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SUMMARY
The 23 independent special districts within the boundaries of San Mateo County (County) served
approximately 739,000 residents and received nearly $100,000,000 1 in property tax revenue last
fiscal year. Each special district provides a specific set of services, such as police and fire
protection, harbor management, mosquito abatement, sewer services and garbage collection,
water services, recreation services, and open space preservation. A statewide poll 2 has shown
that Californians value local control and local management of these services. That same poll,
however, indicates that only a quarter of California’s residents are familiar with the work of
special districts. Do County residents know who manages these districts, how wisely their
money is being spent, and with what efficiency the services are being provided? Each district
operates a website, purportedly for the purpose of informing its constituents about the district’s
business. The 2013-2014 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury (Grand Jury) investigated the
utility and transparency of the County’s 23 independent special districts’ websites. The Grand
Jury found that 15 districts had substantial inadequacies in revealing information regarding
finances, staff and Board of Directors’ or Commissioners’ contacts, and Board or Commission
minutes. All 23 districts omitted some transparency regarding financial data, meeting agendas
and minutes, election procedures and terms of office, or lists of the compensation of Board or
Commission members. For the benefit of their districts’ constituents, the Grand Jury believes
this information should be easily accessible on all special districts’ websites.
BACKGROUND
Special districts are defined as “any agency of the state for the local performance of
governmental or proprietary functions within limited boundaries.” 3 This means that a special
district is a form of local government that provides a specific set of services to the public within
a geographically limited area. California’s first special district was formed in 1887. The Turlock
Irrigation District was created to meet the water needs of San Joaquin Valley farmers. Since that
time thousands of special districts have been formed and dissolved statewide.
Special districts are formed because counties and cities often cannot provide all of the services
Property tax information provided by the County of San Mateo Controller’s Office, March
2014. See Appendix G.
2 The Association of California Water Agencies and the California Special Districts Association
Poll commissioned the poll in 2004.
3 California Government Code §16271(d)
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their constituents demand. They have most of the same basic powers as counties and cities. They
can issue bonds, impose special taxes, levy benefit assessments and charge service fees. 4
With over 2,000 special districts located in California, it is important to recognize the different
types of special districts. Approximately two-thirds of the state’s special districts are
independent districts. They have their own separate governing boards elected by the districts’
own voters. The San Mateo County Harbor District is an example of an independent special
district. The County’s voters elect the five Commissioners who oversee the District.
Conversely, city councils or county boards of supervisors govern dependent districts. The
Crystal Springs County Sanitation District is a dependent district, governed by the County Board
of Supervisors. For the purposes of this report, the Grand Jury investigated only independent
special districts.
METHODOLOGY
The Grand Jury adopted a website transparency checklist, created by the Special District
Leadership Foundation (SDLF) 5. The sister organization of the SDLF is the California Special
Districts Association (CSDA). The CSDA has been in existence since 1969 to “promote
good governance and improve core local services through professional development,
advocacy, and other services for all types of independent special districts.” 6 The SDLF was
created in 1999 and defines itself as “a 501(c)(3) organization formed to provide educational
opportunities to special district officials and employees to enhance service to the public provided
by special districts in California.” 7 The Grand Jury reviewed the website of each of the County’s
independent special districts and evaluated the information provided based on the criteria in the
checklist. In addition to simply searching for the requested items in the list, the Grand Jury also
evaluated the ease with which a user might find those items.
For true transparency all of the following items should be readily apparent:
• Names of Board or Commission members and their terms of office
• Names of general manager, fire or police chief, and key staff along with contact
information for each
• Election procedure and deadlines
• Board meeting schedule (regular meeting agendas must be posted 72 hours in advance)
• District’s mission statement
• Description of district’s services/functions and service area
• Authorizing statute/enabling act
• Current district budget
• Most recent financial audit
• Archive of Board meeting minutes for at least the last 6 months
“What’s So Special About Special Districts? A Citizen’s Guide to Special Districts in
California” is an informational paper prepared by the Senate Local Government Committee. It
can be found at: www.clerk.calaverasgov.us
5 See appendix B for the checklist
6 The CSDA can be found at www.csda.net
7 The SDLF can be found at www.sdlf.org.
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•

List of compensation of Board or Commission members and staff and/or link to State
Controller’s webpage with the data

In addition, the website of each district should include at least 4 of the following:
• Post Board or Commission member ethics training certificates
• Picture, biography and email address of Board or Commission members
• Last 3 years of audits
• Reimbursement and compensation policy
• Financial reserves policy
• Downloadable Public Records Act request form
• Audio or video recordings of Board meetings
• Map of district boundaries/service area
• Most recent Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCo) Municipal Service Review
(MSR) and Sphere of Influence (SOI) studies or link to LAFCo’s site 8
Interviews
After the websites were surveyed, the Grand Jury interviewed board members and key
employees from districts whose websites were found to be substandard against the transparency
benchmark. The Grand Jury also interviewed professional website developers to gain an
understanding of the cost, difficulties and labor intensity of creating and managing a useful and
interactive website.
DISCUSSION
The Grand Jury is convinced that taxpayers are best served when they understand who
administers their special districts, how each special district is spending their property tax monies
and/or the fees for services received for its enterprise activities 9, and how constituents can make
their voices heard.
The Grand Jury’s inquiry reveals that only minor impediments exist for a district to provide true
transparency. Typical costs for professional website developers range from $1000 to $9000 to
create a website that can be updated by district in-house staff. 10 A developer can both create the
site and provide the training and tools necessary for in-house district employees to manage and
update as needed.
The Grand Jury found no attempt to intentionally obfuscate beneficial information. Based on our
interviews we found the following to be the common reasons for substandard transparency:

San Mateo County’s LAFCo MSRs and SOIs can be found at
http://www.co.sanmateo.ca.us/portal/site/lafco
9 Enterprise activities are those services for which a fee is paid by the customer i.e. sewer
service, water, garbage, etc.
10 Price ranges are based on input from professional website developers who work with nonprofits and government agencies.
8
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FINDINGS
F1. Some districts are misinformed about the relative affordability of professionally created
websites.
F2. Special districts lack trained in-house staff to regularly update website information.
F3. Privacy concerns of Boards of Directors or Commissioners result in a lack of readily
accessible contact information.
F4. Not all special districts recognize the benefits of transparency delivered through district
websites.
F5. No County independent special district has completed the District of Distinction 11 program
offered by Special Districts Leadership Foundation (SDLF).
F6. No independent special district in the County has yet earned the SDLF Transparency
Certificate of Excellence. 12
F7. Only 2 of 23 independent special districts in the County have achieved SDLF Recognition
in Special District Governance. 13
F8. No general manager or top management official of any County independent special district
has received SDLF’s Special District Administrator Certification. 14
RECOMMENDATIONS
R1. Each independent special district’s website will conform to the accepted criteria listed in
the SDLF’s transparency checklist on or before May 15, 2015.
R2. By December 31, 2014, independent special districts will consult with professional website
developers if in-house staff is incapable of creating and/or managing their website as
described above.
R3. Each district will take the necessary steps to keep its website current.
R4. Districts will complete the District of Distinction program offered by SDLF by June 30,
2015.
R5. Districts will seek to attain the SDLF Transparency Certificate of Excellence by June 30,
2015.
R6. Districts currently lacking staff or board members who have achieved the SDLF’s
Recognition in Special District Governance will seek the training available under this
program by June 30, 2015.
R7. District administrators will seek the SDLF Special District Administrator Certification.

See Appendix C and http://sdlf.org/DODprog.htm
See Appendix D and http://sdlf.org/transparency.htm
13 See Appendix E and http://sdlf.org/SDGprog.htm
14 See Appendix F and http://sdlf.org/SDAprog.htm
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REQUEST FOR RESPONSES
Pursuant to Penal code section 933.05, the grand jury requests responses to the foregoing
recommendations:
From the following governing bodies:
•

Bayshore Sanitary District

•

Broadmoor Police Protection District

•

Coastside County Water District

•

Coastside Fire District

•

Colma Fire Protection District

•

East Palo Alto Sanitary District

•

Granada Sanitary District

•

Highlands Recreation District

•

Ladera Recreation District

•

Los Trancos County Water District

•

Menlo Park Fire Protection District

•

Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District

•

Mid-Peninsula Water District

•

Montara Water and Sanitary District

•

Mosquito and Vector Control District

•

North Coast County Water District

•

Peninsula Health Care District

•

Resource Conservation District

•

San Mateo County Harbor District

•

Sequoia Health Care District

•

West Bay Sanitary District

•

Westborough Water District

•

Woodside Fire Protection District

The governing bodies indicated above should be aware that the comment or response of the
governing body must be conducted subject to the notice, agenda and open meeting requirements
of the Brown Act.
2013-2014 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury
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RECEIVED

Bayshore Sanitary District
36 IN DUS TR IA L W AY
BR ISBAN E , C ALI FORN IA 9 40 0 5

AUG 1 2 2014'

Dept. No. 13

(4 15 ) 467 - 114 4
BOARD OF DIRECTOR S:
IRIS GA LLAGHER
WALTER V. QUINTEROS
NOR MAN RIZZI
MAE SWANBECK
KENNETH TONNA

August 6, 2014

JOHN BAKKER. ATTORNEY
RICH LANDI, MAINTENANCE DI RECTOR
TOM YEAGER, DiSTRiCT ENGI NEER

Hon. Lisa A. Novak
Judge of the Superior Court
c/o Charlene Kresevich
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Subject:

FY 2013-14 Grand Jury Report: "Partly Cloudy with Chance of Information :
Inve stigating the Transparency of Independent Special Districts' Websites"

Honorable Judge Novak:
At its' July 24,2014 mee ting the Board of Directors approved the following response to the
report referenced above.
Rl.
Each independent special district's website will conform to the accepted criteria listed in
the SDLF's transparency checklist on or before May 15, 2015.
Agree
R2.
By December 31,2014, independent special districts will consult with professional
website developers if in-house staff is incapable of creating and/or managing their website as
described above.
Agree
R3.

