
for determining whether funds are a gift is determining whether a valid public purpose justifies the 
use of public resources in the manner proposed. Government entities can grant funds to 
organizations consistent with a public purpose, for example, for the purpose of providing a service 
that complements or enhances a service that the public agency provides itself. 
 
County Budget Process 
 
Counties develop and adopt their annual budgets according to rules outlined in state law. Rules 
pertaining specifically to county budgets are found in the County Budget Act (Cal. Gov. Code 
sections 29000 to 29144). The budget development process must also adhere to the Ralph M. 
Brown Act (Cal. Gov. Code section 54950 et seq.), which requires that the Board’s deliberation 
about budgeting take place during public meetings.  
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Per the County Budget Act, both recommended and Adopted Budgets must be balanced, which 
means that the funding sources must equal the financing uses. The process of putting forth a 
Recommended Budget is the responsibility of the County Executive, the top administrator of the 
County whom the Board appoints. 
 
Every year, the County Executive proposes a Recommended Budget for the following fiscal year 
– that is, July 1 through June 30 – that outlines suggested funding levels for each County 
department. The Board reviews the County Executive’s recommendations and makes revisions 
during its annual budget workshops and hearings. After the public hearings, the Board approves 
and publishes the Adopted Budget, which sets the funding levels for County departments for the 
following fiscal year.  
 
County Grants  
 
The County allocates funds to various goods and service providers, including nonprofit 
community-based organizations (CBOs), through procurement contracts and grants. Grant funding 
allocation can be managed by the County Executive’s Office or, with delegated authority from the 
Board of Supervisors, by an individual County department and/or agency. Needs, requirements, 
and restrictions are typically spelled out on the department’s website, and a detailed application 
process is included. Typically, County grant funding includes open and competitive solicitation 
for qualified applicants. After funding, County staff actively monitor recipients of these funds to 
ensure specific standards and criteria have been met.  
 
County Sponsorships 
 
Section 3.68.2 of the Board Policy Manual defines sponsorships as a 

 … type of Donation by the County to support an event, including but not limited to, a 
conference, meeting, awareness campaign, educational seminar, social or cultural 
gathering, performance, or concert that is not organized and controlled by a County 
Agency/Department, Board office, and/or County Board or Commission.  

 
Section 3.68.3 states that sponsorships may be made only with the express authorization of the 
Board, or an agent of the County authorized by the Board for a specified purpose: “… 
[S]ponsorships must support an activity, event, or program that serves a County purpose.”  
 
The criteria for sponsorships are: 

• That they should not exceed $5,000 per grantee. 
• Board approval must occur at least 30 days before the event/activity so the County can be 

appropriately acknowledged as a sponsor. (The Board can waive this requirement at any 
time.)  
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• If an event is focused in one supervisorial district, the Board Supervisor should be involved 
in initiating the request.  

• Total sponsorships per fiscal year shall not exceed $20,000 per Supervisor. 
 
County Supervisors’ Use of “Inventory Items”  
 
In the County, individual Board Supervisors may submit budget proposals for one-time funding to 
nonprofit organizations of their choosing that are independent of the formal funding processes 
described above. Board modifications are referred to as “inventory items”: one-time grants or 
sponsorships that modify the Recommended Budget (see Appendix 1). It is important to note that 
inventory item grants come from public funds. 
 
Despite extensive efforts, the Civil Grand Jury could not find the original parameters, guidelines, 
or authorization for inventory items. The Civil Grand Jury learned that the practice dates back 
more than 25 years and was initially referred to as “Add-Backs” or the “ABC List” until 1999, 
when they were named “inventory items.” Inventory items may or may not be aligned with County 
priorities because there are no established criteria for granting these discretionary funds. At the 
end of the fiscal year, inventory items are included on the budget hearing agenda, and the Board 
votes on them for inclusion in the Adopted Budget.  
 
In 2012, the Board approved changes to the budget process that provided some structure for 
funding inventory items (see Appendix 2). The Board called for all inventory items greater than 
$100,000 or involving the addition/deletion of staff positions to be presented to a Board committee 
prior to the budget hearing. In addition, the Board approved a “Budget Inventory Proposal Form” 
to be completed by the Supervisors specifically to provide consistency in reviewing inventory 
items and to incorporate comments from the County Executive’s Office related to the item (see 
Appendix 3). However, the Board’s proposed form was strictly a budgetary tool and is no longer 
used. 
 
