National City Officials Violated State Law in
Turkey Giveaway
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By Alberto Garcia
Investigative Reporter

A City Councilman gave away free turkeys in November and later received reimbursement from his City Manager,
all in viofation of state Constitutional restrictions and faws prohibiting the gift of public funds.

Jose Rodriguez, a City Councilman in National City, held an event at a local park on the Saturday before
Thanksgiving ostensibly to showcase upcoming improvements to the park but the event turned into a food
giveaway when hundreds of turkeys were distributed to random people who showed up.

The event was publicized as being hosted by both Rodriguez and Councitwoman Ditas Yamane who represent
adjoining Council districts.

Yamane claims she organized sponsors to provide free food and gifts for people without using any City resources
or funds from her own allocation of City funding.

But Rodriguez organized the delivery and distribution of hundreds of frozen turkeys then sought and received a
reimbursement of $7,120 from a $100,000 annual taxpayer fund each Councilmember individually controls.

Rodriguez later posted a video on his Faceboak profile highlighting the event.
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The California Constitution and state law prohibit the use of public funds without direct public benefit, explicitly
banning the gift of monetary and non-ronetary gifts that are not directly related to the business of the
government agency.

Turkey giveaways are common among politiclans, but other events La Prensa San Diego researched found sponsors
or donors to cover the cost of the turkeys that were given away.

Local State Assemblywoman Dr. Akilah Weber alsc held a turkey giveaway in Navember in conjunction with the San
Diego Food Bank and Feeding San Diego. All of the food given away was provided by donors and sponsors without
using any public funds.

The Califarnia Constitution prohibits any government agency from making "any gift or authorize the making of any
gift, of any public money or thing of value to any individual, municipal or other corporation whatever.”

California Government Code also creates penalties for violations of the gift of public funds, including "a civil penalty
not to exceed one thousand doltars (31,000) for each day on which a violation occurs, plus three times the value of the
unlawful use of public resources.”

Government agencies can and do create programs to give food and other things of value to residents but it must
be done under an approved plan or program to promote the goals of the agency, including welfare programs,




health care services, and even homeless shelters.

But the decision of one lone Councilman to give away turkeys without any vote or discussion by the City Council is
not consistent with state law, accarding to two local attorneys interviewed by La Prensa San Diego.

Councilman Rodriguez did not request or receive any approval for the expenses before he sought reimbursement
from the City under a recently approved plan for each Councilmember to have up to $100,000 per year to spend on
community outreach.

Under the City's reimbursement rules, a department head must sign off on payments. Mayor Morrison is the
department head of the City Council but he daclined Rodriguez's request on December 12th.
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The same day, City Manager Ben Martinez averrode Morrison's denial and approved the issuance of a warrant or
check. Check number 366559 was issued to Rodriguez on December 14th.
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The City budget approved by the Council in July was the first to include the $100,000 for each of the four district
Councilmember, but anly three of the five members voted for the new slush funds, Counciimembers Jose
Rodriguez, Ditas Yamane, and Marcus Bush supported the measure while Mayor Ren Morrison and Councilmember
Luz Molina opposed it.




The Mayor is the only member of the Council that already received a $131,000 office budget and is also a full-time

elected official who receives a $62,500 annual salary, while the part-time Councilmembers receive annual salaries of
$18,560.

Just months after the new funds were allocated, Councilman Rodriguez requested to use the funds to hire four

politically connected individuals as community cutreach staff through part-time independent contractor
agreements.

State law does not allow companies or even government agencies to miscategorize independent contractors to do
work traditionally conducted by employees.

La Prensa San Diego exposed Rodriguez's request in a November 22, 2023 article and his requests for the
contractors were eventually dropped,

Rodriguez did not respond to a request for comment on this story.
Martinez did not return repeated messages and an email asking for comment.

City Attorney Barry Schultz did not respond to a message and email sent requesting comment for this story.
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FINANCE DEPARTMENT

1243 National City Blvd., National City, CA 81950-4397
ficcounts Payable Section (§19) 3384337

REQUEST FOR WARRANT

Date: 11/22/2023

A raquest for Warrant is requirad before Finance can prepare a warranticheck for payment an iterns that are pot encumbered by a Pugchase Order.

P d By:
j PR BV Esther Clemente

Title:

Exacutive Assistant

| Dept Name:
City Manager

Description:

Reimbursement for Purchase of Turkeys for Giveaway at the 11/18/23

Community District Update Event at El Toyon Park

| Department Director (Typed): Mayor Ron Morrison
Director’s Signature:

City Manager Approval (Ssee Instructions Below) Signature:
1 Check if CM appraval is not required
(1 Check if request is budgeted

1 Vendor/Payee Name:

Councilmember Jose Rodriguez

m(u/g}

Vendor#:

29419

Address

Amount
001-401-092-212-0000 7.143.45

COMMENTS

REMIT o Finanoe

INSTRUCTIONS - Payment is allowed for flems in the approved Gily Budget.

required unless Dept. Head is requestor and approver. Giy Manager approval Is required for charges to all general fund (001) non-departmental
accaunts except for CIP projects. Distrbution information is the account number the expense will be charged to. Multiple account numbers or a

single account number 1s requirad,




112223

CITY OF NATIONAL CITY

12/12/2023

ACCOUNTS PAYABLE CHECK

REIMBURSEMENT - CM JOSE RODRIGUEZ

NO.

366559 '

T 143.45

PAY . Seven Thousand One Hundred Forty Three Dollars and Forty Five Cents

IW City of National City
‘California

PLEASE DETACH BEFORE DEPOSITING

The Treasuref of the ' . USBANK -

90-3582
1222

7 143 45

. NON-NEGOTIABLE
TO THE RODRIGUEZ, JOSE ) Wayor
ORDER CITY EMPLOYEE ) 5 .
oF 1243 NATIONAL CITY BLVD MNOM-NEGOTIABLE
NATIONAL CITY, CA 91950 T
VOID AFTER 90 DAYS
CORY COPY

COoPY - COPY COPY




Ben Martinez

T P T Y L
From: Jose Rodriguez
Sent: ) Thursday, December 7, 2023 4:01 PM
To: Ben Martinez
Subject: Reimbursements

Hi Ben, ‘

| purchased the turkeys at Restaurant Depot using the membership from Iglesia Emmanuel on November 159,

| paid for the turkeys using my personal credit card so | am seeking reimbursement, '

The turkeys were transported to the D3/D2 Community Event at El Toyon Park on Saturday, November 18" for the
distribution to National City families.