Each district will take the necessary steps to keep its website current.
Agree

R4.
Districts will complete the District of Distinction program offered by SDLF by June 30 ,
2015 .
Agree
R5.

Districts will seek to attain the SDLF Transparency Certificate of Excellence by June 30,
2015 .
Disagree
The District already fallows the requirements af transparency and compliance.

R6.
Districts currently lacking staff or board members who have achieved the SDLF's
Recognition in Special District Governance will seek the training available under this program by
June 30/ 2015 .

Disagree.
There are a number of webinars (see attached) offered by the CaliforniaSpecial Districts
Association which provide a very cost effective way for districts to encourage ongoing learning
for directors. Those opportunities would not incur additional costs for travel, hotel
accommodations, program fees, etc. The District is considering conducting a workshop on, but
not limited to, strategic and succession planning . There are a number of consulting firms who
have the ability to tailor such a workshop for our Board, including BHI Consulting, a firm used by
the California Special Districts Association for in-house training.
R7.

District administrators will seek the SDLF Special District Administrator Certification.

Not applicable to our District.

Sincerely,

~<~I((·r
Iris Gallagher
President of the Board

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- -
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BROADMOOR POLICE DEPARTMENT

.

•
".

(650) 755·3838 . Fax (650) 755 -9732

David Parenti
Chief of Police

•

o

188 Eighty Eighth Street
Broadmoor, CA 940 IS· t 7 t 7

.

•

..

Bo.trd of Police CommIssioners
Han. J. Wayne Johnson
Hon. Ralph Hutdlens
Han . Joseph P. SherldolD

Hon . Lisa A. Novak
Appellate Presiding Judge
San Mateo County Superior Court
Southern Court - Dept. 13, Courtroom 2C
400 County Center
Redwood City, CA 94063
September 8, 2014
Judge Novak,
The transparency of the Broadmoor Police Department website as set forth by the Grand Jury of
San Mateo County, has been addressed.
The following updates have been made to our website to conform to the standards set forth by
the Grand Jury of San Mateo County. Each update is marked as Completed and can be found on
our website www .broadmoorpolice.com .
For true transparency all of the following items should be readily apparent:
• Names of Board or Commission members and their terms of office (Completed)
• Names of general manager, fire or police chief, and key staff along with contact information
for each (Completed)
• Election procedure and deadlines (Completed)
• Board meeting schedule (regular meeting agendas must be posted 72 hours in advance)
(Completed)
• District's mission statement (Completed)
• Description of district's services/functions and service area (Completed)
• Archive of Board meeting minutes for at least the last 6 months (Completed)
List of compensation of Board or Commission members and staff and/or link to State
Controller's webpage with the data (Completed)
In addition, the website of each district should include at least 4 of the following: (We hit 4 of
these points)
• Picture, biography and email address of Board or Commission members (Completed)
• Downloadable Public Records Act request form (Completed)
• Map of district boundaries/service area (Completed)
• Most recent Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCo) Municipal Service Review (MSR) and
Sphere of Influence (Sal) studies or link to LAFCo's site8 (Completed)

You will these updates located on our department homepage as well as the page marked
Commission.
Here are the web addresses to each:

RECEIVED

http://www.broadmoorpolice.com/

SEP 1 I 2014'

http ://www .broadmoorpolice.com/commission.html
If there are any questions or further updates to our website are needed , please do contact us.
Respectfu Ily,

Dave Parenti
Chief of Police
Broadmoor Police Department
388 88 t h Street
Broadmoor, CA 94015
(650) 755-0321

July 11, 2014
Hon. Lisa A. Nov
vak
Judgee of the Supeerior Court
c/o Charlene
C
Kresevich
Hall of
o Justice
400 County
C
Centter, 2nd Floorr
Redw
wood City, CA
C 94063-16
655
Re:

Coastsidee County Water
W
Districct Responsee to 2013-20014 Grand JJury Reportt
Partly Clloudy with a Chance off Informatioon: Investiggating the Transparenccy
of Indepeendent Speccial Districtss’ Websites

Hono
orable Judge Novak:
This letter transm
mits the respo
onse of Coasstside Countty Water Disstrict (Districct) to the
2013-2014 Grand
d Jury Reporrt referenced
d above. Thee District is ccommitted too
transp
parency and
d appreciates the opportu
unity to respoond to the G
Grand Jury Reeport. The
District’s Board of
o Directors approved th
he response aat their regullarly scheduuled Board
meetiing on July 8,
8 2014.
Resp
ponse to Findings
F1. Some
S
districtts are misinfo
formed about the relativee affordabiliity of professsionally
creatted websites.
The District
D
doess not have su
ufficient info
ormation aboout other disttricts to agreee or disagreee
with this finding as stated. Co
oastside Cou
unty Water D
District has a professionaally created
website.
F2. Special
Sp
distriicts lack traiined in-house staff to reggularly updaate website innformation.
The District
D
doess not have su
ufficient info
ormation aboout other disttricts to agreee or disagreee
with this finding as stated. Th
he District em
mploys a quualified firm to update innformation on
its weebsite.
F3. Privacy
P
conccerns of Boarrds of Directors or Com
mmissioners rresult in a laack of readilyy
accesssible contacct informatio
on.
The District
D
doess not have su
ufficient info
ormation aboout other disttricts to agreee or disagreee
with this finding as stated. Th
he District does not agreee with this ffinding as it applies to thhe
District. The Disttrict’s websiite contains contact
c
inforrmation for aall directors..
N all specia
al districts recognize thee benefits off transparenccy delivered through
F4. Not
distriict websites.
The District
D
doess not have su
ufficient info
ormation aboout other disttricts to agreee or disagreee
with this finding as stated. Th
he District iss committed to transpareency delivereed through itts
website.

766
7 MAIN STREET,
S
HA
ALF MOON
N BAY, CAL
LIFORNIA 994019
www.co
oastsidewateer.org

6500-726-4405

Hon. Lisa A. Novak
Coastside County Water District Response to 2013-2014 Grand Jury Report
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F5. No County independent special district has completed the District of Distinction
program offered by Special Districts Leadership Foundation (SDLF).
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree
with this finding as stated. The District has not completed this voluntary program.
F6. No independent special district in the County has yet earned the SDLF Transparency
Certificate of Excellence.
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree
with this finding as stated. The District has not earned the voluntary SDLF Transparency
Certificate of Excellence.
F7. Only 2 of 23 independent special districts in the County have achieved SDLF
Recognitionin Special District Governance.
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree
with this finding as stated. The District has not achieved the voluntary SDLF Recognition
in Special District Governance.
F8. No general manager or top management official of any County independent special
district has received SDLF’s Special District Administrator Certification.
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree
with this finding as stated. The District’s General Manager has not achieved the voluntary
SDLF Recognition in Special District Governance.
Response to Recommendations
R1. Each independent special district’s website will conform to the accepted criteria
listed in the SDLF’s transparency checklist on or before May 15, 2015.
The District will implement this recommendation no later than May 15, 2015.
R2. By December 31, 2014, independent special districts will consult with professional
website developers if in-house staff is incapable of creating and/or managing their
website as described above.
The District has implemented this recommendation, as it already employs professional
website developers to manage its website.
R3. Each district will take the necessary steps to keep its website current.
The District has implemented this recommendation and will keep its website current on a
continuing basis.

Hon. Lisa A. Novak
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R4. Districts will complete the District of Distinction program offered by SDLF by June
30,2015.
This recommendation requires further analysis, and consideration of the need to balance
the time, effort, and resources required to complete the recommended program with the
other important priorities and demands on the District’s relatively small staff, particularly
in this time of drought. This further analysis will be undertaken within six months from
the date of the Grand Jury report. Although the District may elect to pursue this program
in the future, the District asserts that it is in compliance with all laws and regulations and
that the District’s operations are well managed without regard to participation in the
voluntary recognition programs offered by SDLF.
R5. Districts will seek to attain the SDLF Transparency Certificate of Excellence by June
30, 2015.
The District will implement this recommendation by the stated date.
R6. Districts currently lacking staff or board members who have achieved the SDLF’s
Recognition in Special District Governance will seek the training available under this
program by June 30, 2015.
This recommendation requires further analysis, and consideration of the need to balance
the time, effort, and resources required to complete the recommended program with the
other important priorities and demands on the District’s relatively small staff, particularly
in this time of drought. This further analysis will be undertaken within six months from
the date of the Grand Jury report. Although the District may elect to pursue this program
in the future, the District asserts that it is in compliance with all laws and regulations and
that the District’s operations are well managed without regard to participation in the
voluntary recognition programs offered by SDLF.
R7. District administrators will seek the SDLF Special District Administrator
Certification.
This recommendation requires further analysis, and consideration of the need to balance
the time, effort, and resources required to complete the recommended program with the
other important priorities and demands on the District’s relatively small staff, particularly
in this time of drought. This further analysis will be undertaken within six months from
the date of the Grand Jury report. Although the District may elect to pursue this program
in the future, the District asserts that it is in compliance with all laws and regulations and
that the District’s operations are well managed without regard to participation in the
voluntary recognition programs offered by SDLF.
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Thank you for the opportunity to respond. If you have any questions about the District’s
response to the Grand Jury Report, please call me at 650.726.4405 or email me at
ddickson@coastsidewater.org.