Inventory items may be subject to California Government Code section 84308 (“Levine Act”). 
The Levine Act requires a party (or their agent) to a proceeding involving a license, permit, or 
other entitlement to disclose any contribution of more than $250 that the party (or their agent) has 
made to a member of the Board of Supervisors or any other elected county officer within the 12 
months prior to the proceeding. A Board Member who has received such a contribution must also 
recuse from the proceeding unless they return the contribution within a specified timeframe.  The 
Levine Act also prohibits, during the proceeding and for 12 months following a final decision, a 
party (or their agent) from contributing more than $250 to any member of the Board of Supervisors 
or to any other elected county officer who may participate in the proceeding.  This California law 
aims to prevent “pay-to-play” politics. Pay-to-play refers to activities that unfairly influence public 
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officials seeking contracts, licenses, permits, or other entitlements. The law was enacted to 
promote transparency and fairness in the governmental decision-making process. 
 
As a response to budget challenges brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, the Board approved 
Board Policy 4.21 in May 2020 which temporarily capped the amount of inventory items at 
$500,000 per supervisorial district for FY 2020-21. No further caps or limitations on inventory 
items had been adopted before the start of the Civil Grand Jury investigation.  
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METHODOLOGY 
 
The Civil Grand Jury investigated the inventory item process by: 

• Interviewing over a dozen people with knowledge of the inventory item process. 
• Watching videos of Board meetings. 
• Reviewing the County Charter, County ordinances, the Board Policy Manual, and Rules of 

the Board. 
• Reviewing several inventory item proposals from all five County Supervisorial districts. 
• Reviewing Civil Grand Jury reports from other counties on discretionary spending. 

 
The Civil Grand Jury used these sources of information to analyze facts, and develop findings and 
recommendations for this report. 
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INVESTIGATION 
 
As the County’s Supervisors recognized at a January 2024 Board of Supervisors meeting: “There 
is no external source or influence that could impose restrictions or guidelines for this process if the 
Board does not propose and adopt them” (Ellenberg and Arenas, January 2024). 
 
Total Value and Number of Inventory Item Awards 
 
The Civil Grand Jury reviewed lists of approved inventory items by all Supervisors over multiple 
terms in office and found no pattern in the funding based on the number of awards granted, number 
of recipients, and dollar allocations by district. Year over year, the total dollar amount of approved 
inventory items varied considerably, as did the number of inventory items offered (see Figure 1). 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Amount and Count of Inventory Items by Fiscal Year. Data from the County of 
Santa Clara Budget and Finance website. 
 
Supervisors attribute the differences in funding amounts to geographic location and population 
size relative to need. Densely populated districts with a lower average income may have a higher 
need for inventory item funds. Additionally, some Supervisors prefer to give smaller amounts to 
many organizations, while others allocate larger amounts and focus on fewer organizations that 
further their legislative priorities. Thus, the inventory item process is not guided by an 
organizational philosophy when choosing how the inventory items are awarded. The chart below 
(Figure 2) shows the difference in proposed spending between Supervisorial Districts from year to 
year (see Appendix 1 for a complete report on historical Board spending on inventory items).  
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Figure 2: Total Value of Approved Inventory Items by Supervisorial District over five years. 
Excerpt from Appendix 1. 

The Civil Grand Jury frequently heard that inventory item funding is small relative to the overall 
County budget, which has doubled from $5 billion to over $10 billion in less than 10 years. In a 
January 2024 Board meeting, one Supervisor was quick to point out that the proposed expenditure 
for inventory items is less than one-tenth of one percent of the County’s overall budget, and 
therefore, insignificant. Nevertheless, it represents millions of public dollars of discretionary, 
annual funding. Further, inventory items are unique because they reflect funding allocations 
recommended by individual supervisors as opposed to funding recommendations made by the 
County Executive’s Office. Currently, the County is projecting a budget deficit of $180-$380 
million for FY 2024-25 (County of Santa Clara, 2024). The Board acknowledged at the same 
January 2024 Board meeting that “...County Administration is asking departments to reduce their 
budgets, some by more than 15% of their General Fund allocations...” (Ellenberg and Arenas, 
2024). Supervisors also recognize that they should be “setting an example of our own efforts” to 
utilize public funds responsibly, equitably, and transparently (see Appendix 4). No amount of 
money is insignificant when the County budget must be reduced, and every expenditure should be 
scrutinized. 
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Solicitation and Eligibility Requirements for Inventory Items 
 
The Civil Grand Jury investigated the solicitation and eligibility requirements for awarding 
inventory items during FY 2023-24. The County itself has no formalized process and leaves it to 
the individual Supervisor to create guidelines. The Civil Grand Jury found that no two Supervisors 
had the same process from start to finish (see Appendix 5 for a sampling of Supervisor application 
and eligibility information).  
 
