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Coastside Fire Protection District – Going 
Backward or Forward? 

 Issue | Background | Findings | Conclusions | Recommendations | Responses | Attachments

 
Issue  

 
Is there solid rationale for considering the reestablishment of a stand-alone fire department for 
the Coastside Fire Protection District, and would the residents of the District be well served by 
such a change? 
 

Summary 
 
In June 2008, after years of operational, labor management, morale and legal problems, the 
Coastside Fire Protection District (CFPD) contracted with the California Department of Forestry 
(CAL FIRE) to supply management and personnel for fire protection and other emergency 
services. Three and one-half years later, on December 14, 2011, the CFPD Board of Directors 
directed its counsel to prepare a report for the Board on the process required to reestablish a 
standalone fire department at the expiration of the CAL FIRE contract at the end of June 2012.  
In the interim the Board had hired an outside consultant to conduct a performance audit and 
determine whether services could be provided more effectively using a different model, one of 
which is to return to a locally formed fire department instead of contracting for the service.  The 
consultant’s Report praised the performance and cost effectiveness of CAL FIRE and 
recommended that CFPD continue to contract with CAL FIRE while continuing to improve the 
current system. 
 
The Grand Jury heard and investigated many issues that were raised by CFPD Board members as 
rationale for considering reestablishment of a standalone fire department and termination of the 
CAL FIRE contract. The Grand Jury could not find any substantive issues that justified 
terminating the CAL FIRE contract. The Grand Jury concluded: that the residents of the CFPD 
are being well served by CAL FIRE; that it is unlikely the Coastside residents would benefit 
from the reestablishment of a standalone fire department; and that the CFPD should continue to 
improve, rather than undermine, the Coastside-CAL FIRE relationship.  
 
The Grand Jury is recommending to the CFPD Board that it: 

1. Discontinue its investigation of the process necessary to reestablish a standalone fire 
department 

2. Complete negotiations with CAL FIRE to extend the current contract 
3. Hire a professional administrator to manage the CAL FIRE contract 
4. In the future, conduct targeted performance audits (e.g. every three years) to ensure that 

CAL FIRE price and service is competitive. 
5. Refrain from formally considering whether to reestablish a stand-alone fire department, 

unless substantial and material deficiencies in CAL FIRE performance surface. 
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Background  

 

Half Moon Bay Fire Protection District in Disarray  

The CFPD was formed in October 2007 through the consolidation of the Half Moon Bay Fire 
Protection District (HMBFPD) and the Point Montara Fire Protection District (PMFPD). Prior to 
that, in 2006, the HMBFPD was beset with operational, labor management, morale and legal 
issues.  On March 21, 2006, Interim Fire Chief Pete Bonano described the situation as follows in 
a memo to the HMBFPD Board of Directors: 
 

I’m very concerned with the Department’s ability to provide a level of service consistent 
with the Mission of the Fire Service. The Fire Prevention program is minimal at best and 
is in total disarray… Morale in the Fire Department is low resulting in a culture of 
lawsuits, grievances and excessive sick leave use.1 
 

A report issued by the San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury (Grand Jury) in July 2006 noted that 
in the 2000-2006 period, the HMBFPD had been embroiled in five lawsuits with current or 
former employees and had paid $707,595 in settlements and $516,280 in legal costs.2 The Grand 
Jury also noted that during that same period 28 firefighters had retired or left the HMBFPD to 
seek employment elsewhere.  Total staff at the time was 22 firefighters. 
 
Half Moon Bay Fire Protection District Seeks To Outsource Fire Protection Services 

The HMBFPD Board voted on March 21, 2006 to issue an RFP to the 15 fire protection agencies 
in the County for outsourcing its fire protection services.  In the end, only two agencies 
responded with proposals, the City of San Mateo Fire Department and the California Department 
of Forestry, which is now known as CAL FIRE.  The cost of services proposed by San Mateo 
City Fire was either $350,000 or $850,000 per year more than the proposal submitted by CAL 
FIRE, depending upon the option selected by the HMBFPD.3  Furthermore, as the fire services 
provider for rural portions of San Mateo County including most areas surrounding HMBFPD and 
the Point Montara Fire Protection District (PMFPD), CAL FIRE would be able to leverage some 
services across jurisdictions.  
 
On January 30, 2007, after many public meetings, the HMBFPD and PMFPD Boards voted to 
enter into negotiations with CAL FIRE for provision of fire protection and other emergency 
services. At that time, the HMBFPD was providing management and personnel to the PMFPD, 
and CAL FIRE, on an emergency basis, was staffing one PMFPD engine because so many Point 
Montara staff had left. Eight months later, on October 1, 2007, the HMBFPD and PMFPD 
consolidated to form the Coastside Fire Protection District (CFPD). 

