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“We are dedicated to provide professional and courteous
service to our citizens and communities with Pride, Trust
& Integrity.”

August 6, 2020

Honorable Suzanne N. Kingsbury

Presiding Judge of the El Dorado County Superior Court
1354 Johnson Boulevard

South Lake Tahoe, CA 96150

Dear Judge Kingsbury,

The El Dorado County Fire Protection District Board of Directors has received the recent
Grand Jury Report on fire districts, titled “West Slope Fire Protection District Update,”
Grand Jury Case No. 19-06. On behalf of the Board of Directors, we thank you for the
opportunity to comment.

The El Dorado County Fire District Board of Directors has carefully reviewed the report,
the methodology, its findings, and each of the recommendations submitted by the Grand
Jury. After our review, the Board of Directors has significant concerns regarding the
information provided and more importantly, large amounts of information that has been
left out of the report or not fully researched by the Grand Jury. There are also several
components of the report that are not accurate, such as the size and populations of the
Fire Districts listed. Given the unfortunate fact that vital information needed to fully
understand the complexities or challenges faced by local fire districts was either not fully
researched or purposefully left out of the report, The report does not depict nor does it
provide an entirely true or comprehensive situational analysis and view To capture a true
understanding of the financial impacts endured by the local fire districts, Financial Officers
from the fire districts should have been included in the interview processes. This omission
of information created a skewed view and inaccurate assessment of the actual issues
being faced.

Solving the Western Slope of El Dorado County the Fire Service problem requires a time
bound, serious, meaningful discussion with actionable outcomes proposing rationalized
and logical solutions. A cross section of appropriate stakeholders from Fire Service
Management, Elected Fire District Board Members performing operational effectiveness
and financial risk assessments is required.




“We are dedicated to provide professional and courteous
sService (o our citizens and communitics with Pride, Trust
& Integrity.”

As the Board of Directors for the El Dorado County Fire Protection District, we would
offer the following responses to the findings and recommendations.

Respectfully,

Mark Brunton, Board Chair Ken Harper, Board Member
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F1. Long term fiscal sustainability of fire protection on the West Slope of the County is
highly questionable.

Respondent agrees with finding. However detailed analysis and historical reference in
accordance with statutory changes must be understood. The same thinking which
caused this problem requires different thinking and actions to solve the problem.
Understanding the historical legislative mistakes will enable them to be corrected going
forward.

Historical and financial background information for response to the Grand Jury Report,

“West Slope Fire Protection Update”

By: Paul Dutch, Division Chief

While the background to the “West Slope Fire Protection Update” briefly touched upon the post-
proposition 13 environment, the report omitted important elements of public sector finance that are
critical in understanding both how, and why municipalities throughout California have continued to
remain financially challenged for over 40 years after the implementation of Proposition 13.
Unfortunately, an inaccurate insight into any problem, will only lead to an inaccurate oversight for the
solution. Given the current availability of widely accessible historical information and data, our efforts
should seek reform that stabilizes the issues, rather than a remedy that masks the origins.

It remains without question that Proposition 13 impacted both local and county governments, by
creating narrow corridors for revenue and expenditure relationships in public sector finance. Prior to
the implementation of Prop. 13, there was a significant history that had been shaping the political-
economic contours in California for nearly 70 years, that unfortunately was not included in the Grand
Jury report. Itis important to acknowledge this history, because at the very least it provides context and
a historical perspective into the fiscal challenges that are faced today.

Local governments have had a challenging history with the State of California regarding the sanctity of
revenues, and the independent ability to levy taxes to provide services within their respective areas of
government and communities. These contested relationships would evolve into advocacy and reform




efforts in the early 1900’s that would eventually lead to two legal principles being established in
California®. These principles are the:

e Home rule power
e Separation of Sources Act of 1910

The combination of home rule power and the Separation of Sources Act of 1910 would help to shape
boundaries and fiscal authority for local government in the State of California. Fundamental elements of
the Separation of Sources Act of 1910 that are germane to taxing authority, not only allowed local
government revenues to remain in alignment with the needs and desires of their communities; most
importantly, it established the principle of separate revenue sources between the state and local
governments in California. The Separation of Sources Act of 1910 is a significant factor in the post-
Proposition 13 environment for local and county governments; when viewed in combination with the
implementation of Assembly Bill 8 in 1979 (AB 8)%; both changes significantly altered the exclusive
control of property tax at the local level, and placed property tax allocation back into the hands of state
control. This decoupling, essentially removed the Separation of Sources doctrine and home rule at the
local level that had been in effect for nearly 70 years.?