Most Supervisors solicited applicants via email or individual newsletter distribution lists. One 
Supervisor accepted applications by invitation only. The Civil Grand Jury discovered that several 
inventory item recipients learned about the funding opportunity from a third party instead of from 
a Supervisor directly.  
 
Only one Supervisor had a formal application with requirements and guidelines for submission, 
which was available on the Supervisor’s website. One Supervisor had an informal list of 10 
requirements and questions that needed to be answered and submitted for consideration. This list 
was sent out after the recipients reached out to the Supervisor about the inventory item 
opportunities. The remaining Supervisors had minimal requirements for application and eligibility 
available upon request. None of the Supervisors asked applicants to identify which of the Board’s 
strategic priorities the proposal supported. 
 
The lack of a consistent and documented process for solicitation and eligibility of inventory items 
raises questions of equity and transparency across districts. Without a uniform application process, 
the County is unable to develop a comparative assessment for each inventory item applicant’s 
request. A formal and consistent application process would enable a healthy vetting process.  
 
Additionally, the inconsistent inventory item application process across Supervisorial Districts 
allows nonprofits to solicit inventory item funding from more than one Supervisor without 
disclosing that they have made multiple requests. Only one of the five Supervisors asked applicants 
if they applied for grants from other Supervisors. A review of the top inventory item recipients in 
FY 2023-24 (Figure 3) shows that certain organizations have been awarded inventory item grants 
from as many as three Supervisors. The Civil Grand Jury heard that this typically occurs when an 
organization serves a community across multiple districts; however, there is no check done to 
verify this. Moreover, nothing prevents the same organization from receiving funding from the 
inventory item program in addition to other County funding. The Supervisors are unaware of 
whether their recipient organizations have applied for and/or received inventory items, grant funds, 
or contracts from other County programs.  
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Proposal Name Sponsor(s) Amount 
Years in 

Operation 
East Side Union High School District Education 
Foundation Arenas/Lee/Chavez $275,000  15 
Bay Area Housing Corporation's Making Homes 
Work Program Una Casa Mas Simitian $250,000  7 
Camp Via West (Via Services Inc) Simitian $250,000  79 
Carry the Vision Arenas $249,396  14 
Jose Valdes Math Foundation Lee/Chavez/Simitian $235,000  35 
International Children Assistance Network (ICAN) Arenas/Chavez $189,345  20 
African American Community Service Agency Chavez/Arenas/Lee $185,000  46 
Elevate Community Center Chavez/Lee/Ellenberg $185,000  3 
Community Health Partnership Arenas $175,000  31 
Community Solutions - Direct Support to Survivors 
of Gender Based Violence Arenas $155,000  52 
AACI - Health Resources in the Cadillac Winchester 
Neighborhood Ellenberg $150,000  51 
Homelessness Services and Support Simitian $150,000  23 
Latina Coalition of Silicon Valley Chavez/Arenas $150,000  23 
African American Cultural Center Ellenberg $100,000  17 
Amigos de Guadalupe Center for Justice and 
Empowerment - Cesar Chavez Family Home Project Chavez $100,000  12 
Children's Discovery Museum of San Jose Chavez $100,000  34 
Collaborating Agencies' Disaster Relief Effort 
(CADRE) Chavez $100,000  35 
Human Agenda Arenas $100,000  22 
Next Door Solutions to Domestic Violence Chavez $100,000  53 
Parents Helping Parents Chavez  $100,000  48 
PARTI Program Chavez  $100,000  24 
SOMOS Mayfair Chavez  $100,000  27 

Figure 3: Top Inventory Item Recipients in FY 2023-24 Based on Dollars Allocated. Data 
from the County of Santa Clara Budget and Finance website (see Appendix 6 for full 
dataset). 

The Inventory Item Selection Process 

The method of selecting applicants for inventory item funds differed with each Supervisor. Most 
Supervisors utilize County staff to review the requests, although one Supervisor created a 
volunteer Community Review Panel of County residents to review applications. 
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The Civil Grand Jury repeatedly heard that the inventory item grants fill an unmet need for one-
time funds for small, less established nonprofits in the County who may lack the resources or 
contacts to apply for traditional County funding. Supervisors used the terms “mini grants” and 
“microgrants” to describe inventory items grants in Board meetings. The Civil Grand Jury could 
not determine a consistent County definition of these terms, but with an average grant amount in 
FY 2023-24 of $41,000, most of these awards cannot be considered small.  