Sincerely,

David R. Dickson
General Manager

COASTSIDE FIRE PROTECTION DISTRICT
1191 MAIN STREET. HALF MOON BAY, CA 94019

TELEPHONE (650) 726-521 3
FAX(650) 726- 0 132

August 11, 2014

Honorable Lisa A. Novak
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 8 th Floor
Redwood City , CA 94063

Dear Judge Novak:
The Coastside Fire Protection District Board has had an opportunity to review the 2013
2014 Grand Jury report entitled "Partly Cloudy with a Chance of Information:
Investigating the Transparency of Independent Special Districts' Websites ." The District
Board after reviewing the report and allowing for public comment at its regular Board
meeting on July 23 ,2014 offers the following responses:
Responses to Findings
Finding F1. Some districts are mis informed
professionally created websites .

about the

relat ive

afford ability of

Response:
The Respondent agrees that some districts may be
misinformed about the relative afford ability of professionally created
websites.
Finding F2. Special districts lack trained in-house staff to regularly update website
information .
Response: The Respondent agrees that some special districts may lack
trained in-house staff to regularly update websit e information.
Finding F3. Privacy concerns of Boards of Directors or Com missioners result in a lack
of readily accessible contact information .

Honorable Lisa A. Novak
August 4, 2014
Page 2
Response: The Respondent agrees that privacy concerns of some
Boards of Directors or Commissioners may result in a lack of readily
accessible contact information .
Finding F4. Not all special districts recognize the benefits of transparency delivered
through district websites .
Response: The Respondent agrees that not all special districts recognize
the benefits of transparency delivered through district websites.
Finding F5. No County independent special district has completed the District of
Distinction program offered by Special Districts Leadership Foundation
(SDLF).
Response: The Respondent agrees , to the best of its knowledge , that no
County independent special district has completed the District of
Distinction program offered by Special Districts Leadership Foundation
(SDLF).
Finding F6. No independent special district in the County has yet earned the SDLF
Transparency Certificate of Excellence.
Response: The Respondent agrees, to the best of its knowledge , that no
independent special district in the County has yet earned the SDLF
Transparency Certificate of Excellence.
Finding F7. Only 2 of 23 independent special districts in the County have achieved
SDLF Recognition in Special District Governance.
Response: The Respondent agrees, to the best of its knowledge , that
only 2 of 23 independent special districts in the County have achieved
SDLF Recognition in Special District Governance.
Finding F8. No general manager or top management official of any County
independent special district has received SDLF's Special Distr ict
Administrator Certification .
Response: The Respondent agrees, to the best of its knowledge, that no
general manager or top management official of any County independent
special district has received SDLF's Special District Administrator
Certification.

Honorable Lisa A. Novak
August 4,2014
Page 3
Responses to Reco_mmendations
Recommendation R1.
Each independent special district's website will conform to
the accepted criteria listed in the SDLF's transparency checklist on or
before May 15, 2015.
Response: The recommendation has been implemented. The District's
website currently includes:
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Names of Board or Commission members and their terms of
office: Names and photos of Board members along with their terms
of office can be found on the "Board of Directors" page.
Names of general manager, fire or police chief, and key staff
along with contact information for each: Names of Fire/Battalion
Chiefs and key staff can be found on the "About Us/District Staff'
page . Contact information for Fire Chiefs and District staff can be
found on the "Contact Us" page.
Election procedure and deadlines: A link to the San Mateo County
Elections Office (bJ1R_?-':.Lf'yyw~.shaQethefuture.or.g) can be found on
the "Quick Links/Phone Numbers & Websites" page.
Board meeting schedule (regular meeting agendas must be
posted 72 hours in advance: The next scheduled Board meeting
can be found in the "upcoming events" section on the "Homepage".
The Board meeting schedule with regular meetings posted 72 hours
in advance of meetings can be found on the "Board of
Directors/Agendas, Minutes & Video" page.
District's mission statement: The District's mission statement can
be found in the "our mission" section on the "Homepage" and on the
"About Us" page.
Description of district's services/functions and service area: The
District's service area is listed in the "Welcome" section on the
"Homepage". A description of the District's services/functions and
service area can be found on the "About Us" page . A map of the
District's response area can be found on the "About Us/Response
Area" page.
Authorizing statute/enabling act: A link to the Fire Protection
District Law Act of 1987
httQ ://sgf.senate.ca .gov/thefireQrotectiondistrictlawof1987)
can be found on the "Quick Links/Phone Numbers & Websites" page.
Current District budget: - Budgets from the last seven (7) years are
published on the "Documents & Forms" page.

Honorable Lisa A. Novak
August 4, 2014
Page 4
•
•

•

Most recent financial audit: - Audit reports from 2007-2012 are
published on the "Documents & Forms" page.
Archive of Board meeting minutes for at least the last six (6)
months: Board meeting minutes from December 10, 2008 - present
are published on the "Board of Directors/Agendas , Minutes & Video"
page.
List of compensation of Board or Commission members and
staff and/or link to State Controller's website: Director's payroll
checks are published each month, found in Board Packet in consent
calendar on the "Board of Directors/Agendas, Minutes & Video" page.
For staff compensation information, a link to the State Worker Salary
Database (http-:I/wwyJ..:-?-,;~~cb~~ . com/stat!may/#req =emp.loyee%2 Ftop
%2Fyear%3D2013) can be found on the "Quick Links/Phone
Numbers & Websites" page . Additionally, a link to the Board policy
regarding reimbursement and compensation can be found on the
"Board of Directors/Additional Information" page.

The website also contains:
•
•

•
•

•
•

Pictures, biographies and email addresses of the Board of Directors
on the "Board of Directors" page.
A link to the Board policy regarding reimbursement and
compensation on the "Board of Directors/Additional Information"
page.
A downloadable Public Records Act request form on the "Documents
& Forms" page.
A link to video recordings of Board meetings
OJ.tlQ://www.montarafog.com) on the "Board of Directors/Agenda,
Minutes & Video" page.
Map of service area on the "About Us/Response Area " page.
A link to the San Mateo County LAFCo Municipal Services and
Sphere of Influence Reviews (httR://wWw.co.sanmateo .ca.us/portal/
site/lafco/menuitem .1935d6d 126efab1874452b31 d 17332aOl?vgnexto
id=3fa10f68ed180210VgnVCM1000001d37230aRCRD)
on
the
"Quick Links/Phone Numbers & Websites" page.

The District will now begin posting the Director's ethics training certificates
as well.

Honorable Lisa A. Novak
August 4, 2014
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Recommendation R2.
By December 31, 2014, independent special districts will
consult with professional website developers if in-house staff is incapable
of creating and/or managing their website as described above .
Response: The recommendation has been implemented. The District's
website was originally developed using the professional services of Wired
Moon. Michele Ortiz currently serves as the District's in-house website
manager. Wired Moon services continue to be available to the District
upon request.
Recommendation R3.
current.

Each district will take the necessary steps to keep its website

Response: The recommendation has been implemented. See response
to Recommendation R2.
Recommendation R4.
Districts will complete the District of Distinction program
offered by SDLF by June 30, 2015 .
Response: The recommendation requires further analysis for the District
to determine the procedure and requirements necessary to implement this
Recommendation . The timeframe for said analysis shall not exceed six
months from the date of publication of the Grand Jury Report.
Recommendation R5.
Districts will seek to attain
Certificate of Excellence by June 30, 2015.

the

SDLF

Transparency

Response: The recommendation requires further analysis for the District
to determine the procedure and requirements necessary to implement this
Recommendation. The timeframe for said analysis shall not exceed six
months from the date of publication of the Grand Jury Report.
Recommendation R6.
Districts currently lacking staff or board members who have
achieved the SDLF 's Recognition in Special District Governance will seek
the training available under this program by June 30, 2015.
Response: The recommendation requires further analysis for the District
to determine the procedure and requirements necessary to implement this
Recommendation . The timeframe for said analysis shall not exceed six
months from the date of publication of the Grand Jury Report.

Honorable Lisa A. Novak
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Recommendation R7.
District administrators will seek the SDLF Special District
Administrator Certification.
Response: The recommendation requires further analysis for the District
to determine the procedure and requirements necessary to implement this
Recommendation. The timeframe for said analysis shall not exceed six
months from the date of publication of the Grand Jury Report.