The Separation of Sources Act of 1910 determined that secured property taxes would be utilized as a
local government revenue source. The revenue derived from property taxes was intended to be utilized
for critical local government needs, in areas such as law enforcement, fire protection, libraries, parks,
and hospitals. Secured property taxes would be used as the largest and most essential source of local
government control and funding from 1910 - 1978, until the implementation of Proposition 13 and
Assembly Bill 8.

Through the implementation of Proposition 13 and Assembly Bill 8, a paradigm shift would emerge
where local government revenue control of secured property taxes, would shift into the hands of the
state. This change would have a profound impact on local government fiscal stability. Most
importantly, this alteration of control over property taxes has laid the groundwork for systemic fiscal
policies that have allowed the State of California to utilize local government revenue sources as a fiscal
shock absorber, in an effort to maintain fiscal sustainability for the state during economically vulnerable
times. Rather than implement fiscal policies that protected and respected the autonomy of all forms of
government and their respective areas of revenue needs that were best suited for their communities
and constituencies, in a complete departure of the Separation of Sources Act, the State of California
instead chose to use local government revenue to absorb losses in a post-prop. 13 environments.

The progeny of Prop. 13 and AB 8 that began to emerge in the 1990’s, have helped to reveal an even
more devastating relationship within public sector finance; that being the challenges that exist when a
local government has their revenue removed from their balance sheets by the State of California. This

! See: The State-Local Fiscal Relationship in California: A Changing Balance of Pow e r » o o J. Fred Silva Elisa
Barbour

2See: Understanding California’s property tax: Legislative Analyst’s Office 2012

? See: The Origin & Devolution of Local Revenue Authority by Michael Coleman and Michael G. Colantuono




deprivation of revenue has exposed the fiscal and operational dichotomy of having to provide a level of
service to their respective communities, while simultaneously having to service unfunded pension and
healthcare liabilities for their active and retired employees. The first example of this emergence can be
found during the Education Revenue Augmentation Funding (ERAF) shifts that happened in FY 1992-93
and again in FY 1993-94. These shifts from local and county revenue streams were put in place by the
State of California to fund the educational system throughout the state. These shifts are commonly
referred to as ERAF | and ERAF II.* The El Dorado County Fire Protection District currently has roughly
$1.1M of revenue removed from its District on an annual basis due to ERAF shifts. No subsequent
revenue augmentation has been received by the El Dorado County Fire Protection District from
Proposition 172 funds.

During the passage of Proposition 13 and AB 8, Proposition 8 in 1978 also took effect. Proposition 8
allows for temporary reductions in assessed values, to be reassessed at market value if there is a decline
in property value below the original acquisition price of the property.> The majority of local fire districts
in El Dorado County experienced an immensely slow recovery process from the “Great Recession”, due
to the features of Proposition 8. Real estate values simply do not have the elasticity and rebound effects
of sales and income taxes.

Another change that has also impacted all levels of government, but specifically those that have had
their revenue removed with no subsequent augmentation, is the paradigm shift in public sector pension
costs. Due to the recommendations provided in GASB No. 67 & 68, in 2015 CalPERS began a “fixed 30-
year amortization” of all unfunded pension liabilities. Prior to this implementation, CalPERS utilized a
“rolling” amortization which allowed employer pension costs to remain relatively stable vis-a-vis their
respective payroll. This has increased employer annual pension costs immensely since its
implementation. When this shift is analyzed through the lens of a local government entity that has had
their revenue(s) removed or limited by larger sectors of government, we can begin to understand how
the systemic effects of Prop. 13 and its progeny have placed a destabilizing fiscal vice grip around local
government(s) within the State of California.

With the information provided thus far, we can begin to visualize and understand how these fiscal
policies have had unintended consequences that have altered not only local government finance, but
most importantly, how fiscal responsibility still remains at the local level, even though the State of
California now has not only fiscal control of the distribution of that revenue, but has also used their
fiscal control for the removal of that revenue as well. More specifically, the State of California has a
need for local government revenue, but no need for the local government liabilities that have their
origins within that revenue.

