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  COUNTY SHERIFFS:  ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS 

 
Repeals eligibility requirements for an individual to run for county sheriff. 

 

Background  

County governance.  California’s 58 counties fall into two types: “general law” and “charter.”  
General law counties are organized according to the generally applicable laws for county 
governance established by the Legislature that set the number, appointment, and election 

procedures for county officials, including the board of supervisors.   
 

All counties must elect or appoint a variety of county officials.  The California Constitution 
requires all counties to elect a sheriff, district attorney, assessor, and board of supervisors, and 
state law lists the officers that general law counties must have.  Charter counties have greater 

leeway to determine their own governance structure, including to elect additional supervisors and 
appoint or elect additional officers.  If a county charter provides for the Legislature to prescribe 

the salary of the governing body, the governing body must adopt an ordinance to prescribe their 
compensation.  County charters can also specify the compensation, terms, and process to remove 
members of the governing body, the sheriff, the district attorney, the assessor, and other officers.   

A new charter, or the amendment of an existing charter, may be proposed by the board of 
supervisors, a charter commission, or an initiative petition.   

 
There are 14 charter counties: Alameda, Butte, El Dorado, Fresno, Los Angeles, Orange, Placer, 
Sacramento, San Bernardino, San Diego, San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, and Tehama.  

Most large counties are charter counties: eight of the ten largest counties by population have 
adopted charters.   

 
County sheriffs.  Sheriffs have three primary duties: (1) police unincorporated areas, (2) operate 
the county jail, and (3) attend to and execute orders of the courts.  In 41 counties, the sheriff is 

also the coroner whose authority includes investigating the cause of in-custody deaths.  In large 
counties, they manage thousands of employees, including both sworn peace officers and other 

non-sworn staff.  

 

Until 1988, there were no specific requirements to run for sheriff: anyone could seek the office 

regardless of their background or peace officer status.  In 1978, San Francisco Mayor George 
Moscone appointed Eugene Brown to be San Francisco County Sheriff.  The following year, 

Sheriff Brown stood for election.  Michael Hennessey, who previously served as legal counsel to 
a prior sheriff ran as an opposition candidate.  Michael Hennessey was elected San Francisco 
County Sheriff and took office in January of 1980.  Following his successful campaign for 
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sheriff, there were calls to create qualifications to seek the office of sheriff.  Sheriff Mike 
Hennessey went on to serve San Francisco for 8 terms in office from 1980-2012.  He chose to 

not run for a 9th term in office, and was the longest serving Sheriff in the history of the City and 
County of San Francisco.   

SB 1356 (Campbell, 1988) added eligibility requirements to run for county sheriff.  To justify 
the need for qualifications, the California State Sheriffs Association, who sponsored the 

legislation, argued: 

 The position of sheriff is a complex law enforcement position and it is only reasonable to 
require a minimum amount of law enforcement education and experience for this 

important position; and 

 Without these qualifications, unqualified persons regularly seek access to a position that 

is responsible for the administration and operation of a county sheriff's office.  This 
unqualified access has cluttered the campaign process with office seekers who have no 

law enforcement experience.  If elected, these individuals are either unqualified to hold 
office or of such a questionable background as to have a negative impact on the office. 

SB 1356 provided that no person is eligible to become a candidate for the office of sheriff in any 
county unless, at the time of the final filing date for election, he or she meets one of the 

following criteria:  

 An active or inactive advanced certificate issued by the Commission on Peace Officer 
Standards and Training (POST). 

 One year of full-time, salaried law enforcement experience at least a portion of which 
shall have been accomplished within five years prior to the date of filing, and possesses a 

master’s degree from an accredited college or university. 

 Two years of full-time, salaried law enforcement experience at least a portion of which 

shall have been accomplished within five years prior to the date of filing, and possesses a 
bachelor’s degree from an accredited college or university. 

 Three years of full-time, salaried law enforcement experience at least a portion of which 
shall have been accomplished within five years prior to the date of filing, and possesses 

an associate in arts or associate in science degree, or the equivalent, from an accredited 
college. 

 Four years of full-time, salaried law enforcement experience at least a portion of which 

shall have been accomplished within five years prior to the date of filing, and possesses a 
high school diploma or the equivalent. 

All individuals holding the office of sheriff on January 1, 1989 were deemed to have met all 

qualifications required for candidates seeking election.  These requirements have remained 
unchanged since.   