Thank you,

Jose Rodriguez

Council Member

City of National! City

1243 National City Blvd., Nafjonal City, CA 91850

T: 618.510-5589 | jrodriguez@nationaleityca.goy
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Total Cases: 0
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20771590000 77159

. 20771590000 77159

20771590000 77159
20771590000 77159
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20771590000 77159
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20771590000 77159
20771590000 77159
20771590000 77159

999999950014 950014

Total Units : 4217
Total Piecas : 4217.06
Cube/Weight: 4,215,00 / 4,295.00

TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 5P
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 5P
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69
TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69

. TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP

i/1.69

TURKEY HEN 10-14 5P
1/1.69

TURKEY HEN 10-14 SP
1/1.69

WOOD PALLETS
1/10.00

1.69
1.69
1,69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1,69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69
1.69

10,00

U 50.02 B84.53
U 40,89, 84731
U 58.46 98.80
U 52,20 88.22
U 49.64 83.89
U 53.99 91.24
U B3.37 90.20
U 5394 91.16
U 47272 80.65
U  53.06 89.67
U 5054 85.41
u 49.40l‘ 83.45
U 50,00 84,50
U 52.52 88.76
U 4890 82.64
U 54.83 92.66
U 5296 89.50
U 52.85 89.32
U 5246 88.66
U 54.67 92,39
U2,145.31 3,625.57

1] 2.00 20.00
Sub-Total 7,143.45

belivery Charge 0.00

Grand Total 7,143.45

Comments:

Inveoice Comment here,

Customer Signature:

Priver Signature:




11/16/2023 9:48:26 AM

( [Branch: 603 - 1335 Cesar E. Chavez Pkwy, San Diego, CA 92113
-{ Phone: 619«233=0200 Fax: 619-233-0260

Branch 603 San Diego,CA

1/1.6%

Invoice 225383
Customer 60300256 . Order Date 1171672023
Business Name IIEGMLI\EiIEJPl\J PE}]IF TODISTA LIBRE Grder Amount 7,143.45
Address 2529,D AVE Amount Paid 0.00
glfgégyg;'fm{' CA Balance Due 7,143.45
Phone | | 6194740766 g‘;‘;‘t’:“ From 205168
Involced By: 21663-DAN - BM CAMACHO
Line urc Item Description Price C/U Qty Total T
1 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10-1%123 169 U 5255  88.81
2 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10-1%;.5; 168 U 5467 9239
3 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10;},‘1"23 166 U 5251  88.74
4 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10'1?‘1‘23 1,69 U 5516  93.22
5 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10"1%.25 169 U 5298  89.54
6 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN mﬁigg 169 U 53.66  90.69
7 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10'1:}‘1‘2: 160 U 4742 80,14
8 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10'1%.25 1.69 U 49.88  B84.30
9 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10'&‘1{2; 1.69 U 5299  89.55
10 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 1013;‘1*.2; 169 U 4742 80.14
11 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10;&?2; 1.69 U 5246  B8.66
12 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 101}‘1“23 169 U 49.40 83,49
13 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN mﬁjgg 169 U 49.68  83.96
14 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 103‘1‘?5 1.69 U 4692  79.29
15 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10;&411.28 169 U 49.47  B3.60
16 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN miﬁ‘lgg 1.69 U 4931  B83.33
17 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 1”'1’;‘1‘"2: 169 U 5446  92.04
18 20771590000 77159 TURKEYHEN 10 056 169 U 5296 89.50
19 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 103,‘1"22 1.69 U ‘5493 9283
20 20771590000 77159 TURKEY HEN 10-14 5P g U 4050  83.66




11/46/2023 1.8:11:10 AM Branch 603 San Diego,CA

Customer Payment Receipt

Customer 60300256, IGLESIA METODISTA LIBRE EMMANUEL
Contact GERARDO ORTIZ GUILLEN
Address 2529, AVE
NATIONAL CITY, GA 919507024
Phone 6194740766

You have the following outstanding balances ¢n your account as of 11/16/2023

Invoice Balance .00
Chacks with

Insufficiant Funds 0.00
Checks in Collection 0.00
Store IOU Balance D.00

The following payments were made on your account on 11/16/2023

Date Deabt Payment Mathod Amount Referaence Numbaear
11/16/2023 INVOICE CASH 7,143,455

oW GooRLtGuETw

. ‘%{EEETAURANT BERGT WAYS
735 CESAR E CHAVEZ py : TA 5
SAN DIEGD, CA, 92113132\&’5‘( % TURRSY G

619-733:0200

y 4 f\ LN { 4D
1316/23 10,1129 -~ ’1(;’*“)\,.5 Qﬁ?,\‘i.
Marchant 10 a1 4597
Farm D #4950
SA L [}T MMM_MM,,,_WWM._.W o
’ M— N
m VIBA b{)\.wD‘.gC\Q.fi\Q Qo0 0
ntry Method: hip Read Contact

Appy Code: 071664
Transaction 10 8351
Payment Type: CREDIT
cardhalder: RODRIGUEZ/ISE A
lrvoice: 35

Response: APPROVAL
Approved: Online

Net Nama:ViSA

Kat 1002

o code:xB0 (ARQE)

VIS CREDIT
AID: ADGDOOO003 1010
TVR: BNB0OCB000

- 5800 .
lr‘l ?&2529375451@57
1A 0601120304000
ARC: 00

Total usH % 7.143.45

Custamear Copy
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Karla Apalategui : ‘ _

