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Party Like a Public Servant

By
Amber Gonzalez

Season’s Greetings public servants! Can we all agree that
the holidays are about family, friends, community, and giv-
ing? Well, that includes your co-workers too! So let’s talk
about gifts between co-workers, holiday parties, and gifts
from vendors and members of the public you deal with as
part of your City job. Picture it: It’s December at your City
office. Everyone’s got their knit caps on at all hours of the
day, someone’s going a little heavy with the pine-tree-
scented perfume, and somehow cookies, candy, and pies
keep showing up in the kitchen. How can you celebrate the
holidays at work, stay under the ethical mistletoe of the Con-
flicts of Interest Law, and maybe even get a smooch from the
Ethicist? The Ethicist is with you, always.

Public Servant (dressed as an elf): Can my best buddy at the
office and I exchange holiday gifts?

Ethicist (hiding behind a large poinsettia): Sure! If your best
buddy is not your superior or subordinate you can exchange
gifts freely. Matching sweater vests? Definitely. Purebred
Sphynx cat wearing a Santa hat? Why not?

Public Servant: My subordinate got me an “American
Gladiators” DVD box set. Can I keep it?

Ethicist: No. Sorry, but no. Superiors may not accept gifts
from their subordinate except for what we at the Conflicts of
Interest Board headquarters call “major life events.”
Celebrations that happen every year like holidays, birthdays,
and National Boss Day (yes, it really exists) are not major
life events. Think births, deaths, and weddings.

Public Servant: Okay, what about this candy cane a
subordinate gave me?

Ethicist: We’ll let that one slide.
Public Servant: The candy cane is made of gold.

Ethicist: Now you’ve gone too far.

Public Servant: We’re going to do this thing where we
all gather into one room and eat cookies and drink egg
nog and make awkward small talk. It’s called an “office
holiday party.” Can we do a Secret Santa or Yankee
Swap game at this so-called party?

Ethicist: Absolutely, but superiors should be sure not to
accept gifts that are clearly more valuable than everyone
else’s.  That’s why they get paid the big bucks.
Additionally, the cap on what everyone may spend on
gifts should not be too high.

Public Servant: What about collecting money for
decorations, food, and drinks for the party?

Ethicist: Have someone who does not have any
subordinates announce, collect, and safe-keep the money
for the party. It should be clear to staff that all monetary
contributions are voluntary: do that by expressly stating
that contributions are voluntary in party communications,
and by having a person with no subordinates be the one
who sends such communications.

Public Servant: One of our vendors delivered a gigantic
organic fruit basket addressed to me at my agency.
Oddly, it’s all bananas. The card simply reads “Happy
Holidays.” What do I do with it?

Ethicist: First, you may not accept a gift of any kind
from a person or company that does business with the
City if the value is over $50.00 (this amount is
cumulative over a one-year period). You should make
every effort to return this gift. You should also report the
gift to the Department of Investigation (“DOI”). If
returning a perishable item is not possible, your agency
may decide to throw it away, donate it, or put it in a
common area for all to enjoy.

Public Servant: What about the box of assorted
chocolates from a vendor that was delivered to my home
yesterday? The card says “Happy New Year and thank
you for processing our license so quickly.”

Ethicist: This is serious, my beautiful snow angel -- you
may never accept a tip of any value for doing your City
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job. Bring the chocolates to work and immediately notify
your supervisor and DOL.

Ethicist: And if this doesn’t cover all your questions, here’s
my number: 212-442-1400. I’m generally available Monday
- Friday, 9-5. All calls are confidential.

Amber Gonzalez is an Associate Counsel with the

Conflicts of Interest Board’s Advice Unit
kksk

Congratulations! to the winner of the
Conflict of Interest Board’s October
Public Service Puzzler contest:

Leo Ernst, a Legal Intern with
NYC Law Department.

You can read Mr. Ernst’s bio in the
December issue of the Public Service
Puzzler.

Click to Follow Us On
Twitter!

Interested in more information?
Get in touch with COIB s Training
& Education Unit to arrange a class
in Chapter 68 for you and your staff-
Contact Gavin Kendall, at
kendall@coib.nyc.gov

The New York City
Conflicts of Interest Board
2 Lafayette Street, Suite 1010
NYC 10007

Phone: 212-442-1400
Fax: 212-437-0705
www.nyc.gov/ethics

A searchable index of all the COIB
Enforcement Dispositions and Ad-
visory Opinions is available courte-
sy of New York Law School here:

http://www.nvls.edu/cityadmin/
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