Respectfully sUbmitte~

Gary Burke

/

~, U41N

President, Coastside Fire Protection District
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Dept. No. 13

Hon. Lisa Novak
Judge of the Superior Court
c/o Charlene Kresevich
Hall of Justice
nd
400 County Center; 2 Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Honorable Ms. Novak:
In response to the May 19, 2014 Grand Jury Report, the Highlands Recreation District (HRD)
hereb y submits the following . Thi s response was approved by the HRD Board of Dir ectors at its
Jul y 8, 20 14 board meeting.
General Comment: The HRD generally agre es with the findings and recommendations made in
the report. In fact , the HRD engaged the services of a professional web development firm to
revise our website in the latter half of 2013, possibly during the time the investi gation was
occurring. The HRD ' s new site launched October 20 13 and has been continuall y upgraded and
updated since that time. Mitigation of deficiencies identified or potentially identified in the
Grand Jury report has been addressed.
FINDINGS
F1 : Some districts are misinformed about the relati ve affordability of profession all y created
websites.
Response : The HRD Board was not misinformed . The HRD has en ga ged professional services
to revamp its website and to ass ist with regular upd ates as needed .
F2: Special Districts lack trained in -house staff to regularly update web site information.
Response: Agreed . The HRD website was designed specifically to address this issue. Certain
portions of the website are easily and promptly updated ' in house,' (e.g., home page, calendar,
board meeting docum ent s), while areas which require less-frequent, less time-sensitive or more
complex changes are onl y updated by professional developers.
F3: Privac y concerns of Board of Directors or Commissioners result in a lack of readil y availabl e
contact information.
Response: The HRD Board did not share these concerns. The HRD website includes photos and
email addresses for all Board Members
F4: Not all special districts recognize the benefits of transparency delivered through district
websites.

Response: As websites replace brochures, reports and other sources as the primary repository
and source of information for the public, the HRD and its Board Members fully recognize and
appreciate the need for and benefits of transparency of its website content.
F5: No County independent special district has completed the District of Distinction program
offered by the SDLF.
Response: Agreed. The HRD will submit an application for the District of Distinction
accreditation by December 31, 2014.
F6: No independent special district has yet earned the SDLF Transparency Certificate of
Excellence.
Response: Agreed. The HRD will submit an application for the SDLF Transparency Certificate
of Excellence by July 31, 2014.
F7: Only 2 independent special districts in the County have achieved the SDLF Recognition in
Special District Governance .
Response: Agreed . The HRD's General Manager, Brigitte Shearer, has, to date , completed the
courses required for CSDA Special District Leadership Academy. The Board and staff will
continue to seek opportunities to further their training and education.
F8: No General Manager or top management official of any County independent special district
has received SDLF's Special District Administrator Certification
Response: Agreed . This certification requires a minimum of three years' experience in a
position of management in a California special district. Ms. Shearer has only held such a
position for just over two years and is therefore not yet eligible to pursue this certification.
RECOMMENDATIONS
RI: Each independent special district 's website shall conform to the accepted criteria listed in
the SDLF's transparency checklist on or before May 15. 2015 .
Response: With changes implemented on or before June 30, 2014, we believe theHRD's
website now complies with the SDLF Transparency criteria.
R2: By December 31.2014, independ ent special districts will consult with professional website
developers if in-house staff is incapable of creating and/ or managing their website as described
above.
Response: The HRD is already doing so and will continue to do so. See response to F2.
R3: Each district will take the necessary steps to keep its website current.
Response : The HRD is already doing so and will continue to do so. See response to F2 .
R4: District will complete the District of Distinction program offered by SDLF by June 30,2015.
Response: The HRD submit its application by December 31, 2014.
R5: Districts will seek to attain the SDLF Transparency Certificate of Excellence by June 30,
2105.

Response : The HRD will submit its application by Jul y 31, 2014.
R6: Districts currently lacking staff or board members who have achieved the SDLF's
Recognition in Special District Governance will seek the training available under this program
by June 30, 2015 .
Response: The HRD will do so.
R7: District administrators will seek the SDLF Special District Administrator Certification.
Response : The General Manager, Ms . Shearer, will seek this certification once she has become
eligible to do so.

The Highlands Recreation District will continue to strive to meet the needs of its constituents and
community in the most transparent and user-friendly way possible, on our website and at our
facility. We welcome any further commentary on our website, its content and its ease of use . It
is an honor to serve our patrons.
Thank you for your time and consideration.

Michelle McNeil, President,
Board of Directors
Highlands Recreation District

cc:

Portor Goltz, Counsel
Supervisor Dave Pine
HRD Board of Directors

July 2, 2014
Hon. Lisa A. Novak, Judge of the Superior Court
c/o Charlene Kresevich
Hall of Justice
400 County Center; 2"" Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Dear Hon. Novak:
This letter documents Los Trancos County Water District’s response to the Civil Grand Jury’s report:
“Partly Cloudy with a Chance of Information: Investigating the Transparency of Independent Special
Districts’ Websites”. We also have reviewed the Civil Grand Jury’s basic requirements and note that
of those ten items, this District has fulfilled nine. (See subsequent pages) However, for those nine
additional requirements items, we have fulfilled only two items. (See Appendix) This District will
implement three more suggested items over the summer months of 2014 to meet the SDLF
standard.
If you have further questions, please feel free to contact me.
Sincerely,
Claudia C. Mazzetti
President
(650) 851-8347
Claudia.mazzetti@gmail.com

LTCWD 126 Lake Road, Portola Valley, CA 94028, (650) 851-8347

Civil Grand Jury’s FINDINGS

LTCWD RESPONSE

Fl.
Some districts are misinformed
about the relative affordability of
professionally created websites.

Disagree with finding because the District has no
knowledge of other districts’ websites.

F2.
Special districts lack trained inhouse staff to regularly update website
information.

Disagree with finding because most recording
secretaries should have those web maintenance
skills

F3.
Privacy concerns of Boards of
Directors or Commissioners result in a
lack of readily accessible contact
information.

Disagree with finding because anyone who runs for
office should know that the public should be able to
contact them with their concerns.

F4. Not all special districts recognize
the benefits of transparency delivered
through district websites.

Disagree with this finding. This district has little
knowledge about other district websites’ content.

F5.
No County independent special
district has completed the District of
Distinction program offered by Special
Districts Leadership Foundation
(SDLF).

Disagree with finding.

F6. No independent special district in
the County has yet earned the SDLF
Transparency Certificate of
Excellence.12

Disagree with finding.

F7. Only 2 of 23 independent special
districts in the County have achieved
SDLF Recognition in Special District
Governance.

Agree with finding.

F8. No general manager or top
management official of any County
independent special district has
received SDLF's Special District
Administrator Certification. 14

Disagree with your finding because our district
does not have a GM.

It is better that each special district incorporate the 19
SDLF transparency action items into its Policies and
Procedures so that those 19 action items are embedded
into the district’s operations.

It is better that each special district incorporate the 19
SDLF transparency action items into its Policies and
Procedures so that those 19 transparency items are
embedded into the district’s operations.

LTCWD 126 Lake Road, Portola Valley, CA 94028, (650) 851-8347

RECOMMENDATIONS
Rl. Each independent special district's website will
conform to the accepted criteria listed in the
SDLF's transparency checklist on or before May
15, 2015.

LTCWD RESPONSE
LTCWD agrees with the finding as
appropriate to our District.

R2. By December 31, 2014, independent special
districts will consult with professional website
developers if in-house staff is incapable of creating
and/or managing their website as described above.

LTCWD agrees with the finding as
appropriate to our district. LTCWD has
internal capabilities to manage its website.

R3. Each district will take the necessary steps to
keep its website current.

LTCWD agrees with the finding as
appropriate to our District.
LTCWD Recording Secretary is
responsible for the maintenance of the
website with a Board member.

R4. Districts will complete the District of
Distinction program offered by SDLF by June 30,
2015.

The Recommendation will not be
implemented because it is not warranted
or reasonable.
Because the transiency of Board and Staff
member, this District will incorporate the
19 SDLF transparency items into its
Policies and Procedures.

R5. Districts will seek to attain the SDLF
Transparency Certificate of Excellence by June 30,
2015.

R6. Districts currently lacking staff or board
members who have achieved the SDLF's
Recognition in Special District Governance will seek
the training available under this program by June
30, 2015.

The Recommendation will not be
implemented because it is not warranted
or reasonable.
Because the transiency of Board and Staff
member, this District will incorporate the
19 SDLF transparency items into its
Policies and Procedures.

The Recommendation will not be
implemented because it is not warranted
or reasonable.
Because of the transiency of Board and
Staff members, these 19 SDLF
transparency items will be incorporated
into the District’s Policies and Procedures
Manual.

LTCWD 126 Lake Road, Portola Valley, CA 94028, (650) 851-8347

RECOMMENDATIONS

LTCWD RESPONSE

R7. District administrators will seek the SDLF
Special District Administrator Certification.

The Recommendation will not be
implemented because it is not warranted
or reasonable.
Because of the transiency of Board and
Staff members, these 19 SDLF
transparency items will be incorporated
into the District’s Policies and Procedures
Manual.