“ See: Property Tax Revenue Decline in the State of California and the revenue decline in the State of California and
the Implications: An Examination of Selected Local Governments in the State of California Ryan M. Mauldin
University of Kentucky

® See: Decline in value — Proposition 8, California State Board of Equalization




A similar revenue reconfiguration has taken place between local fire protection districts and the County
of El Dorado. In the early 1970’s the County of El Dorado created the County Service Area 7 (CSA 7), in
an effort to establish a “fire-based” EMS system, where ambulances would be staffed with
Firefighter/Paramedics throughout the county. Although the transporting Fire Districts staffed and
provided the service, the County of El Dorado provided the funding and considered all employees who
worked on the ambulances to in fact be “County” employees, not “Fire District” employees. This
designation would change in 1997 when the Joint Powers Authority (JPA) was created to oversee the
ambulance operations on the western slope of El Dorado County. During this transition, the employees
that were once considered “County” employees were now considered to be “Fire District” employees.
While this reconfiguration may appear harmless at first glance, the question should be asked:

“Who inherited the employee unfunded pension liabilities?”

If your answer is the Fire Districts, your answer would be correct. How can this happen? That is a good
question; more importantly, it is an excellent observation. Being able to observe the pattern of larger
governments being able to remove or deprive smaller governments of their revenue, while
simultaneously leaving them saddled with the debt, is exactly why the Fire Districts in this county, and
many municipalities around the state are in their current financial predicaments. It is often inferred that
focal government cannot manage their fiscal affairs, so a larger governmental entity like the county or
state must be the answer. If this were not the answer, would the discourse be the same? More
specifically, if the actual cost to provide service is comparable or even less expensive when provided by
local governments, would the same studies and suggestions be recommended?

Moving forward, what is a barometer that we can use to determine the actual costs of “doing business”?
Is it the revenue that a leve! of government receives? No.

If it is not the revenue, then what is it? The debt.

More specifically, the pension costs per employee.

Why look at the pension costs per employee? As the post-Prop. 13 challenges continue to mature and
manifest; the present-day underpinnings of local government fiscal challenges are due to the
amortization of unfunded pension liabilities coupled with a deprivation/removal of revenue(s) by larger
governmental entities. Pension costs are the catalyst for agencies and municipalities seeking larger
revenue streams, as their current revenue is essentially being eroded by annual pension cost increases.
It may not appear this way when certain actuarial valuations are observed, however, there is necessary
information that needs to enter our discussions to reveal what is happening.

Let us look at the following comparisons which includes local, county, and state employees:

Agency El Dorado Lake Valley Georgetown County of State of
County Fire Fire Protection | Fire Protection | El Dorado California
Protection District District “Safety”
District




“Firefighters
and Peace
Officers”

Employer 60.78% 43.32% 44.54% 45.26% 47.198%
pension costs
of “Classic”
employees
(FY 19/20)

With a side by side comparison, it appears that a County level of government and the State of California
are in fact a comparable, or less expensive business model in comparison to local governmental entities
such as the ones illustrated above. However, we will need to dive deeper into each actuarial statement
to show that there is an allowance that is made for larger forms of government that is not permissible
for smaller forms of government. The actuarial explanation as to why this is happening, has to do with
the “size of the risk pool” that an agency/municipality belongs to. This explanation does not change the
fact that both employers have “Classic” and “PEPRA” employees within their ranks. The same
delineation that was made for smaller governmental agencies could also be made for larger
governmental agencies...but it is not.

To create more meaningful and authentic dialogue, we must know not only our true cost, but also the
costs that are not being included in the conversations. It is not difficult to extract this information from
the actuarial data, we just need to know what questions to ask to frame the conversations.......

Question: What is the difference between a “PEPRA” employee and a “Classic” employee?

Answer: “PEPRA” (Public Employee Pension Reform Act of 2013) identifies all public employees that
were hired after January 1, 2013. All “PEPRA” employees were put into a separate pension plan. Most
safety “PEPRA” employees are now utilizing the 2.7%@57 retirement formula. All “Classic” employees
are public employees with a hire date prior to January 1, 2013. Most “Classic” safety employeesare in a
3% @50 retirement formula.