                                                           

1
 See Appendix 1 for full text. 

2
 2005-2006 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury Report: A Firehouse Divided Cannot Stand, 

http://www.sanmateocourt.org/documents/grand_jury/2005/HMBFPD210F.pdf 
3
 City of San Mateo Fire Department Proposal, June 2006:  

http://coastsider.ultralocal.com/images/uploads/policeandfire/hmbfire/Proposal-SM_City-July_2006.pdf 

Department of Forestry and Protection (CAL FIRE) Proposal, June 2006: 

http://coastsider.ultralocal.com/images/uploads/policeandfire/hmbfire/Proposal-CDF-June23_2006.pdf 
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Union Local 2400 Fights CAL FIRE Contract 

Meanwhile, the union representing the HMBFPD firefighters, International Association of Fire 
Fighters (IAFF) Local 2400, strongly opposed the move to contract with CAL FIRE, which was 
represented by IAFF Local 2881. After the January 30th decision, it solicited a referendum to 
force a public vote on the issue. The referendum was rejected by both Boards in March 2007 and 
a lawsuit ensued delaying the implementation of the contract. The lawsuit was supported by 
Local 2400 and the named plaintiff was Mr. Albyn Douglas Mackintosh, who is currently the 
CFPD Board President.  The Superior Court supported the District’s authority to contract with 
CAL FIRE, finding the referendum to be inaccurate and misleading, and that the lawsuit was 
without merit, and issuing a decision to that effect on August 8, 2007.  On April 10, 2008 the 
Appeals Court affirmed the Superior Court.4 The lawsuit went through the courts and through an 
appeal process which ended on May 21, 2008, when the California Supreme Court declined to 
hear the matter.  
 
CAL FIRE Contract Is Signed, But Strife Continues 

On June 2, 2008, CFPD's Board finalized a cooperative agreement with CAL FIRE to supply the 
management and personnel for fire protection and other emergency services. 
Since 2008 the Board has acted on at least three occasions to assess whether changes should be 
made in the three-year-old outsourcing strategy.  On two occasions, the Board formed standing 
committees to evaluate reorganizing the District.5  In neither case was a final report delivered to 
the Board.  
 
CFPD Board Commissions Performance Audit by TriData

6 
In December 2010, CFPD commissioned an external operational audit of the District’s fire and 
emergency services.  The TriData Division of the Arlington, Virginia based System Planning 
Corporation was selected to perform the audit at a cost of $44,500.  The major topics to be 
included in the Report were stated as follows(p.3): 

• Organization, leadership, and management 

• District finances 

• Service demand and response times 

• Fire, EMS, and special operations 

• Volunteer participation 

• Services provided by CAL FIRE and future options 
 
According to CFPD Board meeting minutes, some of the Directors were skeptical as to whether 
CFPD was actually saving money under the CAL FIRE contract as compared to running a stand-
alone fire department after taking into account all costs including training.  They wanted the 

                                                           

4
 http://coastsider.ultralocal.com/images/uploads/policeandfire/hmbfire/hmbfireorder20070808.pdf, 

5
 Management and Staffing Committee established on 1/27/2010, 

http://www.coastsidefire.org/sites/files/shared/files/012710%20Board%20Action%20Minutes.pdf; Shared 

Services Committee established on 9/28/2011, 

http://www.coastsidefire.org/sites/files/shared/files/092811%20Board%20Action%20Minutes%20rev.pdf 
6
 Fire Services Operational Audit, Coastside Fire Protection District, August 2011 by TriData.  On file with the Clerk 

of the San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury. 
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TriData study to provide a comprehensive assessment. In describing the project scope, the 
TriData Report noted (p.11): 
 

Of paramount concern was to obtain a study to help the Directors and others 
understand the situation regarding the contract with CAL FIRE and whether changes are 
needed.  District officials also expressed interest in whether services could be provided 
more effectively using a different model, one of which is to return to a ‘locally formed 
fire department’ instead of contracting for the service. 
 

TriData interviewed all Board members and CAL FIRE management, reviewed District financial 
data and operational performance data from the County, visited each of the three District 
stations, reviewed District policies, and met with members of the public.  
 
TriData issued its Report on CFPD in August 2011, eight months after it was commissioned. 
Although the CFPD Board voted to “receive” the Report, all Board members believed that some 
of the Report’s findings were in error and that the Report included hearsay and unsupported 
conjecture.  The Board unanimously passed a motion to this effect at its September 28, 2011 
meeting, although no specific issues with the TriData Report were stated at this meeting.7 
 
 Key conclusions of the TriData Report included the following (p.14): 

1. “CAL FIRE is providing good service to the District. Since CAL FIRE became the 
contract provider for Coastside, there have been some major improvements.  Among 
them are: 

• Reserve fund increase even with two tax reductions 

• Elimination of costly litigation under the former department 

• Improved labor/management relations 

• Improved service flexibility 

• Improved apparatus maintenance  
2. “CAL FIRE is a nationally recognized organization with excellent resources. The District 

is receiving excellent service at a lower cost than if provided independently(p.5)” 
3. “For the immediate future, the District should continue to contract with CAL FIRE while 

continuing to improve the current system.(p.6)” 
4. “Fire inspections are mostly assigned to the stations; however a backlog currently exists 

because some stations do not get their inspections completed. There is also a need to 
improve public education, which aside from Community Emergency Response Team 
(CERT) training is almost non-existent.” (p.6) 

 
The report also provided a number of recommendations for improving governance and 
leadership, fire and EMS operations and fire prevention and training.   
 