LTCWD 126 Lake Road, Portola Valley, CA 94028, (650) 851-8347

APPENDIX

Civil Grand Jury -SDLF
Items

LTCWD Response

Names of Board or
Commission members and
their terms of office

Yes

Names of general manager, fire
or police chief, and key staff
along with contact information
for each

yes

Election procedure and
deadlines

no

Board meeting schedule
(regular meeting agendas must
be posted 72 hours in advance)

yes

District’s mission statement

yes

Description of district's
services/functions and service
area

yes

Authorizing statute/enabling
act

yes

Current district budget
Most recent financial audit

yes

Archive of Board meeting
minutes for at least the last 6
months

yes

LTCWD 126 Lake Road, Portola Valley, CA 94028, (650) 851-8347

Comment

LTCWD does not have General
Manager but it include the
names of its Recording
Secretary and Finance Manager.

In Agenda & Minutes section

In addition, the website of each district should include at least 4 of the following:

Post Board or Commission
member ethics training
certificates

No

Last 3 years of audits

No

embedded in Minutes

Reimbursement and
compensation policy

Yes

In Policies & Procedures Manual

Financial reserves policy

No

Don’t have a policy

Picture, biography and
email address of Board or
Commission members

No

Downloadable Public
Records Act request form
Audio or video recordings of
Board meetings

No

Map of district
boundaries/service area

No

Most recent Local Agency
Formation Commission
(LAFCo) Municipal Service
Review (MSR) and Sphere of
Influence (SOI) studies or
link to LAFCo' s site

No

Yes

LTCWD 126 Lake Road, Portola Valley, CA 94028, (650) 851-8347

555 1ih Street, Suite 1500
Oakland, California 94607
tel (510) 808-2000
fax {510) 444-1108

Steven R. Meyers
Attorney at Law
Direct Dial: {510) 808-2000
smeyers@meyersnave.com

www..meyersnave.com

meyers nave
VIA EMAIL TO grandjury@sanmateocourt.org

October 15, 2014
San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury
c/o Court Executive Office
400 County Center
Redwood City, CA 94063
Re:

Response to Grand Jury Report Entitled "Partly Cloudy with a Chance of
Information: Investigating the Transparency of Independent Special Districts'
Websites"

To Whom It May Concern:
I am the General Counsel of the Menlo Park Fire Protection District ("MPFPD" or the
"District"). On behalf of the MPFPD Board of Directors, the District provides the
following responses to Findings F1 through F8 and Recommendation R1 through R7 of San
Mateo County Civil Grand Jury Report entitled "Partly Cloudy with a Chance of
Information: Investigating the Transparency of Independent Special Districts' Websites,"
dated May 19, 2014.
Findings:
Ft.

"Some Districts are misinformed about the relative affordability of
professionally created websites ."

MPFPD Response: Disagree. The District is aware of the "relative affordability" of
professionally created websites.
F2.

"Special districts lack trained in-house staff to regularly update website
information.''

MPFPD Response: Disagree. The District has in house staff that is capable of updating,
and regularly does update the District's website.
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F3.

'Privacy concerns ofBoards ofDirectors or Commissioners result in a Jack of
readily accessible contact information."

MPFPD Response: Disagree. Transparency of information is a facet of the District's
Board of Directors Policy Manual, and the District strives to achieve transparency
throughout its operations, in part by posting information to the District's website.
Additionally, email addresses and telephone numbers for the members of the Board of
Directors are clearly listed, with corresponding photographs of each director, on the
District's website.

F4.

"Not all special districts recognize the benefits oftransparency delivered
through district websites."

MPFPD Response: Disagree. The District recognizes the benefits of transparency
delivered to the public in various ways, including through its website..

F5.

"No County independent special district has completed the District of
Distinction program offered by Special Districts Leadership Foundation
(SDLF).,,

MPFPD Response: Agree. The District has not completed the SDLF District of
Distinction program.

F6.

"No independent special district in the County has yet earned the SDLF
Transparency Certificate ofExcellence.,,

MPFPD Response: Agree. The District has not earned the SDLF Transparency Certificate
of Excellence.

F7.

"Only 2 of the 23 independent special districts in the County have achieved
SDLF Recognition in Special District Governance.,,

MPFPD Response: Agree. The District has not achieved the SDLF Recognition in Special
District Governance.
FS.

"No general manager or top management official ofany County independent
special district has received SDLF,s Special District Administrative
Certification.,,

MPFPD Response: Agree. No management official of the District has received SDLF's
Special District Administrative Certification.
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Recommendations:
R1.

"Each independent special district's website will conform to the accepted
criteria listed in the SDLF's transparency checklist on or before May 15, 2015."

MPFPD Response: The recommendation will not be implemented because it is not
warranted and not reasonable. The District strives to achieve transparency, and will
continue its efforts to improve the public's access to information about the District and its
Board of Directors. The District will review its website and strive to update and improve it
as necessary, while taking into account best practices in transparency and good government,
including but not limited to the transparency checklist and other resources provided by
SDLF.

R2.

"By December 31, 2014, independent special districts will consult with
professional website developers ifin-house staffis incapable ofcreating
and/or managing their website as described above."

MPFPD Response: The recommendation requires further analysis, which the District will
complete within the next six months. The District will consult with professional website
developers should in-house staff be incapable of creating/managing the website.

R3.

"Each district will take the necessary steps to keep its website current."

MPFPD Response: The recommendation has been implemented. The District regularly
updates its website to ensure all information is kept current.

R4.

''Districts will complete the District ofDistinction program offered by SDLF
byJune 30, 2015."

MPFPD Response: The recommendation requires further analysis, which the District will
complete within the next six months. The District will make an effort to complete the
District of Distinction Program offered by SDLF.

R5.

''Districts will seek to attain the SDLF Transparency Certificate ofExcellence
byJune 30, 2015."

MPFPD Response: The recommendation requires further analysis, which the District will
complete within the next six months. The District will make an effort to complete the
SDLF Transparency Certificate of Excellence

R6.

''Districts currently lacking staffor board members who have achieved the
SDLF's Recognition in Special District Governance will seek the training
available under this program byJune 30, 2015."

MPFPD Response: This recommendation will not be implemented because it is not
warranted and not reasonable. The District may consider SDLF training at some point in
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the future, but cannot commit to seeking and providing this training to staff prior to June
30,2015.
R7.

"District administrators will seek the SDLF Special District Administrator
Certification."

MPFPD Response: This recommendation will not be implemented because it is not
warranted and not reasonable. The District may consider SDLF training at some point in
the future, but cannot commit to seeking and providing this training to staff prior to June
30,2015.

Very truly yours,

/

/b-~t~l---

_...,, Steven R. Meyers
Attorney at Law
SM:MCL
c: Fire Chief Harold Schapelhouman
2288406.1
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7/30/14
Hon. Lisa A. Novak
Judge of the Superior Court
c/o Charlene Kresevich
Hall Of Justice
400 County Center; 2 nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655

RE: Grand Jury Report: "Partly Cloudy with a Chance of Information: Investigating the
Transparency of Independent Special Districts Websites".

Dear Honorable Judge Novak,
The Montara Water & Sanitary District Board of Directors received the above mentioned report
at the Board meeting of June 5, 2014, and approved this response at the July 17, 2014 meeting.
The Board of Directors generally agrees with the findings listed on page 4 of the report.
Recommendations 1 through 3:

Independent of the Grand Jury Report, the District has
engaged a consultant to redesign the District website
under consideration of the SDLF transparency checklist.
The new website is planned to be online very soon, or
before May 15, 2015. The District also budgeted funds for
outside help to maintain and update the District website.

Recommendation 5:

The District is working closely with the California Special District
Association. We are striving to receive the SDLF Transparency
Certificate. In fact the District is meeting most of the criteria
already today. The SDLF Transparency is a voluntary program that
has received widespread recognition. No timeline has been
approved for application submittal to CSDA.

Recommendation 4, 6 and 7: The voluntary programs require a significant amount of resources,
staff and Directors time, and are costly. In fact only a very limited
amount of Special Districts and General Managers completed the
programs since they were established by CSDA. We are currently
not planning to submit applications for those SDLF Programs.

Sincerely,
Clemens Heldmaier
General Manger

MWSD

San Mateo County
Mosquito and Vector Control District
1351 Rollins Rd
Burlingame CA 94010
(650) 344-8592 Fax (650) 344-3843
www.smcmad. org

Hon. Lisa A. Novak
Judge of the Superior Court
c/o Charlene Kresevich
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655

Subject:

Date : July 10,2014
Board Meeting Date: July 9, 2014
Vote Required: Majority

2013-2014 Grand Jury Response - "Partly Cloudy with a Chance of
Information: Investigating the Transparency of Independent Special
Districts ' Websi tes"

BACKGROUND:
On May 19, 2014 , the Grand Jury filed a report titled: "Partly Cloudy with a Chance of
Information: Investigating the Transparency of Independent Special Districts' Websites."
The District Board of Trustees is required to submit comments on the findings and
recommendations pertaining to the matters under control of the District within ninety
days. The District's response to the report is due to Hon . Lisa A. Novak no later than
August 18, 2014 .
Acceptance of this report contributes to the District' s Governance, Public Outreach and
Education, Strategic Planning, and Financial Transparency by ensuring that all Grand
Jury findings and recommendations are thoroughly reviewed by the appropriate District
Trustees and Staff and that , when appropriate, website process improvements are made to
improve the quality and efficiency of services provided to the public and other agencies.

DISCUSSION:
Findings:
Fl.
Some districts are misinformed about the relative affordability of professionally
created websites.