The author wants to repeal eligibility requirements for county sheriff to expand the pool of 

eligible candidates.  

Proposed Law 

Senate Bill 271 repeals the qualifications needed to run for county sheriff.   
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State Revenue Impact 

No estimate.  

Comments 

1.  Purpose of the bill.  According to the author, “Protests against police brutality have called for 
elected officials to reimagine public safety by, among other things, shifting some duties away 

from armed officers to unarmed civilians and social workers.  The criteria imposed by the state 
in Government Code §24004.3 has significantly narrowed the pool of candidates for office of the 

Sheriff and makes it harder to reimagine our criminal justice system.  These eligibility 
requirements have led to elections without much competitiveness or differentiation between 
candidates.  Today, Sheriffs are essentially managers of a large bureaucracy.  In large counties, 

they manage thousands of employees, the vast majority of whom are unarmed, non-sworn 
civilians.  The three primary duties of the Sheriff are to police unincorporated areas, operate the 

county jail, and attend to and execute orders of the courts.  In 41 counties, the Sheriff is also the 
Coroner whose authority includes investigating the cause of in-custody deaths.  Sheriffs can be 
the most powerful elected official in a county and yet only a small pool of people may seek the 

position. 

“Many current Sheriffs lack mental health or de-escalation training.  As recent COVID-19 
outbreaks in our jails demonstrates, the skills Sheriffs need to protect public safety include strong 

management, leadership, and the ability to move quickly and make difficult decisions, rather 
than the ability to fire a weapon.  Lawsuits throughout the state are raising awareness of the dire 
inadequacy of health care and mental health services provided in our county jails.  Moreover, the 

ongoing cooperation between many Sheriffs and the U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) further demonstrates that many elected Sheriffs do not share the values of 

their constituents.  We have also seen Sheriffs refusing to enforce health orders while 
California’s death and hospitalization numbers rose.    

“SB 271 simply reverts California law to what it was from the State’s founding until 1989 and 
thus allows voters to choose from a broader pool of candidates with more diverse backgrounds 

and skill sets and greater accountability.  This bill will not prevent candidates with law 
enforcement experience from seeking or occupying the office.  Instead, SB 271 will allow for a 

broader pool of candidates with more diverse skill sets, lead to greater gender and ethnic 
diversity in candidates, and provide for better management of Sheriff departments.” 

2.  Let the people decide.  California is a diverse state with a range of perspectives on the 

qualifications necessary for someone to become sheriff.  On the one hand, the current eligibility 
requirements ensure that a county’s lead law enforcement officer has a baseline understanding of 
law enforcement.  On the other hand, these requirements prevent counties that would like to 

broaden the pool of eligible applicants from doing so.  The supporters of this legislation point to 
a lack of diversity in the office holders of county sheriff (49 white men, 3 Latino men, 2 

Japanese men, and 4 white women).  Additionally, they argue that sheriffs manage large 
organizations of people that are primarily not peace officers.  SB 271 repeals all eligibility 
requirements.  If SB 271 became law, anyone could run for sheriff in any county, without giving 

voters the chance to weigh in on the eligibility requirements they prefer.  Since the Constitution 
does give charter counties the authority to set their own qualifications, all counties, including 

charter counties, would have to allow anyone to run for the office.  However, alternative 
approaches exist that might provide local governments with maximal flexibility, including to 
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expand eligibility requirements or allow counties to adopt a different standard of eligibility. The 
Committee may wish to consider whether voters should have the authority to adopt new 

standards, or no standards at all, to ensure that local residents or officials have the opportunity to 
shape qualifications according to the preferences in that county, rather than create a uniform 
statewide policy.   