From: : Molly Brennan

Sent: Thursday, December 14, 2023 9:30 AM
To: ' Karla Apalategui; Rachelle Barrera
Subject: ) RE: Reimbursement for CM Rodriguez

Hi Karla & Rachelle,

The Clity Manager and City Attorney said to move forward with processing the payment to the Councnlmember They are
aware that the City received cash donations or donated turkeys in the past to avoid the gift of public funds issue. They
are also aware that this purchase does not follow the purchasing section of the municipal code. | will share additional
information on their Ioglc with the whole AP group once it is received

Molly

From: Karla Apalategui <kapalategU|@natlona!utyca gov>

Sent: Wednesday, December 13, 2023 9:10 AM

To: Molly Brennan <mbrennan@nat|onalutyca gov>; Rachelle Barrera <RBarrera@natlonaICItvca gov>
Subject: RE: Reimbursement for CM Rodriguez

Molly, : : :

Using “City Funds” is not my concern in this case because the council member does have a budget and the Intention was
serving the community, just lke we do with our community breakfast, Christmas event and other events the city
provides through the year.

My concern in this case is that the director of the department (in this case the Mayor) did not informed the council
member of our city’s purchasing procedures. For future invoices, that department needs to be knowledgeable of
paperwork and approvals needed prior processing these types of purchases.

Than‘k you,

Karla Apalategui
- Senior Accounting Assistant
Finance Department
City of National Gity
1243 National City Blvd., National City, CA 91950
T: 619.336.4572 | aQalategut@natlonalcttvca gov

Wabsite | Faeeboek | instegram | Twitter | l.mkadln—

From: Molly Brennan <mbrennan@nationalcityca.gov>

Sent: Wednesday, December 13, 2023 8:32 AM

To: Karla Apalategui <kapalategui@nationalcityca.gov>; Rachelle Barrera <RBarrera@natlonalmtvca gov>
Subject: RE: Reimbursement for CM Rodriguez

Hi Karla,




Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Using City funds to buy turkeys is a gift of public funds and this issue has
come up in prior years as well. Please do not process the payment. | will discuss with Ben and the City Attorney’s office.

Thanks,
Molly

Molly Brennan

Administrative Services Director

City of National City

1243 National City Blvd., National City, CA 91950

T: 619.336.4265 | mhrennan@nationalsityca.gov
Website | Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Linkedin

~ From: Karla Apalategui <k égalateg'ui@nationalcityea.gg\p
Sent: Tuesday, December 12, 2023 5:03 PM

To: Rachelle Barrera <RBarrera@nationalcityca.gov>; Molly Brennan <mbrennan@nat|onalc1wca gov>
Subject: Reimbursement for CM Rodriguez

Importanqe. High

Rachelle and Molly, :
| need your direction for attached reimbursement.

€M Rodriguez is requesting reimbursement for a turkey purchase Mayor Morrison declined the purchase; however, City
Manager approved it.

What is the correct direction to take,

Please advise,

Karla Apalategui

Senior Accounting Assistant

Finance Department

City of National City

1243 National City Blvd., National City, CA 91950

T: 619.336.4572 | kapalatepui@nationalcityca.gov
Wsbhsite | Facebook | Instagram 1| Twitter | Linkedin
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NC Councilman's
Campaign Finances
Questioned After More
Self-Loans

Y

Author: La Prensa

Created: 22 November, 2023 - 13 rin read %)

By Arturo Castafiares
Editor-at-Large

A National City Councilman who lost his 2022 race for Mayor last year
loaned his failed campaign nearly $30,000 last month to pay off debt



just one day after a La Prensa San Diego story exposed him as part of

a wide-ranging scheme orchestrated by a local political consultant.

José Rodriguez, who was elected to the City Council of National City
in November 2020, ran unsuccessfully for Mayor in last November's

election which saw incumbent Mayor Alejandra Sotelo-Solis lose her
seat to Councilman Ron Morrison who had previously served three

terms as Mayor.

Rodriguez ended up only 68 votes behind Morrison who won with a
total of 3,385 votes, and Sotelo-Solis was in third place with 2,499

votes.

Before being elected to the City Council in 2020, Rodriguez ran

unsuccessfully for City Council in 2016 and 2018,

Rodriguez, 37, was one of several local Democratic candidates, along
with the San Diego County Democratic Party, who ended their
campaigns last year with a combined total of more than $250,000 in

unpaid bills for campaign mailers sent to voters without being paid
for before the election and over $200,000 worth of invoices still

remain outstanding.

In National City, Rodriguez ended his mayoral campaign with $46,982
in outstanding bills, including $36,982 owed to Margin Victories, a
local political consulting firm owned by Jehoan Espinoza.
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Espinoza also helped several other local candidates last year,
including Ammar Campa-Najjar's run for Chula Vista Mayor, Chula
Vista City Councilmembers Jose Preciado and Carolina Chavez, and
billed nearly one million dollars to the San Diego County Democratic
Party for helping their efforts for multiple candidates.

Margin Victories has worked closely and in association with another
local political firm, Grassroots Resources, owned by Jesus Cardenas.
Espinoza was employed by Grassroots Resources through 2022, and



continued to use that firm as a sub-contractor on several campaigns
last year,

View PDF

geteasypdf.com

Cardenas, along with his sister, Chula Vista City Counciiwoman Andrea

Cardenas, were indicted last week on 12 felony counts related to a
fraudulent COVID-era federal loan obtained by they company,
Grassroots Resources.

Rodriguez's outstanding invoices to Margin Victories includead
$18,214 owed to TMC Direct, a local printing and mailing services
broker, and $7,127 owed to the US Postal Services, for postage costs
associated with campaign mailers sent during the campaign. An
additional $3,641 was owed to Margin Victories for political
consulting.

$10,000 of the debt was money Rodriguez loaned to his own
campaign on September 19, 2022.