When actual grant recipients, grant amounts, and allocation frequency are reviewed, the reality of 
the program becomes evident (see Figure 4). Most of the FY 2023-24 recipients are well-
established nonprofits, not small startups. One has over $69 million in assets. The oldest 
organization dates back 79 years, while only two began operating in the past decade. Some of the 
organizations also have existing procurement contracts with the County. The top recipient by 
dollars allocated in the last fiscal year, East Side Union High School District Education 
Foundation, received a total of six inventory item grants from three different Supervisors in 2023. 
Although many of the CBOs may be worthy, many do not appear to be connected to the business 
of the County. 
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Figure 4: Top 10 inventory item recipients over the past three years. Data from the County 
of Santa Clara Budget and Finance website. 
 
The Inventory Item Approval Process 
 
Based on the current budget schedule, all inventory items are placed directly on the final budget 
for approval and undergo budget hearings only if the amount is over $100,000. Inventory items 
less than $100,000 are placed directly on the budget consent calendar hearing agenda for approval. 
Consent calendar items are approved in a single motion with no discussion and therefore receive 
little to no genuine scrutiny. Although items can be pulled off the consent calendar for discussion, 
the Civil Grand Jury could find no evidence of this occurring in the case of inventory items. Nor 
were there any instances where Supervisors refused to approve each other’s inventory items. 
Consequently, the approval of each Supervisor’s inventory items by the Board is mostly a 
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formality. Supervisors can easily avoid scrutiny by making the awards less than $100,000 or 
awarding multi-year awards even though grants are supposed to be one-time. The net result is such 
that a single elected official has largely unregulated autonomy to award money to a particular 
organization of their choosing.  
 
Accountability and Oversight of Inventory Items  
 
Prior to disbursing funds, the County of Santa Clara Clerk of the Board of Supervisors (Clerk) 
requires that inventory item grant recipients sign a Grant Agreement (see Appendix 7) which 
primarily defines the terms of disbursement. The Grant Agreement also states which expense the 
grant will be used for; however, the information required is minimal and there are no established 
performance measures.  
 
After funds are disbursed, there is no formal County process for assuring accountability or 
measuring outcomes. Some Supervisors request that the recipients report back, but in practice, this 
request is not consistently enforced. The lack of oversight and follow-up leaves the County unable 
to fulfill its fiduciary duty to monitor and control the expenditure of County funds. 
 
Conflicts of Interest and Political Favoritism 
 
The existing funding process of inventory items creates an environment susceptible to conflicts of 
interest and political favoritism, or, at the very least, creates the perception of these issues. A 
conflict of interest occurs when the private interests and the official responsibilities of a person 
could compromise their judgment, decisions, or actions. Conflicts of interest in government are so 
serious that they are regulated. For instance, the California Fair Political Practices Commission 
states, “a public official has a disqualifying conflict of interest in a governmental decision if it is 
foreseeable that the decision will have a financial impact on his or her personal finances or other 
financial interests.” It further states that under these circumstances, “there is a risk of biased 
decision-making that could sacrifice the public’s interest in favor of the official’s private financial 
interests.” (California Fair Practices Commission, n.d.). Because inventory item allocations do not 
go through the regular budget process, many County officials view inventory items as political 
favoritism.  
 
Outside of the Levine Act, the County currently has no mechanism to measure or monitor whether 
inventory item grants directly or indirectly benefit constituents who are key political community 
supporters within a Supervisor’s District. It is logical to conclude that an inventory item proposed 
by an individual Supervisor would garner political support for that individual Supervisor from the 
recipients and their clients. A memorandum from the County Executive’s Office from the Budget 
Director dated September 5, 2023, suggested that because inventory items are subject to the Levine 
Act, it would be helpful for County Counsel to review them (see Appendix 1).  But the Levine Act 
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only governs inventory item grants that are given to applicants who, either directly or through an 
agent, also make campaign contributions. It does not address other potential sources of conflict or 
favoritism. 
 