 
 

                                                           

7
 Minutes of CFPD Board Meeting, 9/28/2011, 

http://www.coastsidefire.org/sites/files/shared/files/092811%20Board%20Action%20Minutes%20rev.pdf 
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Board Renegotiates CAL FIRE Contract 

While consultants were preparing the TriData Report, the Board was engaged in renegotiating a 
portion of its contract with CAL FIRE. On July 1, 2011, after several months of preparation, a 
new contract (embodied in Exhibit E) was adopted by the Board. Exhibit E of the contract details 
the services required to be provided by CAL FIRE to the District. (For Exhibit E, see Appendix 
2)  It also requires that CAL FIRE report quarterly to the Board on compliance.  
 
CFPD Board Decides to Investigate Steps to Reestablish a Stand-alone Fire Department 

At the December 14, 2011 Board meeting, before the renegotiated contract was 5 months old and 
despite the overall positive assessment of CAL FIRE’s impact on the CFPD as described in the 
TriData Report, CFPD Board Member Alifano presented a motion that “the Board authorize and 
direct counsel to prepare a report for the Board on the process required to reestablish a 
standalone department to provide fire and emergency services within the District at the 
expiration of the Cal Fire contract on June 30, 2012.”8   
 
The motion was passed by a 3-2 vote with CFPD Board Members Riddell, Mackintosh and 
Alifano in support.   
 
CFPD legal counsel Savaree prepared a report for the January 25, 2012, Board meeting in which 
she recommended that the Board retain the services of an employment law firm, a financial 
consultant and a human resources professional to work with District legal counsel and said that it 
was critical to retain the employment law firm as soon as possible if it wanted to proceed with 
this investigation.   (From the Staff Report, see Appendix 3) 
 
The Board directed Legal Counsel to prepare a contract with the employment law firm to be 
reviewed and signed at a special meeting on January 31, 2012.  The contract was approved at the 
January 31st Board meeting without estimates of the cost of the investigation.9 
 
During the February 22, 2012, meeting, the attorney from the employment law firm said the 
investigation would take approximately one year. He said in response to a question from a Board 
member that “Off the top of my head” it will cost about $50,000 in fees for attorneys and 
consultants.10  The contract can be abrogated at any time. He described the investigation process 
as follows. 

1. Select option for a fire service model and operating budget-- April. 
2. Decide terms of CAL FIRE contract—by end of April. 
3. Decide employment structure including salary and benefits,  job classifications, work 

rules-labor relations--June 
4. Decide on pension and health coverage with CalPERS between July and December 

                                                           

8
 Minutes , CFPD Board Meeting, 12/14/2011; 

http://www.coastsidefire.org/sites/files/shared/files/121411%20Board%20Action%20Minutes.pdf 
9
 Minutes, CFPD Board Meeting, 1/31/2012, 

http://www.coastsidefire.org/sites/files/shared/files/013112%20Special%20Board%20Action%20Minutes.pdf 
10

 Video recording, CFPD Board Meeting, 2/22/2012;  

http://montarafog.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=735:coastside-fire-protection-district-

board-of-directors-february-22-2012&catid=45:cfpd 
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5. Transition to new department including recruitment, hiring, and training in March 2013. 
 

Investigation  

 
The San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury: 

• Viewed video recordings and read minutes of many CFPD Board meetings 

• Attended a CFPD Board meeting 

• Interviewed all current and some former CFPD Board members 

• Interviewed representatives from the County Manger’s Office and County Office 
Emergency Services 

• Read letters from CFPD Board members posted in local media 

• Reviewed the original and current contracts between CAL FIRE and CFPD 

• Read the Operational Audit of CFPD Fire Services performed by TriData 

• Reviewed CFPD financial records and County Emergency Services dispatch records 

• Reviewed operational performance data provided by CFPD 

• Reviewed relevant court cases 
 
RATIONALE FOR AND ISSUES MOTIVATING A STAND-ALONE FIRE 

DEPARTMENT AND THE TERMINATION OF THE CAL FIRE CONTRACT 

The Grand Jury has tried to understand the underlying rationale for the reestablishment of a 
stand-alone fire department and the termination of the CAL FIRE contract by interviewing all 
CFPD Board members, past board members and others, and from watching the video tapes of 
CFPD Board meetings. Below are issues and responses that have repeatedly been brought to the 
attention of the Grand Jury during its investigation, have been repeatedly discussed in Board 
meetings and have been discussed in local media. 
 