Rodriguez, who serves as his own campaign treasurer with the help of
a professional assistant treasurer, reparted raising a total of only
$54,720.62 from donors but spending $102,118.56, including the
$46,982 in debt, and maintained $980.16 of cash on hand at the end
of the year. He did not report raising any additional donor
contributions between election day on November 8th and the end of
the calendar year.

The next campaign finance report Rodriguez filed in July for the first
half of 2023 did not show any contributions received from donors,
but included an additional $8,000 he loaned to his campaign on
February 7, 2023,

Rodriguez used the money from the loan to pay two Margin Victories
invoices; one for $1,300 for consulting services, and another for
$6,700 for campaign telephone calls made before the election.
Rodriguez did not make any payments toward the $18.214 owed for
campeaign mailings or the $7,127 owed for postage.

At that point in time, the outstanding invaices for maifings were for
campaign literature sent to voters nine months earlier.

Last manth, La Prensa San Diego contacted Rodriguez in preparation
for a news article relating to outstanding debt incurred by several




campaigns run by Margin Victories and Grassroots Resources,
including Rodriguez, County Supervisor Nora Vargas, Chula Vista City
Councilman Jose Preciado, and Andrea Cardenas.

View PDF

-

geteasypdf.com D

During two separate phone calls, Rodriguez acknowledged the debt
but did not give any indication that he was working toward paymg
the outstanding invoices.

A La Prensa San Diego n=ws articls on October 10th exposed a web

of campaigns run by Margin Victories and Grassroots Resources since
2020 that all ended their efforts with campaign debt, including
Rodriguez, calling the use of unpaid mail a “massive campaign
cheating scheme” that delivered an estimated 500,000 campaign
mailers to voters without candidates having to pay for it beforehand.

The article also showed that the San Diego County Democratic Party
employed the same scheme and ended their 2022 election cycle
owing Margin Victories $214,089 for work to assist several local
candidates, including Rodriguez.

None of the campaigns managed by either Grassroots Resources or
Margin Victories, including Rodriguez, properly disclosed the name of
the companies that actually printed their materials.

NEW PERSONAL LOAN TO HIS CAMPAIGN

A new campaign finance report filed by Rodriguez on October 16th
shows that, just one day after the La Prensa San Diego article was
published, Rodriguez loaned $29,492 to his 2022 mayoral campaign
and used that money to pay two outstanding Margin Victories
invoices; one for $25,341 for campaign mailings, and another for
$3,641 for campaign consulting.

In addition to the latest personal loan of nearly $30,000, Rodriguez
had previously loaned his campaign committees a total of $32,000
during the past year, raising questions about the source of his income
and why he would maintain any debt if he had access to funds so
quickly. None of the loans have yet been repaid.

The timing of the loan made the day after being exposed in a news
article raised concerns from several individuals involved in National
City politics.



One long-time community leader who asked not to be identified by
name questioned why Rodriguez did not make any effort to pay the
outstanding invoices for campaign mailers sent more than one year
earlier, and questioned the sources of income Rodriguez may have
that provided enough money to loan himself nearly $62,000.

SOURCES OF INCOME

As a candidate and elected official, Rodriguez is required to file
official economic disclosure forms which include his income and
assets located in National City or which could create a conflict-of-
interest related to his official service.

Rodriguez lists his principal source of income as "‘Mommy's Creative
Thinkers Daycare, LLC", a child care facility operated from his home,

and his income level is listed as between $10,001 and $100,000 per
year.
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The financial disclosure also includes his income from his position as a
City Councilmember which is currently $1,189 per manth for his part-
time service, plus an additional $350 per month for expenses, $1,200

monthly allowance for health care coverage, pension service credits,
and a $25,000 life insurance plan.

The only asset Rodriguez lists is his primary residence in National City

which is valued at between $100,001 and $1,000,000, according to his
disclosure forms.



Valley Auto Supply is a closed company in Calexico with no contact
information available.

There is no record of a Charles B. Lempesis in Calexico and no person
by that name is registered to vote in Imperial County. A person by
that name was a'lawyer in [daho who wrote a book about mediation
training entitled "The Art of Making Peace” but there does not seem
to have any connection to Calexico.

USING TAXPAYER SLUSH FUND

The City Council recently approved a $100,000 fund for each of the
four Councilmembers to use for expenses they can each direct,
including for outreach efforts and contributions to local organizations
and constituents,

in the past few weeks, Rodriguez has asked the City to hire four tocal
individuals with political connections to serve as support staff for his
Council service: Jose Cerda, a former member of the South Bay
Irfigation District and now a real estate agent in the cannabis industry;
Cindy Lopez, a teacher and former candidate for the Sweetwater
Union High School District board; Barbara Avalos, a member of the
National City School District board; and Ken Seaton-Msemaiji, a
longtime labor and civil rights leader.

Rodriguez has asked to hire these assistants as independent
contractors utilizing agreements that are usually used to hire experts,
licensed professionals like lawyers or engineers, and other service
providers who deliver specific duties not customarily conducted by
staff,

The process seems to violate state laws that distinguish between work
conducted by employees and contractors who are sometimes
mischaracterized as independent.

California laws were strengthened in recent years by AB 5, a state bill
authored by San Diego Assemblywoman Lorena Gonzalez Fletcher to
protect employees. Gonzalez Fletcher resigned from the Legislature
early last year to take the position of CEO of the California Labor
Federation, the largest union advocacy group in the state.




Rodriguez describes himself as "a firm believer in unions and worker
Justice™ in his online X social media profile, yet his move to use
contract laborers would circumvent worker protections by excluding
them from employment protections, health care, and retirement
benefits.

Two labor attorneys contacted by La Prensa San Diego said the
arrangement would seem to violate the provisions of Gonzalez
Fletcher's ABS and tests established by subsequent legal cases which
outline the elements that differentiate employees from contractors,
including whether the employer can direct their work, the contractors
offers the same services to others, and whether the contractors
defiver the service directly to the employer instead of to the public.