Question: Based off of the previous comparison, it seems that the El Dorado County Fire Protection
Districts’ retirement costs for their “Classics”, are roughly a third more expensive than the other
comparisons which also include county and state government comparisons. Haven't all levels of
government had retirements since the introduction of “PEPRA” employees?

Answer: Employers with less than 100 employees get a separate actuarial valuation for their “PEPRA”
and “Classic” employees. The “PEPRA” employees have not been in the system very long, so their plans
have not begun to show the maturity or funding shortfalls that the “Classic” plans illustrate. More
specifically the unfunded liabilities for “PEPRA” employees are virtually non-existent at this time in
comparison to the “Classic” employees.




Question: Is the total employer pension cost a reflection of the maturity of that plan, more specifically
how many employees have retired from that agency/municipality?

Answer: Yes

Question: If the County of El Dorado and the State of California have also had many retirements since
the implementation of PEPRA in 2013.... are they “blending” both their “Classic” employees and
“PEPRA” employees together?

Answer: Yes
Question: Is that why their costs appear to be comparable or lower than local government?
Answer: Yes

Question: So employers with more than 100 employees can blend their “PEPRA” and “Classic”
employees, and in turn show a lower than actual true pension cost for their “Classic” active/retired
employees, but employers with less than 100 employees in the State of California cannot do this?

Answer: Yes

Question: So if “PEPRA” costs so far are virtually non-existent due to their relative recent
implementation, then the agencies/municipalities that are blending both “PEPRA” and “Classic”
employees are actually artificially suppressing the true costs and true annual employer pension growth
of their “Classic” employees/retirees, because as “Classics” retire, “PEPRA” employees are just replacing
them on the balance sheet. There is a decrease in the “Normal Cost”, but not in the growth of the
unfunded pension liability costs per “Classic” employee/retiree?

Answer: Correct
Question: Should elected officials and taxpayers know this information?
Answer: Yes

Question: Would another way to frame this be, “Viewed inversely, PEPRA employees that work for
employers with more than 100 employees are being charged nearly 3.5 times their actual costs in an
effort to cover funding shortfalls for “Classic” employees/retirees?”

Answer: Yes

Question: Is there a way to extract this information from the County and State government actuarial
valuation statement and recalculate the true costs of their “Classic” employees?

Answer: Yes

Question: How would one go about doing this?




Answer: Within each valuation statement for employers with over 100 employees, there is an
“Appendix C”. The “Appendix C” will give a breakdown of the employee time in service demographic,
and the “average” salary. This is important, because we know that employees that were hired after
2013, are “PEPRA” employees. You simply take the number of employees with a 0-4-year time and
service range and multiply it by their average salary. Now take that number and deduct it from the total
payroll costs used for the actuarial valuation for that year. This new number will give you the total
payroll cost for the “Classic” employees. The UAL divided by the new payroll costs that excludes the
“PEPRA” employees will show you the true costs of pensions, as well as the true annual cost increases of
pensions, rather than an artificially suppressed number due to the blending of both “Classics” and
“PEPRA” employees. We know this number is suppressed because if a “PEPRA” safety employee had
nearly 50% of their annual salary invested on an annual basis, with a 7% annual return on investment,
the payout would be much higher than needed for their actual pension eligibility; so yes, “PEPRA”
employees are blended to cover the funding shortfalls of “Classic” active/retired employees. The
numbers used for this estimation from the actuarial valuation will be conservative, meaning they will be
low because there are likely “PEPRA” employees that are also falling into the 5-9-year time in service
range. That data will be hard to extract from just an actuarial statement, so it is best use the 0-4 year
time range for the time being, the new estimate will be sufficient for more realistic comparisons
between local, county, and state levels of government.

Question: What would a recalculation of the previous comparison look like with the “PEPRA” employees
extracted from the data?

Answer: See below

Agency El Dorado Lake Valley Georgetown County of State of
County Fire Fire Protection | Fire Protection | El Dorado California
Protection District District “Safety” “Firefighters
District and Peace
Officers”
Employer 60.78% 43.32% 44.54% 54.44% 55.26%

pension costs
of “Classic”
employees
(FY 19/20)

Question: Why is it important to show a true side by side comparison of actual “Classic” active/retired
employee costs?