1. “CAL FIRE has not lived up to its contract with the CFPD”  There have been frequent 
assertions by CFPD Board members that CAL FIRE has not lived up to contract terms in the 
areas of specialized training, fire prevention inspections and hiring a replacement Fire 
Marshal. In general, the Grand Jury found that the first 18 months of transition to CAL FIRE 
were difficult due to the state of disarray in the department prior to the transition and the 
need to complete extensive staffing.  As a result some contract terms were likely not met.  
But the Grand Jury heard from Board members and found from its own review of 
performance data that CAL FIRE met performance goals in 2010 and met the more detailed 
terms of the contract as revised in July 2011.  The following are some of the specific 
assertions regarding CAL FIRE’s failure to meet contract terms. 
A. Cliff Rescue– There is concern that CAL FIRE has not aggressively built-up the skill 

level of its firefighters necessary to effectively perform cliff rescues.  

• Whereas the original contract was indeterminate in stipulating numbers, the latest 
contract with CAL FIRE calls for the training of at least 60% of on-duty firefighters 
on cliff rescue.  The January 20, 2012 update on the CAL FIRE District Work Plan 
states that 60% of on-duty firefighters were trained on cliff rescue as of September 
17, 2011. (For the Work Plan Update, see Appendix 4)  In addition, according to 
CFPD staff, 100% of permanent firefighters in CFPD are trained in cliff rescue. The 
CFPD training includes low-angle and high-angle cliff rescue.     
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•  The TriData Report states (p.54): “individuals are using the issue of water and cliff 
rescue to elevate the discussion about why the District should not continue its 
contract with CAL FIRE, and instead return to a locally formed fire department. In a 
best-case scenario it would be ideal if every responder was trained to the highest level 
necessary for any incident. The reality is that it is not practical or efficient to do so, 
for the same reason it is not practical that every responder is required to be a 
paramedic.” 

• Calls for cliff rescue are rare.  According to CFPD statistics, in FY2010-2011, out of 
2200 service calls, only one was for cliff rescue.11   

B. Water Rescue – The TriData Report states (p.54): 
      “Individuals who complain that water rescue service was actually better before the CAL 

FIRE contract are probably not aware that the District actually discontinued providing 
water rescue before CAL FIRE began to provide service. After consulting with 
firefighters and the fire chief about the added risk of water rescue, the District decided it 
was not realistic to expect that every firefighter could be capable of making a successful 
water rescue without themselves becoming a victim (even if they are trained).”  

C.  Fire Marshal Office Staffing  In 2011 both the part-time Fire Marshal and part-time Fire 
Inspector announced plans to leave their positions (due to transfer and retirement).  These 
roles are critical to fire prevention efforts.  As of mid-February 2012, CAL FIRE has not 
been able to find suitable permanent replacements for either role.  Few issues related to 
the CFPD have generated more heat than this over the last year.  CAL FIRE critics point 
to it as an example of how a large State bureaucracy is not effective at meeting local 
needs.  CAL FIRE supporters say that there is really no issue because CAL FIRE is still 
getting the job done with an effective back-up plan.  During a special meeting of the 
CFPD Board on January 5, 2012, CAL FIRE Unit Chief Ferreira said that the Fire 
Marshal’s Office was being staffed by 1.5 Fire Captains from the San Mateo County Fire 
Department and a former Fire Marshal from Santa Cruz County.  Also, the departing 
CFPD Fire Marshal was still providing coordination of the Office.  Chief Ferreira also 
noted that hiring the replacement Fire Marshal has become more problematic because the 
CFPD Board is investigating how to end its relationship with CAL FIRE.  

D.  Fire Prevention Inspections The CAL FIRE contract with CFPD calls for completing 
reviews of at least 90% of all Development, New Construction and Tenant Improvement 
Plans within 15 working days following receipt of fees.  Data from CAL FIRE’s Work 
Plan Report Update to the CFPD Board indicates that in the second half of 2011, 95% of 
reviews were completed within 15 working days. (For the Work Plan Update, see 
Appendix 4)  The contract also calls for the inspection of 255 “occupancies” per year.  
During the October – December 2011 period 196 inspections of occupancies were 
completed, in progress or scheduled.   

 
A District official told the Grand Jury that fire prevention activities, including 
inspections, received inadequate attention immediately following the transition to CAL 
FIRE in June 2008.  This was largely due to the need to orient about two thirds of the 

                                                           

11
 Coastside Fire Protection District, 2

nd
 Annual Community Report For Fiscal Year: July 1, 2010 - June 30, 2011,  

http://www.coastsidefire.org/sites/files/shared/files/112811%20FINAL%20website%202010_2011%20Annual%20

Community%20Report.pdf 
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emergency response force.  The number of building inspections performed annually 
increased significantly in 2010 and 2011, far exceeding the number performed in the year 
prior to the CAL FIRE transition, 2007.  CFPD staff provided the following data on the 
number of building inspections performed. 