Budgetary Impact of Inventory Items  
 
The lack of parameters on the inventory item program and the unpredictability of inventory item 
allocation have historically hindered the budget process led by the County Executive’s Office. As 
previously stated, the County Executive’s Office is tasked with developing a balanced 
Recommended Budget without knowing the exact total of inventory item funding. Under the 
current process, the County Executive’s Office provides a suggested spending guideline for each 
Supervisor in the Recommended Budget, but it is up to individual Supervisors to decide whether 
to abide by this recommendation. For example, in FY 2023-24, the County Executive’s Office 
Recommended Budget allocation was $500,000 per Supervisor or $2.5 million total, but the total 
inventory items the Board approved was $8.1 million—more than three times the recommendation. 
The County budget process begins several months prior to the end of the year. Inventory items are 
a last-minute addition, thus creating the need for the County Executive’s Office to reduce other 
County expenditures to accommodate the inventory item expenditure. While the County grapples 
with massive deficits, it appears wasteful to set aside millions for Supervisors to allocate as they 
wish. 
 
After the Board inserts its inventory items into the budget at the end of the budget workshop 
process, the County Executive’s Office must revise the Recommended Budget funding to 
accommodate the Board’s inventory item allocations. While an $8.1 million inventory item 
funding allocation may be small when compared to the entire County budget, this is not an 
insignificant sum of money. When the County Executive needs to cut the budget, additional 
funding of inventory items means that other priorities are not funded, and existing programs and 
positions may be cut altogether.  
 
Recent Changes to the Inventory Item Process 
 
The Civil Grand Jury studied the strengths and weakness of the Supervisors’ inventory item grant 
customs and practices for over a year. Recently, the Board acknowledged issues with transparency, 
accessibility, equity, predictability, and procedural uniformity surrounding inventory items. On 
January 23, 2024, Supervisors Ellenberg and Arenas brought forth a Board Referral detailing the 
lack of controls in place, confirming the lack of standardized notification and communication 
processes (see Appendix 4). The Board voted to temporarily cap inventory item spending at $1 
million per Supervisorial District, with an additional $2 million to be divided among the 
Supervisorial Districts in an equitable manner to meet areas that have higher needs. County staff 
were directed to return to the March 12, 2024, Board meeting to provide other options on how to 
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allocate the additional $2 million of funding. The $7 million total cap represents a 16% increase 
over the five-year inventory item funding average of $6 million, even though the County is 
currently facing a budget deficit. The five-member Board voted to approve the above guidelines 
with three yes votes, one no vote, and one abstention. 
 
On March 12, 2024, County staff and the Office of the County Counsel proposed Board Policy 
revisions establishing inventory item guidelines for FY 2024-2025 and FY 2025-2026 (see 
Appendix 8). The referral included amending Policy Manual Section 4.21 relating to a cap on 
budget inventory items, creating a cover sheet (see Appendix 9) for all budget inventory items 
applications, and approving an equity metric to determine the distribution of up to $2 million in 
funding to support inventory items in FY 2024-2025 based on relative need by Supervisorial 
District. The Board voted 4-1 to accept these recommendations. In April 2024, the County updated 
its website to include information about the inventory item process, including links to the new 
cover sheet, individual Supervisor application processes, and required Levine Act compliance 
forms for applicants. While the Civil Grand Jury commends the steps the Board has taken to 
improve transparency and accessibility of the existing inventory item process, unaddressed gaps 
still exist. Self-imposed guardrails voted on and approved by the Board are not enough to address 
the lack of consistency and accountability or the potential for political favoritism in the current 
process. The Board has already shown that they can and will change the guidelines at any time, as 
evidenced by reforms passed in 2012 and 2020 and later abandoned.   
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CONCLUSION  
 
The Board asserts that inventory items provide a niche one-time funding mechanism for less 
established, small 501(c)(3) nonprofits within the County. However, a review of grant recipients 
and award amounts does not support this claim. The current inventory item process has no known 
Board authorizing resolution, no consistent operational rules or controls, no permanent funding 
limits, and no specific accountability process. Further, the absence of a consistent set of application 
requirements for inventory items—including the organization’s mission, the funding purpose, and 
expenditure and progress reporting—creates uncertainty about whether the Board is fulfilling its 
responsibility to provide oversight of the appropriateness and productiveness of public funds 
expenditures. While the Board voted in March 2024 to accept the use of a new cover sheet for 
inventory items to promote transparency and efficiency, the Board has taken such action 
previously, but never implemented the new process. The lack of consistent guidelines prevents the 
County Executive’s Office from providing effective control over the expenditure and use of 
County funds and makes it more difficult to provide a balanced budget. Lastly, the Board’s current 
approach to inventory items does not address the potential for political favoritism and conflicts of 
interest in the award process. 
 