Two City officials confirmed that none of the contracts have been
signed yet because the proposed contractors had not yet provided
the adequate insurance coverage required in the contract

Rodriguez was endorsed in his mayoral campaign by the San Diego-
Imperial Counties Labor Council, individual labor unions, and the local
San Diego County Democratic Party.

RE-ELECTION CAMPAIGN

After losing his mayoral campaign in November 2022, Rodriguez
opened a campaign committee for his re-election to the City Council
in the November 2024 election. Rodriguez loaned his new committee
$5,000 on July 3, 2023 while he still had the outstanding campaign
debt from last year's mayoral campaign.

When Rodriguez was elected to the City Council in 2018, he and other
candidates ran at-large in a citywide election for two open seats.
Rodriguez received the most votes, followed by Marcus Bush. The two
were sworn into office in December 2020,

In December 2021, the City Council voted to change the Council
elections to be run from four distinct districts while the Mayor will
continue to run citywide.

The 2022 elections were the first under the new district elections. Two
new members were elected by districts; Luz Molina and Ditas Yamane.




services, and campaign paraphernalia where yard signs would be
listed.

Rodriguez disclosed payments to Margin Victories listed as "CNS" for
campaign consulting and also for “LIT" for literature, as well as the
outstanding invoices for the mailings, but listed no disclosures for
yard signs which should be listed as "CMP" for campaign
paraphernalia or listed as a sub-vendor to another vendar and
itemized in a separate line item.

The California Fair Political Practices Commission (FPPC), which
oversees campaign finance laws, confirmed to La Prensa San Diego
that expenses for yard signs must be disclosed individually and not
lumped into other payments to vendors.

CONTROVERSIAL CAMPAIGN CONTRIBUTORS

Just four days before the November 22 mayoral election, Rodriguez
received a $2,000 contribution from the Latino Food Industry
Association PAC, a local political action committee created and
controlled by Jesus Cardenas who is now under indictment on 5
felony counts,

Rodriguez also received was $1,000 contribution from Innercity
Redevelopment LLC, a company solely owned by Nick Inzunza, a
former Mayor of National City who left office in 2006 after he was
exposed for owning dozens of dilapidated rental properties.

In recent weeks, Inzunza has been meeting with National City officials
to gauge their support of him to replace National City's Port
Commissioner Sandy Naranjo. Inzunza has maintained businesses in
National City and, until recently, served on the Natlonal City Chamber
of Commerce board of directors.

But the most unusual contribution Rodriguez received last year was
listed as coming from "Border Investment Group LLC / Valley Auto
Supply / Charles B. Lempesis" in Calexico, California.

A company named Border Investmant Group LLC in Calexico was
suspended by the Franchise Tax Board in 2015 and no current contact
information can be found online for any such company.




Rodriguez, along with Bush, will be running for re-election in their
respective districts.

Under the new rules, Rodriguez will now run in District 2 which
encompasses his home in the northern area of the City. Election
experts predict Rodriguez, who was elected in 2020 with 7,708 votes
citywide, could he re-elected with as few as 1,500 votes within his
district.

In the 2022 elections, Luz Molina ran uhopposed and received 1,597
votes in District 1, and Ditas Yamane won the District 3 race with 1,507
votes over one opponent who received 1,070 votes.

The next election will be held on November 5, 2024.

Correction: an earlier version of the story included a paragraph that
Rodriguez used City funds to pay for Thanksgiving turkeys donated to
residents last weekend. La Prensa San Diego has not confirmed the
money used to purchase the turkeys was from City funds.

i this arficle
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By Alberto Garcia
Investigative Reporter

A National City Councilman has pushed the City to sign a $47,000 contract for political outreach that seems to
violate state laws limiting how independent contractors can be used to circumvent hiring employees.

Councilman Jose Rodriguez requested that the City sign a contract with Cordero Coaching and Consulting, a new
company registered with the California Secretary of State on February 20th, just weeks before the contract was
signed.
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Jose Rodriguez

The contract, signed by Cindy D. Lopez as the company's “Principal Consultant” never went before the City Council
but was signed directly by City Manager Ben Martinez.

Lopez is a teacher and former candidate for the Sweetwater Union High School District board who is also the
President of the National City Democratic Club.

Cordero Coaching and Consulting does not have a website or any online business listing, and uses a National City
apartment address as its business location. It is not clear who lives at the apartment used for the business.

The contract does not specify who will oversee the company's work or who Lopez would report to at the City.

La Prensa San Diego confirmed that Cordero Coaching and Consulting just recently filed for a National City

business license which is still being processed and not yet valid. The company did not have a business license when
Lopez signed the contract.

The contract requires that the company "must possess or shall obtain a business license from the National City
Finance Department befare beginning work."

The contract, signed on March 14th and running through June 30th, is for a total of $47,000, and specifies that the
company will "assist the municipality of National City with outreach strategies to expand engagement and awareness
of ongoing and new projects that will positively impact the community and its residents."



SHORT FORM SERVICES AGREEMENT
BY AND BETWEEN
THE CITY OF NATIONAL CATY
AND
CORDERO COACHING AND CONSULTING LLC

THIS AGREEMENT is entered into by and between the CITY OF NATIONAL CITY, a municipal
corporation ("CITY"), and CORDERO COACHING AND CONSULTING LLC, a California
limited liability company (“CONSULTANT®).

NOW, THEREFORE, CITY agrees to engage CONSULTANT to perform the services set
forth hercin in accordance with the following terms and conditions:

1; DESCRIPTION OF SERVICES. CONSULTANT shall provide scrvices ag
outlined in atteched proposal, Exhibit “A”.

2, EFFECTIVE DATE AND LENGTH OF AGREEMENT. This Agreement shall
not become effoctive and binding until fully executed by bath the CITY and CONSULTANT. The
duration of this Agreement is from the effective date through June 30, 2024,

Rodriguez has been working for months to hire four politically connected individuals as he gears up his re-election
campaign for the November 5th election.