 
CFPD Building Inspections Performed 

 

2007 187 

2008 142 

2009 135 

2010 386 

2011 549 

 
2. “CAL FIRE is State-minded and Not Focused Locally”  The Grand Jury learned from 

interviews that contracting with CAL FIRE has advantages and disadvantages.  
Advantages: 

• CAL FIRE has a far less costly rate schedule than most San Mateo County fire 
departments. 

• The contract with CAL FIRE is “a-la-carte,” giving the District the flexibility to 
choose the type and quantity of services it needs, as it did when it renegotiated 
Exhibit E in August, 2011.   

• Pricing in the contract is “not-to-exceed”, so the District knows what it will be 
billed even if actual costs to CAL FIRE are higher.   

• The District had no unfunded liability for long-term benefits in the CAL FIRE 
contract.   

• CAL FIRE does all the hiring and training of firefighters and there are no 
overtime costs to the District.   

• When the need arises, CAL FIRE is able to bring in personnel from other areas to 
provide back-up. 

• The District does not need to manage any labor-management issues or have its 
own Human Resources Department.  

Disadvantages 

• The hiring process of a State agency like CAL FIRE is cumbersome at times 
because the local fire chief must pick from a state-supplied list of candidates.  

• CAL FIRE employees can request transfers to other areas within the State.  
District employees can also move to jobs in other jurisdictions, but they must go 
through an application, selection and hiring process. 

  
3. “Staffing Issues” 

A.  Staff Turnover: According to a District official, only two firefighters left the department 
between January 2011 and February 2012. The 2006 report by the Grand Jury stated that 
in the six years prior to CAL FIRE providing service to the CFPD (2002-2008), 28 fire 
fighters left the district to retire or seek employment elsewhere, which is double the 
January 2011 to February 2012 annual rate. 

B. Lack of local knowledge:  
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• Some Board members assume that a stand-alone department will garner local 
firefighters who are knowledgeable about the area. However, according to fire 
officials in other parts of the County, and according to the TriData Report (p.62), 
most fire fighters do not live nearby and even when the fire district was locally run, a 
majority of the fire fighters were not local. This is because the cost of living in the 
area is expensive compared to other parts of the State.  Also, fire officials report that 
fire departments legally cannot require employees to live in particular areas.  

• Prior to and during the transition to CAL FIRE, many firefighters left the District.  
CAL FIRE had to hire firefighters who were not well acquainted with the geography 
and demography of the area.  The new CFPD management formed 3-person 
companies that combined experienced Coastside firefighters with individuals who 
were new to the area.  Still some errors related to knowledge of the area were made 
soon after the transition to CAL FIRE.  To minimize such problems going forward, 
the current contract with CAL FIRE calls for added training and area orientation for 
any new firefighters.  

• Regarding the issue of new firefighters lacking local geographic knowledge, the 
Grand Jury has been told more than once by CAL FIRE critics about an incident in 
which a fire engine, which was responding to a medical emergency at a Half Moon 
Bay hotel, took the wrong route and in doing so drove through a locked gate.   CFPD 
staff filled in additional details telling the Grand Jury that indeed the driver was new 
to the District, but the Fire Captain who was giving directions to the engine driver had 
25 years of experience in the District. 

 

C. Assistant Fire Chief Office Hours: CFPD shares its Assistant Fire Chief with the San 
Mateo County Fire Department. To ease his commute to the coast, the Assistant Fire 
Chief was generally in his office only in the mornings prior to July 2011. Concerns have 
been raised by some CFPD officials that these hours limited effective communication 
with CFPD staff, Board members and the public. To respond to the need to be more 
visibly available, CAL FIRE and the Assistant Fire Chief agreed in July 2011 that he 
would be on duty in the District until at least 3:00 pm on at least half of his duty days.   
Furthermore, the Assistant Fire Chief is required to be accessible via cellular phone 
during all duty hours. From interviews the Grand Jury learned that the CFPD Board 
approved half-time status for the Assistant Fire Chief, Fire Marshal and Fire Inspector 
positions. 
 

4. “Emergency Call Response Time” The County sets goals for response time to emergency 
calls.  The goal is for first responders to arrive on site 90% of the time within 5 minutes and 
59 seconds.  According to CFPD data, in 2010 and 2011, the department met this goal in 23 
out of 24 months, failing only in December 2010 when the response time compliance was 
89.0%. (For Response Table, see Appendix 5) 

 
5. “Volunteer Firefighters” The Half Moon Bay Volunteer Fire Department is an important 

component of CFPD.  Concern has been raised that CAL FIRE has not given enough focus to 
building and supporting the volunteer force.  A former District official told the Grand Jury 
that the support was much better in 2011, during which time recruitment has been very 
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successful. In 2011, six members were added to the volunteer force and another nine were 
recruited, which will bring the force to 24. 
 

6. “Public Sentiment”  

• At least one District official believes the public wants to return to a stand-alone fire 
department based upon the 2007 elections in which all CFPD Board incumbents who 
had agreed to a contract with CAL FIRE were voted out of office.   

• In 2009, of the three Board candidates who were elected, two supported the CAL 
FIRE contract.   