Answer: If there is a concerted effort to consolidate/regionalize the fire protection service within El
Dorado County, a true financial risk analysis will be necessary to ensure that there is adequate funding
available for this endeavor. There is a generally widely held belief that consolidation/regionalization




efforts can lead to economic efficiencies. If contingent liabilities exist, they must be appropriately
identified and delineated.

Question: What questions should be asked during consolidation/regionalization conceptual discussions?

Answer: Will the debt obligations of a local government fire protection district transfer to the County of
El Dorado or the State of California, or remain at the local level?

Question: If the debt obligations remain at the local level and there is no augmentation of funding
provided by the County of El Dorado or the State of California, then will not funding issues continue to
be a problem?

Answer: Yes

Conclusion:

The Grand Jury gave recommendations about consolidations, and referenced examples such as the El
Dorado County Sherriff’s Department and Cal Fire, but did not describe the nuance and contours of
public sector finance, nor the history upon how local governments have had their revenue removed and
deprived by larger governmental entities. Omitting information such as this out of the discussion can
only lead to recommendations that offer remedies, but not solutions. When viewed through the lens of
economic history, precepts, and true comparisons, the local fire protection districts in El Dorado County
are well positioned and poised to deliver service to their local communities. The fiscal challenges that
create the operational challenges, have largely been out of their control. Unfortunately the Grand Jury
disregards the significance of six independent consolidations of local fire protection districts over the
course of two years by the El Dorado Fire Protection District from 1991 — 1993, and glosses over the last
of those consolidations in 1993, with Coloma-Lotus and Northside; yet fails to make the causal
connection of the ERAF funding shifts during that time frame as to why future consolidations on the
boarders of the El Dorado County Fire Protection District did not continue. Did the Grand Jury consider
that agencies that are geographically positioned to assist fire districts on the northern and southern
boundaries of the county would have done so, had their revenue remained within their districts? The
Grand Jury should reconvene and discuss the fiscal challenges that have led to the current operational
challenges, and discuss the following:

Where are the recommendations for more fiscal control at the county and local level, so that the County
and Local Special Districts have more discretionary spending allowance?

Where are the recommendations for returning control of the property tax to local governments?




Where are the recommendations to reduce maintenance of effort requirements placed on the county
by the State of California, to free up more discretionary spending?

Where are the recommendations to have the county recognize all former CSA 7 employees as county
employees and honor their unfunded pension costs, to free up additional revenue for the JPA/Fire
Districts?

Where are the recommendations to pursue augmentation funding from the State of California, to
replenish the funding that was removed at the local levels?

F2. County citizens on the West Slope experience a wide disparity in fire protection
services often masked by Automatic Aid, based on their location and their specific fire
district.

3. Respondent disagrees partially with finding.

While there is a large disparity on levels of fire protection services across the County, thisis due
to the available tax base to support fire protection services. Many areas throughout the County
do not generate or have available funds to provide levels of service equal to those in the more
populated areas. Absent of necessary funding, these areas must rely on “Automatic Aid”. Our
County benefits from the current model of a “drop boundary” system, which allows for a
response from the closest unit, regardless of jurisdiction. This concept does not “mask” the
disparity, it allows for service delivery to those areas that do not have sufficient funding sources
for a more local response. The current standard on the West Slope for a residential structure fire
response is 5 engines, 1 medic unit and a Chief Officer (plus a wildland response during fire
season). There are only 2 Districts in the County that can fill a 5-engine response. El Dorado
Hills, given the layout of their District could meet this, assuming all their engines are in quarters
and available. It should be noted that this would leave the entire District uncovered during the
fire —if there was not a mutual aid / move-up and cover system. For El Dorado County Fire
District, we could fill the 5-engine response to an incident, however, based on the layout of our
District those engines would be traveling long distances and likely would not be the closest
resources. Many of the remaining smaller Districts have 1 or 2 engines and rely on neighboring
Districts to meet response levels. For example, if there is a fire in Shingle Springs, the response
would be provided by County Fire (Shingle Springs Station), Cameron Park, Rescue and
Diamond Springs. If we were all under the same County-Wide Fire District with common
staffing levels, the response would still be filled by Shingle Springs, Cameron Park, Rescue and
Diamond Springs. Auto-aid doesn't mask the issue — the working relationships between all the
Districts to participate in a drop boundary, closest resource, auto aid system enhances the level
service provided to the citizens — no single community can staff their local fire station to meet all
the needs of that community. This is not unique to El Dorado County; it happens state-wide and
across the Country.