Response to F1:

Disagrees partially with the finding.

(i) Our District has no direct knowledge on the information or misinformation of
other special districts on this subject to determine whether this statement is true or
not. Therefore, the District cannot agree with this finding.

F2.
Special districts lack trained in-house staff to regularly update website
information.
Response to F2:

Disagrees partially with the finding.

(i) Our District has no direct knowledge on the training of in-house staff of other
special districts on this subject and cannot therefore determine whether this
statement is true or not.
F3. Privacy concerns of Boards of Directors or Commissioners result in a lack of
readily accessible contact information.
Response to F3:

Disagree partially with the finding.

(i) Our District has no direct knowledge on the privacy concerns or lack thereof of
other special districts on this subject and cannot therefore determine whether this
statement is true or not.

Not all special districts recognize the benefits of transparency delivered through
F4.
district websites.
Response to F4:

Disagree partially with the finding.

(i) Our District has no direct knowledge on whether other special districts recognize
the benefits of transparency delivered through district websites and cannot
therefore determine whether this statement is true or not.
FS.
No County independent special district has completed the District of Distinction
program offered by Special Districts Leadership Foundation (SDLF).
Response to FS:

Disagree partially with the finding.

(i) Our District has no direct knowledge on whether any of the independent special
districts completed the Distri ct of Distinction program and therefore cannot
determine whether this statement is true or not. As for our District, we have not
completed this program.
F6.
No independent special district in the County has yet earned the SDLF
Transparency Certificate of Excellence.
Response to F6:

Disagree partially with the finding.

(i) Our District has no direct knowledge on whether any of the other independent
special districts completed the SDLF Transparency Certificate of Excellence

program and therefore cannot determine whether this statement is true or not. As
for our District, we have not completed this program .
F7.
Only 2 of23 independent special districts in the County have achieved SDLF
Recognition in Special District Governance.
Response to F7:

Disagree partially with the finding.

(i) Our District has no direct knowledge on whether any of the other independent
special districts completed the SDLF Recognition in Special Governance program
and therefore cannot determine whether this statement is true or not. As for our
District, we had a trustee complete the program but that was over two years ago
and as a result we have not currently completed the program.
F8.
No general manager or top manag ement offi cial of any County independent
special district has received SDLF's Special District Administrator Certification.
Response to F8:

Disagree partiall y with the finding.

(i) Our District has no direct knowledge on whether any of the other independent
special districts completed the SDLF 's Special District Administrator
Certification program and therefore cannot determine whether this statement is
true or not. As for our District, we have not completed the program.
RECOMMENDATIONS:
Detailed responses to each of the recommendations are provided below.
Rl.
Each independent special district's website will conform to the accepted criteria
listed in the SDLF transparency checklist on or before May 15, 2015.
Response to Rl:

The recommendation should be implemented by our District by
May 15,2015.

Rl.
By December 31, 2014, indepen dent special districts will consult with
professional website developers if in-house staff is incapable of creating and/or managing
their website as described above.
The recommendation should be implemented by our District by
Response to Rl:
December 31, 20 14.
R3.

Each District will take the necessary steps to keep its website current.

Response to R3:

The District will take steps to keep the website current.

R4.
Districts will complete the District of Distinction program offered by SDLF by
June 30, 2015 .
Response to R4 :
June 30, 2015.

The recommendation should be implemented by our District by

R5.
Districts will seek to attain the SDLF Transparency Certificate of Excellence by
June 30, 2015.
Response to R5 :
June 30, 2015 .

The recommendation should be implemented by our District by

R6.
Districts currently lacking staff or board members who have achieved the SDLF 's
Recognition in Special District Governance will seek the training available under this
program by June 30, 2015.
Response to R6:

The District will consider how to implement this request.

R7.
District administrators will seek the SDLF Special District Administrator
Certification.
Response to R7 :

The District will consider how to implement this request.

In summary, our District has budgeted $15,000 to revise and update our District website
in Fiscal Year 2014-15. In addition, our District plans to implement an expanded Public
Health Education and Outreach Program with the addition of a new full-time staff
member.
To provide a successful mosquito and vector control program, a community-wide public
outreach education platform where residents become active in their support of reducing
mosquitoes and other vectors is required. Our District agrees that our website is a critical
tool for educating the public and for providing outreach for specific programs where
necessary and appropriate. Our District is taking the Grand Jury's recommendations to
update and revise our website very serious and consciously with the allocation of
funding, pursuing the help of professional website designers, and the hiring of new staff
to develop the Public Health Education and Outreach Program.
Our District will continue to provide the highest level of services and demonstrate
transparency of all financial, operational, administrative and governance programs to the
residents of San Mateo County.
Respectfully su

~h'-r~foVl/1' ..4I P~
Board President

The action on the Grand Jury Response was duly passed by the Board of Trustees
of the San Mateo County Mosquito and Vector Control District at a regular meeting by
the following vote on a roll call:

Rick Wykoff
Valentina Cogoni
Peter DeJarnatt
Steve Hedlund
Christine Fuller
Christopher Cairo
Mason Brutschy
Kati Martin
Kat Lion
Robert Maynard
Joe Galligan
Jason Seifer
Leon Nickolas
Wade Leschyn
Dr. D. Scott Smith
Dr. James Ridgeway
Robert Riechel
Donna Rutherford
Betsey Schneider
Richard Tagg
Louis Gotelli

Vote Totals:

Yes

No

x
x
x

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

0

x
x
x
0

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

19

0

Abstain Absent

0
0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0

x

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1

1

x

APPROVED AND DATED this 9th day of July, 2014 after its passage.

ATTEST:

APPROVED:

~
President

DIRECTORS
RON ASH
JACK BURGETT
JOSHUA COSGROVE
THOMAS J. PICCOLOTTI
ANNE DE JARNATT

STAFF
CARl C. LEMKE
GENERAL MANAGER

Phone (650) 355-3462
Fax (650 355-0735

RUSSELL CONROY
Director Emeritus

2400 Francisco Blvd.
P.O. Box 1039, Pacifica, CA 94044
www.nccwd.com
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July 10, 20 14

Dept. o. 13

Honorable Lisa A. Novak
Judge of the Superior Court
cia Charlene Kresevich
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2 nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Re:

Special District Report "Partly Cloudy with a Chance of Information: Investigating the
Transparency of Independent Special Districts' Websites"

Honorable Lisa A. Novak:
The North Coast County Water District (District) hereby submits its responses to the findings
and recommendations of the Grand Jury regarding its review of the transparency of Independent
Districts' Websites. The Grand Jury made eight (8) findings and seven (7) recommendations;
each finding and recommendation will be add ressed separately.
F indings
FJ. "Som e districts are misinformed about tile relative affordability ofprofessionally created
websites",
The District does not have suffici ent information about other districts to agree or disagree with
this finding .
The North Coast County Water District hired a website consultant to create and update the
District' s website.
F2. "Special districts lack trained in-house staff to regularly update website information".
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree with
this finding.

Grand Jury Review of Transparency of Independent Districts' Websites
July 10,2014
Page 2

The North Coast County Water District employs a highly trained Management Analyst who
regularly updates the District's website.

F3. "Privacy concerns ofBoards ofDirectors or Commissioners result in a lack ofreadily
accessible contact information".
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree with
this finding.
The email of each member of the District Board of Directors is available on the District's
website.

F4. "Not all special districts recognize the benefits oftransparency delivered through district
websites".
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree with
this finding.
The North Coast County Water District recognizes the benefits of transparency delivered through
district websites and is the first special district in San Mateo County to receive the SDLF District
Transparency Certificate of Excellence on March 21, 2014.

F5. "No County independent special district has completed the District ofDistinction program
offered by Special Districts Leadership Foundation (SDLF)".
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree with
this finding.
The District will strive to complete the District of Distinction program by June 30, 2015.

F6. "No independent special district in the County has yet earned the SDLF Transparency
Certificate ofExcellence. "
The North Coast County Water District disagrees with this finding as the District received the
SDLF District Transparency Certificate of Excellence on March 21, 2014.

F7. "Only 2 of 23 independent special districts in the County have achieved SDLF
Recognition in Special District Governance. "
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree with
this findin g.
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The District will strive to achieve the SDLF Recognition in Special District Governance training
by June 30, 2015.

F8. "No general manager or top management official of any County independent special
district has received SDLF's Special District Administrator Certification."
The District does not have sufficient information about other districts to agree or disagree with
this finding.
The General Manager of the North Coast County Water District will strive to seek the SDLF
Special District Administrator Certification by June 30, 2015 .

Recommendations

RJ. "Each independent special district's website will conform to the accepted criteria listed in
the SDLF's transparency checklist on or before May 15, 2015."
The recommendation has been implemented and the North Coast County Water District received
the SDLF District Transparency Certificate of Excellence on March 21, 2014.

R2. "By December 31,2014, independent special districts will consult with professional
website developers if in-house staffis incapable ofcreating and/or managing their website as
described above. "
The recommendation has been implemented and the North Coast County Water District received
the SDLF District Transparency Certificate of Excellence on March 21,2014.

R3. "Each district will take the necessary steps to keep its website current."
This recommendation has been implemented and the North Coast County Water District received
the SDLF District Transparency Certificate of Excellence on March 21, 2014.