• The TriData consultants participated in a forum with community residents, which was 
facilitated by the District.  The TriData Report (p.62) stated that, “Of the citizens we 
met, all were in favor of continuing the contract with CAL FIRE.” 

 
7. “Staff Morale is Low” The transition to CAL FIRE starting in June 2008 was challenging in 

many ways.  As was noted earlier, a lawsuit brought by the current CFPD Board President 
and others and supported by Local 2400 delayed implementation of the CAL FIRE contract 
and prevented CAL FIRE from working with the District on implementation planning.  Many 
HMBFPD / CFPD employees left the department prior to the CAL FIRE transition and many 
more left at the time of the transition, putting CAL FIRE in the position of having to place 
and train approximately two-thirds of its staff.  As part of the agreement with CFPD, CAL 
FIRE agreed to offer positions to all CFPD employees who wanted to stay with the District.  
Some of the employees who chose to stay with the District had been strongly against the 
District’s decision to contract with CAL FIRE and have remained dissatisfied, often vocally. 
The TriData Report notes (p.18) that “Some within the fire department are using the conflict 
to make the system not work in hopes that the District will return to a locally formed fire 
department instead of contracting with Cal Fire.” 

 
After the Board majority voted to again investigate a stand-alone department on (Dec. 14, 
2011), CAL FIRE Chief Ferreira said that the actions of the Board in investigating steps to 
end the relationship with CAL FIRE and reestablish a stand-alone department would impact 
employee morale and potentially impact achieving other goals on behalf of the District.12  

  
8. “Board Lacks Control of Employees”  Critics of CAL FIRE complain that in the State 

model the District has limited say on who its employees are, how they are trained and on 
employee retention or transfers. They believe that if the District reestablishes a stand-alone 
department, it can more effectively control the hiring of its employees.  The Grand Jury has 
been told that:  

• CAL FIRE policy stipulates hiring procedures, salaries, benefits and work rules.  The 
CFPD has the ability, which it has exercised in its CAL FIRE contracts, to stipulate 
performance needs and requirements.  

• Like most Fire Boards and City Councils, the hiring and firing authority of the CFPD 
is limited to the Chief, Legal Counsel and the Financial Auditor.  

                                                           

12
 Video Recording of CFPD Board Meeting, 12/14/11, 

http://montarafog.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=730:coastside-fire-protection-district-

board-of-directors-meeting-december-14-2011-&catid=45:cfpd 
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• The ability to control employee action is strictly controlled by State labor laws that 
will also apply to a stand-alone department.  

• The CFPD will not have the ability to stipulate where fire fighters live.  

• As the TriData Report points out (p.62), in the past when a stand-alone department 
was in place, a majority of fire fighters lived out of County.   

 
9. “The State Might Decide to Terminate Services and Leave CFPD Without a Provider” 

• CAL FIRE is contractually obliged to provide one year notice to end its service. CAL 
FIRE is the primary provider of fire services to counties and cities and districts 
throughout the state. The services are provided on a cost plus 11% (for overhead) 
basis and are not negatively impacted by any fiscal problems the wild-fire protection 
services may have.  

• In the last 30 years, CAL FIRE has not unilaterally withdrawn from any cooperative 
service agreements elsewhere in the State. 

 
10. Financial Impact is Difficult to Assess. From Grand Jury interviews and discussions in 

CFPD Board meetings, all Board members agree that contracting with CAL FIRE has saved 
the district money, although there are widely divergent views as to how much.  One Board 
member estimates the savings to be $2M per year while another estimates it is closer to 
$400K per year.   
 
The TriData Report indicated (p.24) the annual savings with CAL FIRE to be $1.7M in 
salaries as compared to the 2006 stand-alone department, adjusted for cost of living 
increases.  While the amount of savings is open to debate, overall savings have been 
significant.  
 

• District audited financial statements show that net assets have increased from 
$11,304,808 on June 30, 2008 (the start of the contract with CAL FIRE) to 
$13,471,568 on June 30, 2011.   

• The statements show that in addition to normal operations, the District during the 
same three year period was able to pay off a loan of $1,580,088 to the California 
Department of Forestry and Fire Protection. 

• The District also was able to pay an additional $1,072,342 to CalPERS due to 
changes in actuarial assumptions, and add $1,193,399 to capital assets without 
increasing taxes.   

• The parcel tax charged to residences in the former PMFPD was reduced twice during 
the same period.   

• The authorized payment to Cal Fire was lowered from $6,177,289 for the fiscal year 
ending June 30, 2009 to $5,166,189 for the fiscal year ending June 30, 2011, a 16% 
reduction.  The actual payment to CAL FIRE in fiscal year 2011 was $4,810,354 
which is 22% less than $6,177,289 authorized for fiscal year 2009.    