In the past few months, Rodriguez has asked the City to hire four local individuals; Cindy Lopez; Jose Cerda, a
former member of the South Bay Irrigation District and now a real estate agent in the cannabis industry; Barbara
Avalos, a member of the National City School District board; and Ken Seaton-Msemaji, a longtime labar and civil
rights leader.

Rodriguez had asked to hire these assistants as independent contractors utilizing agreements that are usually used
to hire experts, licensed professionals like lawyers or engineers, and other service providers who deliver specific
duties not customarily conducted by staff.

The process seems to violate state laws that distinguish between work conducted by employees and contractors
who are sometimes mischaracterized as independent.

California laws were strengthened in recent years by AB 5, a state bill authored by San Diego Assemblywoman
Lorena Gonzalez Fletcher to protect employees. Gonzalez Fletcher resigned from the Legislature early last year to
take the position of CEQ of the California Labor Federation, the largest union advocacy group in the state,

Rodriguez describes himself as "a firm believer in unions and worker justice" in his online X social media profile, yet
his move to use contract laborers would circumvent worker protections by excluding them from employment
protections, health care, and retirement benefits.

AB5 only allows for contracting work for services that are not within the usual scope of the employer, such as
outside experts or licensed attorneys, engineers, and other professional services.

Tests used to determine if someone is properly categorized as a contractor hinge on whether the contractor is in
the business of providing the same services to other clients, promotes its services publicly, and if the services are
provided directly to the contracting entity or interacts with the public.

The contract requires that Lopez provide services for the "education and engagement of Tenants for Mobile Home
regarding temporary Rent Control ordinance”, to "partner with organizations to host homeownership education
workshops to prepare residents to become ready to purchase a home", to "provide marketing strategies to expand
communications and information to residents in an effort to increase awareness of the affordable housing
opportunities”, to contact street vendors to "provide policy/ordinance recommendations while educating street
vendors to participate in the process through the City Council meetings’, and to “communicate and organize small
business owners to create an annual ‘National City Restaurant Week."

All of the services outlined in the contract are usually conducted by staff of elected officials and government
agencies,

The contract also allows Lopez to hire staff or subcontractors to fulfill the required services.

Two labor attorneys contacted by La Prensa San Diego said the arrangement would seem to violate the provisions
of Gonzalez Fletcher's ABS and tests established by subsequent legal cases which outline the elements that
differentiate emplovees from contractors.



The four individuals Redriguez has worked to hire on contracts were directly involved securing a political
endorsement for Rodriguez just days after the consulting contract was signed.

The newly formed National City Democratic Club endorsed Rodriguez on March 18th even though the candidate
filing deadline is not until August.

The President of the new club, which was formed last month, is Cindy Lopez. The ather officers of the club are Jose
Cerda, who serves as the Club's Vice-Prasident, and Barbara Avalos, who serves as the Club's Treasurer. Ken Seaton-
Msemaji is also a member of the Club.

Although at least one cther Democratic has announced their intention to run against Rodriguez, the Club decided
to vote on what is known as an early incumbent endarsement,

The Club's endorsement can help Rodriguez gain the official endorsement of the Democratic Party when the south
regional meeting takes place next month. Members of clubs within the south region can vote on the Party's
endorsement.

COUNCILMEMBER FUNDS
Redriguez is using a $100,000 annual fund each Councilmember controls to pay for outreach efforts.

The City budget approved by the Council in July 2023 was the first to include the $100,000 for each of the four
district Councilmember, but only three of the five members voted for the new slush funds.

Rodriguez, Ditas Yamane, and Marcus Bush supported the measure while Mayor Ron Motrison and Councilmember
Luz Molina opposed it.

There are no City rules or process for Councilmermber to follow in using their individual funds.

The Mayor is the only member of the Council that already received a $131,000 office budget and is also a full-time

elected official who receives a $62,500 annual salary, while the part-time Councilmembers receive annual salaries of
$18,560. i

In November, Rodriguez organized a food giveaway the weekend before Thanksgiving where he gave out over 300
free turkeys to individuals who attended the event.

Councilmember Ditas Yamane also participated in the event but she raised money and donations to cover the items
she gave away without using any of har taxpayer fund.

In January 2024, Rodriguez submitted a reimbursement to the City for $7,143.45 for the cost of the turkeys he
purchased at a San Diego restaurant supply company.
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Under the City's reimbursement rules, a department head must sign off on payments. Mayor Ron Morrison is the
department head of the City Council but he declined Rodriguez's request on Dacember 12th.

The same day, City Manager Ben Martinez overrode Morrison's denial and approved the issuance of a warrant or

check. Check number 366559 was issued to Rodriguez on December 14th.
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The California Constitution and state law prehibit the use of public funds without direct public benefit, explicitly
banning the gift of monetary and non-monetary gifts that are not directly related to the business of the

government agency.
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Turkey giveaways are common among peliticians, but other events La Prensa San Diego researched found sponsors
or donors to cover the cost of the turkeys that were given away.

Local State Assemblywoman Dr. Akilah Weber also held a turkey giveaway in November in conjunction with the San
Diego Food Bank and Feeding San Diego. All of the food given away was provided by donors and sponsors without
using any puklic funds,

The California Constitution prohibits any government agency from making “any gift or authorize the making of any
gift; of any public money or thing of value to any individual, municipal or other corporation whatever.”

California Government Code also creates penalties for violations of the gift of publfic funds, including "a civil penalty
net to exceed one thousand dollars ($1,000) for each day on which a violation occurs, plus three times the value of the
untawful use of public resources.”

Government agencies can and do create programs to give food and other things of vajue to residents but it must
be done under an approved plan or program to promote the goals of the agency, including welfare programs,
health care services, and even homeless shelters.

But the decision of one lone Councilman to give away turkeys without any vote or discussion by the City Council is
not consistent with state law, according to two local attornays interviewed by La Prensa $an Diego.

Rodriguez, who was elected to the City Council in November 2022, is running for re-election in the November
elaction.