R4. "Districts will complete the District ofDistinction program offered by SDLF by June 30,
2015."
The District will implement this recommendation and will strive to complete the District of
Distinction program by June 30, 2015.

R5. "Districts will seek to attain the SDLF Transparency Certificate ofExcellence by June 30,
2015. "
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The recommendation has been implemented and the North Coast County Water District received
the SDLF District Transparency Certificate of Excellence on March 21,2014.

R6. "Districts currently lacking staffor board members who have achieved the SDLF's
Recognition in Special District Governance will seek the training available under this
program by June 30, 2015".
The District will implement this recommendation and will strive to have its staff or board
members obtain the SDLF Recognition in Special District Governance training by June 30, 2015 .

R7. "District administrators will seek the SDLF Special District Administrator Certification."
The District will implement this recommendation and will strive to have the District General
Manager seek the SDLF Special District Administrator Certification by June 30, 2015.
The District appreciates this opportunity to respond to the Grand Jury report on the Transparency
of Independent Special Districts. Should you require any additional information please do not
hesitate to contact Cari Lemke, General Manager at (650) 355-3462 or at c1emke@nccwd.com .

~~~ d§ C/
Thomas Piccolotti
President
Board of Directors
North Coast County Water District
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July 17, 2014

Honorable Lisa A. Novak
Judge of the Superior Court
c/o Charlene Kresevich
Hall of Justice
nd
400 County Center, 2 Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655

Re: Grand Jury Report: " Part ly Cloudy with a Chance of Information: Investigating the Transparency of
Independent Special Districts' Websites"

Dear Honorable Lisa A. Novak,
Attached please find the response from the San Mateo County Resource Conservat ion District to the
2014 Grand Jury report referenced above. The enclosed reply was approved by the Board of Directors
at its July 17, 2014 meeting.

Sincerely,
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Kellyx Nelson

Executive Director

)

Responses to Civil Grand Jurv Report: "Partly Cloudy with a Chance of Information"
Approved by San Mateo County Resource Conservation District Board of Directors
July 17, 2014

Background
On May 19, 2014 the San Mateo County Civil.Grand Jury (Grand Jury) investigated the utility and
transparency of the county's 23 independent special districts' websites. The Grand Jury found no
violation of laws and no attempt to Intentionally obfuscate beneficial information. The Grand Jury did
make recommendations for 15 of the 23 districts to improve website access to InformatIon regarding
finances, staff and Board of Directors' or Commissioners' contacts, and Board or Commission minutes.
Each of the identified 15 districts, including the San Mateo County Resource Conservation District (RCD),
is required to submit comments within 90 days for each finding and recommendation, due no later than
August 18, 2014.
General Comments
The Grand Jury's findings and recommendations are aggregated across the 15 districts and do not
indicate to which district(s) any particular finding or recommendation pertains. The Grand Jury also
makes recommenda tions Irrespective of distrIcts' budget, size, or capacity. Appendix G of the report
includes a table of San Mateo County property tax revenue earned by each independent special district
in FY 2012-13 . It is clear that the RCD is in a different financial category from the other districts
identified, serving over 157,000 acres of the county with .06% of the property tax revenues, about 67%
less than the next highest earning district.
Menlo Park Fire Protection District
Woodside Fire Protection District
Midpenlnsula Regional Open Space District
Sequoia Health Care District
Coastside Fire District
San Mateo County Harbor District
Peninsula Health Care District
Mosquito and Vector Control District
Broadmoor Police Protection District
Coastside County Water District
East Palo Alto Sanitary District
Granada Sanitary District
North Coast County Water District
Colma Fire Protection District
Montara Water and Sanitary District
Highlands Recreation District
Westborough Water District

$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$

34,506,948
15,000,923
10,303,826
9,326,441
8,282,923
5,041,508
4,799,396
2,043,690
1,331,942
987,307
887,826
737,915
735,563
695,774
606,538
395,378
367,684

$

Bayshore Sanitary District

s

Los Trancos County Water District

$
$

Mid-Peninsula Water District
Ladera Recreation District
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West Bay Sanitary District
Total
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~

,,.

304,559
297,566
233,741
173,879

.</$ . ,....,<$:Z'JiiQ{ .<:1
$
$

97,118,733

Our operating base of approximately $57,000 per year Is not sufficient to pay rent, insurance, phones,
and a full time staff person. For this reason we are dependent on grants to fund our work. Grants for
public entities like RCDs are typically limited to very specific tasks with extreme constraints on the ability
to bill overhead . It Is not unusual for the RCD to be awarded more than $500,000 for a restoration
project while struggling to pay for simple overhead and Items such as web design. Grant-funded staff
members must bill their time to specific grant-funded projects. It can be challenging to fund staff time
for work that Is not directly attributable to a specific grant-funded project.
An additional financial hardship is cash flow. It is not unusual for the RCD to wait up to 9 months to be
reimbursed for completed work and expenses funded through State grant programs . Although the
RCD's net profit and loss is adequate to cover all expenses approved in the budget, it is often not
possible to purchase budgeted services (such as web design) because of the nearly perpetual state of
arrears and cash flow problems posed by delayed grant payments. While we may secure millions of
dollars for habitat restoration or drought relief for the communities we serve, we have been unable to
secure funds to revamp our website, develop a brochure about the RCD and our services, or develop a
logo for our 75 th anniversary, for example. Our office furniture has been donated, found on Freecycle,
or purchased used from Craigslist. Several of our office computers were donated used. As lean as we
are, we deliver high quality services to our constituents and have been recognized as District of the Year
by the California Association of RCDs.
It is our hope that our response to the Grand Jury report is an opportunity to highlight the financial need
of RCDs statewide that are delivering high value programs and essential services in communities
throughout California with incredible cost efficiency.
Recommendation to Grand Jury
The Grand Jury report inspired us to consider a searchable database hosted on the website of the
California Special Districts Associat ion (CSDA) or SDLF to which districts could upload all of the
documents recommended by th is Grand Jury as a single portal for public access to information about all
districts in the state. It is our recommendation that the Grand Jury make this request of the CSDA and
SDLF.

Responses to Findings
In its report, the grand jury aggregates its find ings for the 15 districts into a set of seven findings but
does not indicate which finding(s) applies to which dlstrict(s). It is difficult to discern which findings
pertaln specifically to the RCD. The following responses assume that each finding Is specific to the RCD.
Grand Jury Finding 1. Some districts are misinformed about the relative affordabilityof professionally

created websites.
Response: Disagree. The report suggests that a website could cost as little as $1,000 to $9,000. It is
noteworthy that $9,000 is suggested to be affordable when that amount constitutes approxlrnatelv 16%
of the RCD's annual operating base, an amount that is already insufficient for operatIng needs. RCD
staff has done a great deal of research about affordable web design options. Some of the most
inexpensive options would enable the RCD to provide the list of documents recommended In the report
but would not accomplish other needs and goals of the district for the website, including providing
program information, products, and services to our constituents; communicating our vision, and sharing
spatial and othe r data in a user-friendly format. The repo rt does not fully consider the true cost of
revamping the web page, Including the cost of staff time to develop messages and content, securing
images, maintenance, etcetera. Suggesting a website costs as low as $1,000 is akin to claiming that
housing in the Bay Area is affordable because a supplier will sell the lumber for $10,000. In reality, there
are many more costs to building and owning a home as there are with developing and maintaining a
website.
Grand Jury Finding 2. Spec/aldistricts lack trained In-house staff to regularly update website

information.
Response: Disagree. The RCD has in-house staff who update website information for monthly meetings
of the Board of Directors and as needed periodically.
Grand Jury FInding 3. Privacy concerns of Board of Directors or Commissioners result in a lack of readily

accessible contact information.
Response: Disagree. This is not a concern of the RCO .
Grand Jury Finding 4. Not all special districts recognize the benefits of transparency deliveredthrough

districtwebsites.
Response: Disagree. The RCO values transparency.
Grand Jury Findings 5-8. No County{sic} independent special district has completed the District of

Distinction program offered by the Special Districts Leadership Foundation (SDLF); No independent
specialdistrictin the County [sic] has yet earned the SDLF Transparency Certificate of Excellence; Oniy 2
of 23 Independent special districts in the County{sic} have achIevedSDLF RecognitioninSpecialDistrict
Governance; and No general manager or top management official of any County [sic} independent
specialdistrict has receivedSDLF's SpecialDistrict AdministratorCertification.
Response: Do not know.

Reo staff and directors have not applied for

an SOLF program, certificate,

recognition, or certification but cannot comment on whether or not the other districts have.

Responses to Recommendations
Similar to its findings, the Grand Jury aggregates its recommendations for the 15 districts but does not
indicate which recommendation(s) applies to which district(s).
Grand Jury Recommendation 1. Each independent special district's website willconform to the

accepted criteria iisted in the SDLF's transparency checkiiston or before May 15, 2015.
Response: The recommendation will not be Implemented. The Grand Jury's recommendation uses
standards that were established to recognize excellence and distinction as its baseline. The report does
not recognize when districts, including the RCD, meet or exceed legal requirements and include many or
most of the items on the checklist. It was not the intent of the SDLF that their meritorious honor of
distinction be used to indict districts that are otherwise meeting all legal requirements. The RCD will
prioritize our limited resources on delivering cost-effective, high quality programs to our constituents.
Grand Jury Recommendation 2. By December 31, 2014, Independent special districts willconsult with

professional website developers if in-housestaff is incapable of creating and/or managing their website
as described above.
Response: The recommendation will not be Implemented. Although website development has been in
the approved budget for several years, cash flow challenges due to delayed grant payments (described
above) have made It impossible. We cannot be certain that funds will be available by December 31,

2014. The RCD will prioritize our limited resources on delivering cost-effective, high quality programs to