F3. Efforts to improve fire protection on the West Slope of the County have been ongoing
for many years with limited success.

1. Respondent disagrees partially with finding.
Significant data points have been left out and therefore does not provide critical analysis.
Without this a contextually recommend go forward solution is lost. The following text begins to
provide additional and pertinent data points. Many attempts at improving the fire protection
services levels on the West Slope have been on-going. The reason for a lack of movement is
simple, a lack of sustainable funding. The belief that consolidation is the answer is a misnomer —
merging two financially struggling agencies into one only creates a larger financially struggling
agency. Over the years there have been several programs to assist some of the fire districts with
the County, such as “aid to fire” & "patch money”. To encourage consolidations, the County at
one point augmented a merger to complete the process. As seen very recently, there are
communities that prefer “local autonomy” over any determined level of service - history and
tradition over a guaranteed response.
Several existing public funding sources, currently funneled directly to the County of El Dorado,
diverge from the original intent to provide, and preserve local fire protections. These include:
 California Proposition 172 — Local Public Safety Protection and Improvement Act of 1993
e Federal US Department of the Interior Payments in Lieu of Taxes (PILT)

The citizens of California voted and approved Proposition 172:
The Lo e was:

LOCAL PUBLIC SAFETY PROTECTION AND IMPROVEMENT ACT OF 1993. LEGISLATIVE
CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT.
The ballot summary was:

o This measure would provide a dedicated revenue source for public safety
purposes.

» Revenue would be distributed to cities and counties for purposes such as police,
sheriffs, fire, district attorneys and corrections.

» [ this measure is approved by a majority of the state's voters, the tax would be
collected in all counties. However, a county would be eligible to receive tax revenues
beginning January 1, 1994, only if the board of supervisor’s votes to participate or
voters within the county approve the measure by majority vote.

The local fire districts lose revenue on an annual bases due to the ERAF shift, the voters of
California supported a ballot initiative to provide funding to FIRE, along with other functions of
County and City public safety, in our County NONE of these funds are allocated to local fire
districts. Providing relief from the on-going shift of revenues away from the local fire districts
could create the needed sustainability to encourage and support mergers. Absent of additional
revenue — local districts will continue to contract and reduce service levels.




Several of the local fire districts also services areas of the US Forest Service. The Federa!
sovernment provides the Couniy Payment In Lieu of Taxes (PILT) monies:

"Payments in Lieu of Taxes” (PILT) are Federal payments to local governments that help offset
losses in properiy taxes due o the exisience of nontaxable Federal lands within their boundaries.
The original law is Public Law 94-565, dated October 20, 1976. This law was rewritien and
amended by Public Law 97-258 on September 13, 1982 and codified at Chapter 69, Title 31 of the
United States Code. The law recognizes the financial impact of the inability of local
governrments to collect property taxes on Federally owned land.

PILT payments help local governments carry out such vital services as firsfighting and
police protection, construction of public schools and roads, and search-and-rescue
operations. The payments are made annually for tax-exempt Federal lands administered by the
Bureau of Land Management, the National Park Service, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (all
bureaus of the Department of the Interior [DOI]), and the U.S. Forest Service (part of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture) and for Federal water projects and some military installations. PILT
payments are one of the ways the Federal Government can fulfill its role of being a good
neighbor to local communities.

The County received $790,810 in PILT funds for 2020. This amount clearly would not be a
sustainability "windfall” i allocated across the affected local fire districts and County
departments, however, for our district the funds could offset actual costs associated with these
responses. Just looking at diesel fuel alone, fire engines get an average of 3.5-4 mpg, for Engine
17 in Pollock Pines to respond to a call at Ice House Resort is 36 miles round trip or 9 gallons of
fuel, not to mention staffing and wear and tear on the engine, multiple engine responses and
move-up and cover engines. These costs are borne solely by the fire district, despite the
funding provided by the Federal Government. In 2019, our District responded to roughly 100
calls within US Forest Service lands.

During 2017/18 there was an attempt by the Fire Districts and members of the County Board of
Supervisors to pursue a sales tax increase to assist in creating an additional funding mechanism
for local fire districts. Ultimately that project stalled as the funds generated would not be
specifically allocated to local fire districts.