 

The lower operating costs under CAL FIRE are explained by four factors.  CAL FIRE 
utilizes a 72 hour work week compared to 56 hours in most other local fire departments 
including the former HMBFPD.  This means fewer employees are needed to provide equal 
coverage, saving benefits costs.  Also CAL FIRE’s salary and benefits are generally lower 
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than those for local fire departments.  CAL FIRE has been able to share some services across 
jurisdictions allowing CFPD to reduce staffing in some functions, with Board agreement. 
Finally, legal costs and law-suit payouts are no longer a feature of the District costs.  

 

 Findings  

 

The San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury finds the following: 
 

1. Prior to contracting fire and emergency services to CAL FIRE in 2008, the CFPD and its 
predecessors, the HMBFPD and PMFPD, were beset with operational, labor 
management, morale and legal issues.  Employee turnover was high. 

2. The signing of the contract with CAL FIRE was delayed for a year by a lawsuit supported 
by IAFF Local 2400, in which the named plaintiff is the current CFPD Board president. 
Two court rulings supported the District’s authority to contract with CAL FIRE for 
services.  A petition for review by the California Supreme Court was denied. 

3. CAL FIRE has delivered fire and emergency services under contract to the CFPD since 
June 2008.  In July 2011, a number of changes were made in the contract between CFPD 
and CAL FIRE to establish more comprehensive performance reporting and to better 
delineate training requirements and fire prevention activities.  The changes were 
embodied in Exhibit E. of the contract. 

4. CAL FIRE staff reports on performance against the requirements of Exhibit E. quarterly 
in CFPD Board meetings. 

5. Despite a difficult transition period in its first 18 months of its contract, CAL FIRE’s 
performance in support of the CFPD has met—and exceeded--performance standards in 
2010 and 2011 in the areas of emergency call response time, staff training on specialized 
skills, building inspections, review of building plans, fire hydrant inspections, and 
vegetation management inspections.  Also employee turnover has dropped. According to 
CFPD records, out of 39 full-time-equivalent employees, two employees have left the 
department in the last 13 months and a total of six in the last two years.   

6. Although direct comparisons are difficult, given the many changes in staffing levels over 
the years, it is clear that contracting services to CAL FIRE has saved CFPD money over 
managing a stand-alone fire department.  Savings are derived from lower salary and 
benefits costs with CAL FIRE, the 72-hour work week utilized by CAL FIRE, which 
allows it to operate with fewer employees, and from sharing some services with the San 
Mateo County Fire Department.    

7. Discussions of whether CFPD would be better off with a stand-alone fire department 
have been regular occurrences over the last three years at CFPD Board meetings.    

8. Several fire departments in the County and elsewhere are moving away from stand-alone 
departments and merging or outsourcing to contain costs and improve performance.13 

9. In December 2010, the CFPD Board commissioned the TriData Division of the System 
Planning Corporation to conduct a performance audit of CAL FIRE services and, in part, 
to address whether the CFPD should return to a locally formed fire department.  The 
resulting TriData Report, which was completed in August 2011, praised the work of 

                                                           

13
 2009-2010 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury Report, City Fire Departments Consolidations / Mergers, 

http://www.sanmateocourt.org/documents/grand_jury/2009/fire_dept.pdf 
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CAL FIRE in the District and cited several significant improvements delivered by CAL 
FIRE.  The Report also recommended that the District continue contracting with CAL 
FIRE for fire and emergency services.  The Board passed a resolution saying that some 
of the Report’s findings were in error without providing specifics. 

10. At its December 14, 2011 meeting, the CFPD Board voted to “direct counsel to prepare a 
report for the Board on the process to reestablish a standalone department to provide fire 
and emergency services within the District at the expiration of the Cal Fire contract on 
June 30, 2012.”  At its January 31, 2012 meeting, the Board approved a professional 
services contract with a labor law firm to assess reestablishing a standalone fire and 
emergency services department in the District.  In neither meeting was there a discussion 
of or agreement on what aspects of performance or cost the Board was hoping to 
improve upon nor was there discussion of the cost of conducting the investigation, aside 
from the law firm’s hourly rates. 

11. Also during the December 14, 2011 Board meeting, CAL FIRE Unit Chief Ferreira said 
that the actions of the Board in investigating steps to end the relationship with CAL 
FIRE and reestablish a stand-alone department would impact employee morale and 
potentially impact achieving other goals on behalf of the District.  Previously the TriData 
Report (p.18) said that “relations between CFPD and CAL FIRE have been problematic 
from the start, primarily because some individuals still want the locally formed fire 
department versus CAL FIRE.” 

12. Local entities contract for CAL FIRE  services on a cost plus 11% (for overhead) basis 
and are not negatively impacted by fiscal problems that the State-funded wild-fire 
protection services may have. About 150 agencies like the CFPD take advantage of CAL 
FIRE Cooperative Agreements to streamline their operations in a cost-effective way.14 
CAL FIRE operates approximately 575 local government fire stations in California.15  
CAL FIRE has not unilaterally withdrawn from any cooperative service agreements 
elsewhere in the State in the last 30 years and has committed to providing a minimum of 
one year’s notice prior to ending its service to the CFPD. 
 