our constituents.
Grand Jury Recommendation 3. Each district willtake the necessary steps to keep its website current.
Response: The recommendation will be partially Implemented. We keep our website as current as
reasonably possible and will continue to do so.
Grand Jury Recommendations 4-7. Districts willcomplete the District of Distinction program offered by

SDLF by June 30, 2015; Districts wiiiseek to attain the SDLF Transparency Certificate of Exceiience by
June 30, 2015; Districts currently lacking staff or board members who have achieved the SDLF's
Recognition in Special District Governance willseek the training available under this program by June 30,
2015; and District administrators willseek the SDLF Special District AdministratorCertification.
Response:These recommendations will not be Implemented. The staff time, travel costs, ongoing
training requirements, preparation of required documents, and application fees cost thousands of
dollars and were not affordable even when RCD staff sought scholarships In previous years. With our
limited financial resources, the ReD will prioritize delivering cost-effective, high quality services to our
constituents.
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District Manager
In reply , please refer to our
File No.

July 10, 2014
Honorable Lisa A. Novak
Judge of the Superior Court
clo Charlene Kresevich
Hall of Justice
400 County Center; 2 nd floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655

Re: Grand Jury Report: "Partly Cloudy with a Chance of Information: Investigating the
Transparency of Independent Special Districts' Websites"
Dear Judge Novak,
Thank you for your service and efforts to examine the utility and transparency of the County's
independent special districts' websites. The District agrees with the Grand Jury "that
taxpayers are best served when they understand who administers their special districts, how
each special district is spending their property tax monies andlor the fees for services
received for its enterprise activities, and how constituents can make their voices heard."
The West Bay Sanitary District has established a 5 year Strategic Plan including
Strategic Elements derived from the foundational Mission and Vision statements of the District.
They are linked to action through Strategic Goals within the five-year period that serve to
assure that important areas of the District are well supported and moved forward per Board
direction. One important Strategic Element in the District's Strategic Plan clarifies the Board's
commitment to the concepts of openness and transparency. "... We will also proactively
communicate the District's business and plans to our public while being open and transparent
in all that we do." Objectives designed to achieve that goal include "effectively communicating
using our website - to provide this transparency and maintain the public trust. "
The West Bay Sanitary District invested over $12,000 just over two years ago to revamp our
website and budgets sufficient operating expenses to maintain the website annually. These
expenses include modifications to the website, server maintenance and replacement, salary
for IT staff and ongoing website training for IT and Administrative staff.
The District believes it maintains a very open and easy to use website which includes all but one
of the items in the eleven (11) bullet list titled "For true transparency all of the following items
should be readily apparent:" This item - Election procedure and deadlines has already been
added to our website on the Board of Directors page.
The Grand Jury report includes another list "In addition, the website of each district should
include at least 4 of the following :" The District website includes the following four items to meet
1

this requirement:
• Picture, biography and email address of Board or Commission members
• Last 3 years of audits
• Map of district boundaries/service area
• Most recent Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCo) Municipal Service Review
(MSR) and Sphere of Influence (SOl) studies or link to LAFCo's site
In addition to these four items a fifth criteria can be considered to be met in that our Code of
General Regulations is available on the website and this Code outlines the Board's
compensation policy.
The District has in many ways exceeded the Grand Jury's recommendations for a useful and
transparent website. In addition to the Grand Jury listed criteria the District has included the
following:
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Current rate information and rate studies for the last few years
Step by Step guide to rehabilitating your private sewer lateral including Videos on
obtaining permits, replacing sewer laterals, calling before you dig and construction
specifications
Educational material and links
RFP and Bid information
Capital Improvement Project information
Sewer clearing and operations information
A special page for kids
Information on What 2 Flush
Documents page
Employment page
What's new page with recent articles and District announcements
Link to our partnership with HomeServe Lateral Insurance
Link to OpenGov an interactive website where users can graph District revenues and
expenses
Links to many other partner agencies, associations and affiliations

While the District agrees with and complies with the listed criteria for a transparent special
district website it finds no compelling reason to spend valuable resources on the CSDA or
SDLF training and certification programs and has no plans to participate in these plans at this
point.
The District responses to the Grand Jury specific Findings and Recommendations are as follows:

2013-2014 Grand Jury Report Findings
The 2013-2014 San Mateo County Grand Jury Found that:
FINDINGS

FI.

Some districts are misinformed about the relative affordability of professionally
created websites.
While some districts may be misinformed about the relative affordability of websites,
the District has invested substantial resources in funds and manpower to maintain a
functional and transparent website that is updated by Administrative and IT staff on a
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continual basis.
F2. Special districts lack trained in-house staff to regularly update website information.
The District has well trained in-house IT staff which have in turn trained the administrative
staff in order to keep the website up to date and constantly monitor documents on the
website for shelf life, applicability, and value.
F3. Privacy concerns of Boards of Directors or Commissioners result in a lack
of readily accessible contact information.
The District disagrees with this assessment in part. While the Board takes great
pains to be accessible every individual deserves some degree of privacy. To
address this concern yet provide the accessibility of the Board to the ratepayers the
District's website lists a community email address whereby ratepayers can send
Board members messages. These messages are then forwarded to the Board
members for replies by either the Board member or staff as appropriate.
F4. Not all special districts recognize the benefits of transparency delivered
through district websites.
West Bay Sanitary District does recognize the benefits of transparency through the
website. This is the reason the District subscribes to OpenGov, a website that allows
users to easily chart graphs of the District's revenues and expenses. Transparency is
also the reason we provide budget, rate, audit information as well as a What's New
page for District announcements and Public Hearings.
F5. No County independent special district has completed the District of Distinction
11 program offered by Special Districts Leadership Foundation (SDLF).
The District has received the CSRMA Shell Safety Award in 2012, the small agency
Collection System of the Year Award in 2013 from California Water Environment
Association and several District employees have been recognized locally and at the State
level for the excellent work performance and expertise. The District believes it is actively
developing leaders for the future of the District and participation in SDLF is not required.

F6. No independent special district in the County has yet earned the SDLF
Transparency Certificate of Excellence.
The District believes it has met or exceeded all the transparency requirements as
listed by the SDLF and therefore finds no additional value in the certification.

F7. Only 2 of 23 independent special districts in the County have achieved SDLF
Recognition in Special District Governance.
The District is governed by 5 community conscious leaders with many years of
experience in Special District Governance and may find no added benefit to achieving
the SDLF recognition.

Fa. No general manager or top management official of any County independent
special district has received SDLF's Special District Administrator Certification.
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Some managers within the District have attended some of the CSDA educational courses
such as Board Secretary/Clerk foundations , Brown Act training, Strategies for excellent
customer service etc. While continued education is beneficial, taking courses simply for a
certificate may not provide value for the District.
RECOMMENDATIONS

R I. Each independent special district's website will conform to the accepted
criteria listed in the SDLF's transparency checklist on or before May 15,2015.

Implemented : The District's website does conform to the accepted criteria listed in
the SDLF's transparency checklist as of the writing of this letter.
R2. By December 31, 2014, independent special districts will consult with professional
website developers if in-house staff is incapable of creating and/or managing their
website as described above.

Implemented : The District has an adequate website and In-house staff continues to be
capable of managing the website and keeping it up to date .
R3. Each district will take the necessary steps to keep its website current.

Implemented : The District has multiple staff members review sections of the website to
ensure its shelf life , applicability and value. Updates are completed regularly by IT and
Administrative staff.
R4. Districts will complete the District of Distinction program offered by SDLF by
June 30, 2015.

Not to be Implemented: The District believes it meets the SDLF criteria of a District of
Distinction. The District:
•
•
•

Does undergo regular financial audits, have no major deficiencies and apply any
recommendations to future years.
District operations conform to all statutes and regulations under state law as reflected
in a policies and procedures manual.
All directors/trustees, general manager and executive staff (as designated by the
district) have received training in governance as well as compliance with AB 1234
Ethics Training

R5. Districts will seek to attain the SDLF Transparency Certificate of Excellence by
June 30, 2015.

Not to be Implemented: As the District has met all the transparency criteria the District
believes there is no need for this certification.
R6. Districts currently lacking staff or board members who have achieved the SDLF's
Recognition in Special District Governance will seek the training available under
this program by June 30, 2015.

Not to be Implemented: The District sees no significant benefit to this training.
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R7. District administrators will seek the SDLF Special District Administrator
Certification.
Not to be Implemented : While the District values continued education it finds no significant
benefit in the certification program .

Thank you again for your efforts in this matter and allowing the District to respond to the
Grand Jury report and share the District 's thoughts and opinions.

R

hepherd

President of the District Board of the
West Bay Sanitary District

cc: West Bay Sanitary District Board
Phil Scott, District Manager
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