Last year, Redriguez ran for Mayor against incumbent Alejandra Sotelo-Solis and then-Councilman Ron Morrison.
Morrisanwon the election with Rodriguez placing second and Sotelo-Solis was third,

Rodfiguez previously ran unsuccessfully for City Council in 2018 and again in 2020.
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The Close Ties Between a Councilmember's
Staff and His Campaign

Critics, including the mayor, question Councilmember Jose Rodriguez’s recent hiring of politically connected
staff two months before the election. Rodriguez denies wrongdoing.

by Jim Hinch
September 19, 2024
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Councilmember Jose Rodriguez at a National City meeting on Tuesday, Sept. 17, 2024, / Photo by Vito di Stefano for Voic- -*
San Diego
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Earlier this month, National City Councilmember Jose Rodriguez invited four new employees in his City Hall
office to:introduce themselves at a City Council meeting,

Leaving his seat at the dais, Rodriguez joined his new hires at a lectern and promised taxpayers that the “four
wonderful individuals” now working for him as city-paid assistants would be “providing community outreach
within our city.”

“We are very honored and humbled to have you here,” Rodriguez said to his new employees.

The employees were hired using a controversial new source of money the city’s four part-time
councilmembers awarded themselves last year: $100,000 each in the city’s annual budget to hire staff and pay
for travel and other city-related expenses.

So far, most councilmembers have used their new office budgets to hire a part-time assistant or attend public
affairs-related conferences. Some critics call the budgets a “slush fund” and have begun demanding greater
transparency at City Council meetings.




A man walks past City Hall in National City on Tuesday, Sept. 17, 2024. / Photo by Vito di Stefano for Voice of San Diego

Now, critics say, Councilmember Rodriguez has gone a step further and is using his city-paid staff to help him
win re-election in November.

Three of the four employees Rodriguez introduced to the Council on Sept. 3 have direct ties either to his
current re-election campaign or his previous unsuccessful mayoral bid two years ago. City documents show
that virtually all the work the new employees have done for Rodriguez has been on issues—rent control,

affordable housing and maximizing opportunities for food vendors—central to the councilmember’s election
pitch to voters.

State law prohibits use of public funds, including city employees, for campaign purposes.

The sudden appearance of politically connected employees in Rodriguez’s previously unstaffed City Hall
office two months before the November election has led critics, including Rodriguez’s campaign opponent
and even the city mayor, to accuse Rodriguez of using city funds to promote his re-election.



“The perception [in the community] is that they’re not doing city work,” Mayor Ron Morrison said of the new
etnployees. “The work they said they did were all on his campaign issues...It doesn’t sound like this kind of
spending is consistent with anything that’s good practice.”

Rodriguez denied that he is misusing taxpayer resources and accused his political opponents of “going around
saying all kinds of things.”

“It’s my job to address my community and address their needs,” Rodriguez said. The new employees in his
office “are doing community outreach and addressing community issues. I’'m glad I'm finally able to have
individuals [in my office] to help with that.”

The new employees include Cindy Lopez, a National City library trustee and current candidate for a local
elementary school board who has also been “volunteering for campaigns,” according to Rodriguez. Lopez
also leads a local Democratic club that voted to endorse Rodriguez’s re-clection bid four days after a
consulting business Lopez owns was awarded a $47,000 city contract in March.

The contract, for “outreach strategies™ to city residents about “projects that will positively impact the
community,” ended in June. Shortly after, Lopez was hired part-time as an executive assistant in Rodriguez’s
office, earning $33 per hour.

Two of the other employees, Yovannys Mierez and Ernesto Rodriguez, are partners in a San Diego media
company called UnknwnLabs that filmed a campaign ad for Rodriguez during his 2022 run for mayor.




L =N
National City councilmembers during a meeting at City Hall on Tuesday, Sept. 17, 2024. / Photo by Vito dj Stefano for
Voice of San Diego

“They did a cool video,” Rodriguez said of the 30-second ad. “We had action shots. It was a well-produced
video.”

Rodriguez said he was introduced to UnknwnLabs by Angel Marquez, a field representative for U.S. Sen.
Alex Padilla who previously ran Rodriguez’s 2020 campaign for National City Council.

“I was looking for someone to do [campaign] videos,” Rodriguez said. “They did good work and we hired
them immediately.”

Rodriguez said UnknwnLabs’ current work for his City Council office was “completely separated” from the
company’s previous campaign work. Both Mierez and Ernesto Rodriguez are paid “$27 or $28” per hour for
the work they’re doing for his office, Rodriguez said.

“I’m not contracting any of my staff on my campaign whatsoever,” he said.



Randi Castle-Salgado, Rodriguez’s opponent in his re-election campaign, said such reassurances do little to
change her belief that Rodriguez is misusing city funds for personal gain.

“He’s using the money [for new employees] to campaign with,” Castle-Salgado said. “[It’s] left a bad taste in
the mouth of constituents and he has lost a lot of support... When I saw misuse of city funds, [ decided to run”
against him.

Resident Ed Nieto criticized Rodriguez directly during public comments at a recent City Council meeting.
“We have four people assigned to one councilmember two months before election time. Come on, give me a
‘break,” Nieto said. “We’re burying our heads in the sand and allowing abuse to happen.”

Since awarding themselves additional funds last year, councilmembers have received two rounds of $100,000,
the first in the 2023-24 fiscal year, the second in 2024-25. Rodriguez used his 2023-24 funds to award Lopez
and UnknwnLabs temporary contracts for community outreach work worth a total of $62,000. He used this 5
fiscal year’s $100,000 to hire Lopez and the partners in UnknwnLabs as part-time city employees.

The temporary contract with Lopez was awarded to a consulting business she owns called Cordero Coaching
and Consulting. The contract describes the business as “a creative, strategic public relations firm with over 10
years of combined experience in providing analytical and innovative communications.”

State business records show that Cordero Coaching in fact was established by Lopez less than one month
before the company was awarded the $47,000 contract by National City. The company’s address in both state
records and the city contract is a residential apartment in National City.