Conclusions  
 

1. The Grand Jury believes the residents of the CFPD are being well served by CAL FIRE 
and that CAL FIRE deserves the full support of the CFPD Board, based upon 
performance, cost effectiveness and flexibility.  

2. The Grand Jury believes that the Board has failed to articulate any reason that justifies 
the desire to terminate CAL FIRE services. Furthermore, in the course of its 
investigation, the Grand Jury heard many accusations from CFPD Board members 
regarding CAL FIRE performance that were unfounded, outdated or of relatively minor 
significance.  

                                                           

14
 Coastside Fire Protection District Annual Community Report, July 2008 – July 2009. 

http://www.coastsidefire.org/sites/files/shared/files/Annual%20Community%20Report%20092309%20for%20web

.pdf 
15

 CAL FIRE – Fire and Emergency Response. 

http://www.fire.ca.gov/communications/downloads/fact_sheets/FireandEmergencyResponse.pdf 
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3. The Grand Jury believes that this criticism, along with repeated discussions of 
reestablishing a stand-alone department, has served to embolden those few CFPD staff 
members, who are generally former HMBFD staff members, who have never fully 
supported the shift to CAL FIRE and served to undermine efforts by CFPD staff to build 
a cohesive team fully focused on excellence. 

4. Some Board members have suggested that CFPD could get better service from a stand-
alone fire department. The Grand Jury found and believes that there is no factual support 
for such assertions. Many fire departments in the County and elsewhere have been 
merging to achieve better performance and to contain costs. 

5. Since 2008, when CAL FIRE took over a very troubled department, its performance has 
evolved and improved. It has complied with performance related obligations established 
by Exhibit E as recently negotiated, in July of 2011. The Grand Jury believes that the 
Board should build upon this evolution, not undermine it.   

6. In order to continually improve, rather than undermine, relations with CAL FIRE, the 
Board should document any concerns and engage in open, honest dialog with CAL FIRE 
and with the CFPD community.   

7. The Grand Jury agrees with the recommendation of TriData (p.4) that the District would 
benefit from hiring a professional administrator, for at least three years, to manage the 
contract with CAL FIRE and to objectively document CAL FIRE performance in 
achieving or failing to achieve agreed-to standards. 

8. Contracting services to CAL FIRE has contributed to significant improvement in CFPD 
finances.  It is highly unlikely that CFPD could match current cost and performance 
levels with a stand-alone fire department.   

9. It is healthy for public agencies to periodically conduct performance audits or compare 
their performance to similar agencies in other jurisdictions in order to learn best practices 
and to ensure that the public is deriving optimal value from the services it is paying for.  
But it is destructive for public agencies to continually seek an alternative to the agency in 
place without cause.  On three occasions the CFPD Board tried to justify replacing its 
current arrangement with CAL FIRE.  

10. The CFPD Board has hired labor lawyers and launched a year-long investigation into the 
process necessary to end the relationship with CAL FIRE and reestablish a stand-alone 
fire department without first determining that CAL FIRE performance is inadequate or its 
costs are too high.  We agree with one CFPD Board member who said that the Board was 
jumping to address how to break-off with CAL FIRE without thoughtfully analyzing 
why.  The Grand Jury disagrees with Board members who claim the Board is just 
performing due diligence and collecting data.  If this was the case, the December 14, 
2011 Board Meeting motion should have been to analyze performance and cost of current 
service not to “investigate the process for reestablishing a standalone department.”  When 
the Board was dissatisfied with the results of the TriData Performance Audit, it should 
have focused its efforts on learning how to better perform a performance audit, not jump 
to investigating the process for reestablishing a stand-alone fire department and ending its 
contract with CAL FIRE. 

11. There is no likelihood that CAL FIRE would walk away from its contract with the CFPD 
without one year notice and little likelihood that it would discontinue its contract with the 
CFPD in any case given its long history of not terminating any such agreements.     
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Recommendations  

 
The 2011-2012 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury recommends that the Board of the Coastside 
Fire Protection District: 
 

1. Immediately discontinue its investigation of the process necessary to reestablish a stand-
alone fire department at the expiration of its current contract with CAL FIRE which ends 
on June 30, 2012 

2.  Complete negotiations with CAL FIRE to extend the contract for three years before the 
contract expires on June 30, 2012. 

3. Hire an independent professional administrator to manage the contract with CAL FIRE so 
that the Board does not need to be involved in the detailed operation of the department. 

4. In the future, conduct performance audits of its fire and other emergency services as part 
of the contract renewal process (e.g., every three years) to ensure the level of service it 
receives from CAL FIRE and the contract price paid are satisfactory and competitive.  If 
such an analysis indicates there are better alternatives to CAL FIRE available, based 
upon breadth, quality, or cost of service, then the District should consider a change.   

5. The Board should refrain from formally considering whether to reestablish a stand-alone 
fire department unless substantial and material deficiencies in performance surface. 
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