The inventory item program, as outlined by the Board, purports to have merit and admirable 
intentions; however, without a fundamental change in how the program is managed, it continues 
to have the appearance of being a tool for political favoritism.  
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Finding 1 
The Board’s role is primarily policymaking, oversight, and providing legislative authority. The 
Board does not have day-to-day operational responsibilities. As such, the Board is ill-equipped to 
administer and monitor the inventory item grant program. 
 
Recommendation 1  
The County should put the direction and management of the inventory item grant program under 
the County Executive’s Office and the Board should provide the County Executive with whatever 
policy direction the Board finds appropriate for an inventory item grant program.  
 
Finding 2 
Although the County has implemented an informational cover sheet, the County’s current 
inventory item program does not have a consistent solicitation approach, eligibility requirements, 
or approval criteria, creating great inconsistencies across the Supervisorial Districts in the manner 
in which County funds are recommended to be awarded.  
 
Recommendation 2 
The County should use a common online application process for all applicants, regardless of 
Supervisorial District. The application should include, at a minimum, the following information: 

• Applicant organization’s mission. 
• Size of the applicant organization. 
• Specific amount being requested. 
• Applicant organization’s annual budget. 
• Proposed summary program budget, including any indirect and/or administrative fees.  
• Description of how funds will be used and what County priorities they support.  
• The amount of matching or other grant or contract funds available or already received by 

the organization. 
• Anticipated measurable outcomes for the proposed program. 
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Finding 3 
The existing inventory item program has failed to meet the Board’s stated purpose, which is to 
give one-time grants to small, start-up CBOs, which would not otherwise have the means or 
expertise to request grants. 
 
Recommendation 3  
The County should create a consistent set of rules and guidelines for review and approval of 
inventory item awards that meets their goal of supporting smaller organizations, considering but 
not limited to the following: 

• Limit inventory item grants to organizations that do not have an existing contract with the 
County. 

• Set an annual $250,000 cap on total inventory item grants that each Supervisorial District 
can award. 

 
Finding 4  
The current inventory item program lacks effective recipient accountability to ensure inventory 
item grant money is used for its approved purposes, making it difficult for the County to judge the 
program’s effectiveness. 
 
Recommendation 4  
The County should require recipients to provide annual progress reports and financial reports, and, 
if needed, the County should audit the organization’s expenditure records.  
 
Finding 5 
Under the current process, a single elected official has largely unregulated autonomy to award 
public funds to a particular organization of their choosing using a system that lacks transparency. 
There is no way to avoid the appearance of favoritism in a grant program that the Board administers 
itself. 
 
Recommendation 5 
If the County does not agree with the previous four recommendations, then it should eliminate the 
current inventory item program entirely.  
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REQUIRED RESPONSES 
 
Pursuant to California Penal Code section 933(b) et seq. and California Penal Code section 933.05, 
the 2023-24 Santa Clara County Civil Grand Jury requests responses from the following governing 
body: 
 

Responding Agency Findings Recommendations 
County of Santa Clara    1, 2, 3, 4, 5  1, 2, 3, 4, 5 
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APPENDIX 1: Analysis Of Board Spending On Inventory Items 
 
The following report was created by the County in 2023 upon request of the Board to analyze 
historical spending on inventory items. 
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APPENDIX 2: 2012 Budget Process Reform 
 
In 2012, the Board approved changes to the budget process which provided additional structure 
around the process of funding inventory items. 
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APPENDIX 3: Budget Inventory Proposal Form 
 
The Inventory Proposal Form was created as part of the budget reforms approved in 2012. 
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APPENDIX 4: Board Referral Relating to a Board Policy 
Establishing Inventory Guidelines For Fiscal Year 2024-2025 And 
Fiscal Year 2025-2026 
 
This Board referral outlines proposed changes to the current inventory item process. 
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APPENDIX 5: Sample Inventory Item Application Requirements 
 
The following samples illustrate the wide range of criteria used by individual Supervisors during 
the inventory item application process. 
 
Sample 1: 
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Sample 2: 

 
 
Sample 3: 
 

  



 
 

APPENDIX 6: FY 2023-24 Budget Hearing Inventory of Budget Request 
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APPENDIX 7: Grant Agreement Template 
 
This grant agreement template defines the terms of both inventory items funding and other County 
grants.  
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APPENDIX 8: Budget Inventory Item Guidelines and Amended 
Board Policy 4.21 
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APPENDIX 9: Budget Inventory Item Cover Sheet 
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This report was ADOPTED by the 2023-24 Santa Clara County Civil Grand Jury on this 11th day 
of June, 2024. 
 
 
______________________________ 
Karen Enzensperger 
Foreperson 
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