The contract with UnknwnLabs describes the company as a “SoCal digital marketing agency focusing on
developing visually appealing and compelling content that engages and resonates with your target audience.”

The company’s website and social media accounts show no videos or other materials related to government
issues in National City or any other city. Featured work includes restaurant ads, company brand images and
rap videos. '

Neither Lopez, Mierez nor Ernesto Rodriguez responded to requests for comment.

Less than a week after Rodriguez converted his three staff members from contract workers to city employees,
they helped him stage a community outreach workshop on a city proposal to maintain rent control in mobile -
home parks. The workshop was one of several Rodriguez and his staff staged this year “to inform [residbnts]
about rent control laws,” Rodriguez said, ;




“I championed that,” Rodriguez said of the rent control issue. “That’s one of my topline [campaign] issues.
We need to protect what’s affordable and build more affordable units.”

Rodriguez blamed questions about his use of staff employees on Castle-Salgado, who he said opposes rent
control and other government efforts to assist economically struggling residents and is “always trying to make
an issue of something.”

A truer picture of his campaign, Rodriguez said, is community events such as volunteer canvassing walks and
an upcoming weekend fundraiser, during which Rodriguez would be cooking and serving menudo made
according to his grandmother’s recipe.

“I've lived here forever,” Rodriguez said of National City. “My wife owns a business here. [My opponents]
are just trying to drum up whatever they feel can paint me in a negative light. It is what it is.”
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Newly Re-elected City Councilmember Already
Faces Possible Censure by Colleagues

Less than two weeks after National City Councilmember Jose Rodriguez was re-elected in a landslide, his
fellow councilmembers are moving toward censuring him for multiple alleged violations of the city’s code of
conduct.

by Jim Hinch
November 15, 2024

Councilmember Jose Rodriguez at a National City meeting on Tuesday, Sept. 17, 2024. / Photo by Vito di Stefano for Voic
San Diego
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The National City City Council is moving to censure Councilmember Jose Rodriguez for allegedly violating
the city’s code of conduct less than two weeks after Rodriguez won re-election to a second term in &
landslide. |

The council will vote next week on whether to initiate the censure process, which Mayor Ron Motrison said
stems from “a pattern” of unethical behavior, including what Morrison termed Rodriguez’s use of city
resources to aid his re-election campaign, and disparaging remarks Morrison said Rodriguez made about other
city officials during the campaign.

A censute by fellow Councilmembers would not change Rodfiguez’s status on the Council, Morrison said.
Rather, the vote would put Rodrigucz “on notice that [his] fellow elected officials are disapproving of [his]
behavior.” '

The city’s code of conduct for clected officials prohibits councilmembets from using “public resources not
available to the public in general, such as City staff time, equipment, supplies or facilities, for private gain or
personal purposes.”

Morrison said Rodriguez used city-funded staff members to stage events that purported to focus on city
business but in fact seemed intended to elevate Rodriguez’s public profile or provide video images for his
campaign. '

«“No one ever saw [the assistants] doing city work,” Morrison said.

The code of conduct also prohibits councilmembers from “glandering” or “disparaging” other city officials or
members of the public. Morrison said that during his re-election campaign, Rodriguez accused his opponent,
National City Planning Commissioner Randi Castle-Salgado, of being a “Trumper,” even though Castle-
Salgado is in fact a registered Democrat who said she never voted for Trump.

Morrison said Rodriguez also used a photo of Trump signs at another planning commissioner’s house to
falsely imply in a campaign email that Castle-Salgado supported Trump. “We can’t allow someone who
openly supports Trump to make decisions for our community,” the email said.

Morrison said other Councilmembers asked him to initiate the censure process afier “talk[ing] to Jose and
try[ing] to get him to stop.”

In a statement sent by text message, Rodriguez called the censure vote “all politics and sour grapes, Trui;np—
style. Ron Morrison supported a losing candidate in this past election and he’s mad because the community




rejected him and his candidate by the largest margin of any contested city council race in the county.”

“We won by over 73 percent, get over it, Ron,” Rodriguez said in the statement. “Election is over, get to

work.”

Other Councilmembers did not respond to a request for comment. Rodriguez declined to respond in detail to
the allegations prompting the censure vote.

In response to a previous Voice of San Diego story about some of the alleged ethical violations Morrison

referred to, Rodriguez said he had never used city resources for personal or campaign purposes and had
always governed for the benefit of residents in his district, which includes some of the city’s lowest income
neighborhoods.

Rodriguez won re-election last week with more than 73 percent of votes counted so far. In a post-election
interview, he thanked residents for “giving me the opportunity to continue serving as a Councilmember” and
said he would prioritize maximizing affordable housing in his city and protecting undocumented residents
from possible deportation by federal immigration officials.

During his first term, Rodriguez was a frequent target of residents, who accused him of mixing public and
personal business, favoring the interests of big-money campaign backers and leading an effort to award City
Councilmembers annual $100,000 expense accounts, which critics called a “slush fund.”

During his re-election campaign, Rodriguez raised more than $40,000, much of it from out-of-town organizec
labor groups. He used that money to hire one of San Diego’s most prominent campaign consultants and send
out a steady stream of mailers, emails and social media messages.

Rodriguez also used his $100,000 city expense account to hire three personal assistants and an intern to help
him with what he called “community outreach.” Two of those assistants had worked as campaign
videographers for Rodriguez during his unsuccessful 2022 run for mayor.

Rodriguez said in the earlier interview that he took care to distinguish between the city-funded time his
assistants spent helping with outreach and the time they spent working on his campaign. One of the assistant
National City school board candidate Cindy Lopez, along with intern Luis Vasquez, were present with
Rodriguez at an Election Day get-out-the vote rally Rodriguez participated in at an organized labor meeting
hall on the morning of Nov. 5.



Asked about the timing of the censure vote so close to the election, Morrison said he had wanted to request
the vote earlier but held off because a pre-election vote “would have looked entirely political.”

“This has been a culmination of a lot things,” Morrison said. “You can’t be doing this stuff.”
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