3.  Does experience matter?  California survived over a century without specific eligibility 

requirements for county sheriff, and many other county offices as well.  Over time, state law 
established minimum eligibility requirements for various county offices.  For most of state 

history, district attorneys must be admitted to practice in the State Supreme Court.  Similarly, in 
1996, SB 27 (Kopp) required county assessors to hold a valid appraiser’s certificate issued by the 
State Board of Equalization.  County auditors have been required to be board-certified 

accountants since 1957.  The Legislature has updated these requirements on various occasions to 
include alternative qualifications for these provisions including having a degree in accounting 

and experience in a senior fiscal position, or a certain level of experience as a deputy auditor.  In 
1988, SB 1356 (Campbell, 1988) moved in a similar direction for county sheriffs, requiring a 
combination of POST certification and education.  Not all county sheriff offices are the same.  In 

some counties, particularly rural ones, the sheriff still completes patrol duties.  In fire-prone 
communities, the sheriff serves an important emergency management role.  In other counties 

without an independent medical examiner, the sheriff also performs coroner duties.  Sheriffs 
operate county jails with significant law enforcement and mental health responsibilities.  While 
each county’s sheriff may have unique responsibilities; all sheriffs have a complex set of 

responsibilities that require a broad range of experience, including basic law enforcement 
training.  How much, and what kind of, experience should be required for someone to get on the 

ballot for county sheriff?  Who should decide what that experience looks like?  By removing all 
requirements, SB 271 puts the question entirely in the hands of county voters to decide without 
any baseline qualifications.  Should the Legislature continue to establish baseline requirements?  

If so, what should those requirements be?   

4.  Incoming!  The Senate Rules Committee ordered a double-referral for SB 271.  The Senate 
Public Safety Committee approved SB 271 by a vote of 4 to 1 at its March 16th meeting.  The 

Committee on Governance and Finance is hearing the measure as the Committee of second 
reference. 

Support and Opposition (5/3/21) 

Support:  Chesa Boudin - San Francisco District Attorney; Alameda County Democratic Party; 

Alameda County Public Health Commission; American Civil Liberties Union of California; Anti 
Police-terror Project; Bend the Arc: Jewish Action; Berkeley Citizens Action; Borderlands for 
Equity; California Faculty Association; California for Safety and Justice; California Immigrant 

Policy Center; California Nurses Association; City of Alameda; Coalition for Humane 
Immigrant Rights; Coalition for Police Accountability; Courage California; Democratic Party of 

Contra Costa County; East Area Progressive Democrats; East Bay for Everyone; Ella Baker 
Center for Human Rights; Emeryville; City of; Ensuring Opportunity Campaign to End Poverty 
in Contra Costa County; Faith in Action East Bay; Family Violence Law Center; 

Friends Committee on Legislation of California; Ice Out of Marin; Immigrant Defense 
Advocates; Immigrant Legal Resource Center; Indivisible San Diego; Indivisible Ca: 

Statestrong; Indivisible Elmwood; Indivisible Sacramento; Indivisible Sausalito; Indivisible 
Yolo; Initiate Justice; Interfaith Movement for Human Integrity; Interfaith, Immigration Social 
Justice Team of Congregation Beth El; Justice Teams Network; Kehilla Community Synagogue; 
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LA Voice; Legal Services for Prisoners With Children; Lift Up Contra Costa; Livermore 
Indivisible; Muslim American Society; Nextgen California; Organize Sacramento; Partnership 

for the Advancement of New Americans; Pillars of The Community; Prosecutors Alliance of 
California; Public Health Advocates; Queer Democrats of Sacramento; Rossmoor Lesbians for 
Social Justice; San Francisco Public Defender Office; Secure Justice; Showing Up for Racial 

Justice Bay Area; Showing up for Racial Justice Contra Costa County; Showing Up for Racial 
Justice Marin; Silicon Valley De-bug; Smart Justice; Sonoma County Commission on Human 

Rights; Sonoma County Democratic Party; Starting Over INC.; Tech Workers Coalition, San 
Diego; Tri Valley Democratic Club; Underground Scholars Initiative; Wellstone Democratic 
Renewal Club; Women's March Contra Costa; Yolo People Power; 21 Individuals 

Opposition:  Association of Orange County Deputy Sheriff's; California Association of Highway 
Patrolmen; California Fraternal Order of Police; California Narcotic Officers' Association; 
California Peace Officers Association; California Police Chiefs Association; California State 

Sheriffs' Association; California Statewide Law Enforcement Association; Deputy Sheriffs 
Association of San Diego; Long Beach Police Officers Association; Los Angeles County 
Sheriff's Department; Los Angeles County Sheriffs Dept.; Los Angeles Professional Peace 

Officers Association; Peace Officers Research Association of California; Riverside Sheriffs' 
Association; Sacramento County Deputy Sheriffs Association; San Bernardino County Safety 

Employees' Benefit Association. 

-- END -- 