There is a reference made in the report as a comparison to the County Sheriff's Department and
the outstanding level of service provided by this Agency, as a single Agency — agreed 100%. It
should be noted that the 2019/20 budget for the Sheriff Department is shown at $57,582,907.
In contrast, the west slope fire districts combined operate at $42,238,975 for 2019/20, of that
revenue 46% is realized in one District, where growth and development are supported by the
County. Funding for local fire districts should be at the same priority level as the Sheriff
Department for sustainability.




Due to Local Autonomy, ERAF shifts and County PILT fund management / disbursement
to the local districts the report only partially touches on why this has been an ongoing
effort with resolution.

F4. Cal Fire has the infrastructure, staffing and expertise to be a major component of a
solution to the County’s fire district disparities.

3. Respondent disagrees partially with finding.

While Cal Fire does have a presence within our County and is a partner with the local
government fire districts, they could be a part of the solution, not a major component. There
are multiple Cal Fire stations throughout the County, but you must remember their mission and
purpose. Preventing wildfires in the State Responsibility Area (SRA) is a vital part of Cal Fire's
mission. The local fire districts should be the major components and players in providing the
fire and EMS delivery to the citizens within the County, with Cal Fire being a partner in the
overall system. Securing adequate funding is the overall challenge with a standard weight of
response to reduce disparities. Again, Cal Fire is a partner in the system, however, a year-round
response from Cal Fire would require additional funds. There were Districts at one point under a
Cal Fire contract or have researched contracting with Cal Fire for services, again the local
funding levels do not support or allow for entering into these agreements.

F5. Improvements in the existing fire protection model for the West Slope requires all fire
protection districts to take a holistic view of fire protection and the political will to
embrace change.

1. Respondent agrees with finding

If the goal is to create a standardized and sustainable fire service delivery model throughout the
County, it will require all parties, the County, the Fire Districts and the elected officials to come
together and have realistic and authentic conversations. The delivery model will need to be built
around varying service levels in conjunction with the diversity of the County. A staffed fire
engine within 5 miles of every residence is not practical. Several areas need to be addressed to
make this a feasible option, improved sustainable funding, meaningful pension reform and a
County-wide willingness to improve the system — from all parties.

F6. Fire protection districts on the West Slope have not displayed the ability to take a
holistic view of fire protection or the political will to embrace change, to the determent of
all County citizens.

3. Respondent disagrees partially with finding
While it is true that is some instances, the fire districts may have chosen not to look beyond
their boundaries. Often, the elected officials and local citizens are unwilling to look beyond their




“historical ties” to their local fire district and are unwilling to lose a perceived local control and
the name. The County recently saw a District that was going to lay-off 50% of

their firefighters and significantly impact their ability to provide service — reject ALL the
proposals put forward by other Districts and Cal Fire. The Fire Board, comprised of elected
officials rejected ALL proposals. At least 2 other Agencies expended staff time and energy to
assist a neighboring Agency, and they were rejected. There was a clear willingness to assist this
District, but the District refused to be assisted. Other such attempts have been discussed or
looked at over the years with varying levels of research, in the end an assortment of obstacles
have caused these talks or ideas to stall. Again, sustainable funding can be a catalyst to
overcome a lot of the obstacles.

RECOMMENDATION

R1. Fire Protection Districts, Cal Fire, BOS and LAFCO should continue discussing ways to
improve County fire protection services.

1. Respondent agrees with finding

Throughout the provided responses to the findings from the Grand Jury, there is common set of
issues that produce barriers to finding solutions to the issue of sustainable fire protection
services on the West Slope of El Dorado County. Meaningful discussions, with an intent for
resolution are needed if there is a true desire to fix the issues. Without a true commitment from
all parties, future discussions will yield the same results, and this will nothing more than another
report with a similar “feel good” closing statement or recommendation.

Ideally a task force would be created to address the problem. It would have delegates /
representatives in fire district management as well as locally elected district board members. In
forming this group clear objectives / expected outcomes must be defined and delivering must
be time bound. 1) The goal (expected outcome) would be to provide a Western Slope Fire
Service Consolidation Recommendation. 2) Performing this effort is to be completed within the
next two years or by a given date.




