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Short-Term Financial Mess

By Nick Marnell

arely one month into her job,

Gloriann ~ Sasser, Moraga-
Orinda Fire District administrative
services director, discovered an ac-
counting error in October that de-
creased the district's general fund
balance by more than $2 million. The
incorrect figure had been reported on
the district's books for seven years;
the district took immediate action to
reduce the increased deficit at the
Nov. 6 board meeting.
The Discovery

Something did not make sense.
As Sasser reviewed the activity in the
district's bank accounts she noticed
the term “Bond Fund” printed on a
Wells Fargo Bank statement. Draw-
ing on her years of experience as an
auditor and a certified public account-
ant, Sasser knew that the $2 million
in that account was restricted cash; it
was held by Wells Fargo to pay the
principal and interest on the district's
pension obligation bond. Yet the dis-
trict had been reporting the money as
available in the general fund.

After meetings with Wells Fargo,
legal counsel and a number of bond
experts, Sasser determined that the
bond fund was indeed restricted until
the POB was paid off, in 2022. She
advised the district's finance commit-
tee: directors Steve Anderson and
Alex Evans. Then she, the finance
committee and the district's auditor
presented the findings to the MOFD
board on Nov. 6.

The Deflection

John Cropper, managing partner
of the Cropper Accountancy Corpo-
ration, the district's auditor, knew of
the district's concerns over the $2 mil-
lion of restricted cash, which were
raised at the Oct. 29 finance commit-
tee meeting. After he presented the
audit summary for fiscal year 2012-
13 at the board meeting - the audit
was once again a clean audit - Crop-
per went on the offensive.

“Somewhere between the ac-
counting department and the board,
there is an issue,” he said. “I don't
know why the district would do some
of the things they're doing ... like pur-
chasing property.” He also chastised
the board for not understanding its
own financial documents, and cau-
tioned that the district had a cash flow
problem.

His admonitions did not go over
well with the board.

“I have a very strong disagree-
ment with the current auditor,” said
Anderson, his face glowing a darker
shade of red with each sentence.
“They've failed in their job. And they
should not be making gratuitous com-
ments about the board.”

Evans piled on. “You produced
six years of audits,” he said, his voice
rising with each sentence. “In five of
those years you didn't identify the re-
stricted fund. And now you come
here and say, ‘I don't know why you
bought this property.” The truth is,
you don't know why we bought the
property. So you're better off not talk-
ing about it, because the more you
talk about it the angrier we're going to
get.”

Calm was restored thanks to
Weil's urging, who made a motion to
simply acknowledge, but not accept,
the audit findings; the motion passed
unanimously.

Cropper fired the last arrow from
his quiver. Before he walked out of
the meeting, he warned the board that
the district was on an “unsustainable
fiscal path.”

The Determination

Because of the restricted cash ad-
justment, the district has, as of June
30, a negative balance of $100,000 in
its general fund. After deducting the
July Lorinda Lane property purchase,
the capital budget has a balance of
less than $2.5 million. At its recent
rate of operating loss of nearly $1 mil-
lion per year, the district will run out
of available cash in two years.

The board took action to avert
that calamity. It approved a reduction
in minimum daily staffing, from 19 to
17 fire personnel, which should save
$550,000 this fiscal year. It moved
one step closer to revising the sched-
ule of fees for district services, which
is expected to increase revenue
$50,000 a year. And though it will be
in instant violation of the policy, it
voted to set aside 10 percent of gen-
eral fund revenue into a reserve fund.

Anderson's frustration carried
over after the meeting. “By next
year,” he said, “there will be a new
auditor.”

But Brook Mancinelli, past board
member, thought the treatment of
Cropper by the board was uncalled
for. “(The directors) are realizing
how close they are to being broke,
and they were looking for a scape-
goat,” he said.
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Next meetings:

Wednesday, Nov. 20
Wednesday, Dec. 4

(Go to www.mofd.org as the meeting
date approaches for location and
more information)

Commitment
Reaffirmed

By Nick Marnell
Jeff Carman was never obsessed
with being a fire chief.

“l was always operations ori-
ented,” said the new chief of the Con-
tra Costa County Fire Protection
District, who worked for the Ro-
seville Fire Department since 1984.
“We were making big strides in op-
erations, and I was going to retire as
a battalion chief.”

But he was promoted to assistant
chief of operations in 2010 — “kick-
ing and screaming,” he said — and he
began to look at fire issues more
globally. It was only recently that he
felt the desire to become a fire chief.
He started to look around; “I didn’t
want to be a fire chief just any-
where,” he said.

Carman’s industry friends told
him that there were a lot of easier
jobs available than the one he took
with ConFire. He explained why he
did.

“Relations between labor and
management are good,” he said. “The
people here are great, and they truly
do a good job. And the citizens love
their fire department.”

His main goal is to make the dis-
trict sustainable — “to deliver the best
service to our customers with the
money that we have.” Another goal
is to market the fire district: “We
need to let people know exactly what
our firefighters do. ‘This is what

to Lafayette

you’re getting for $95 million a
year.”” As part of his marketing plan,
he said that he intends to escalate the
district’s presence at city council
meetings and at civic functions.

The biggest surprise in his first
month on the job? “I knew ConFire
was busy, but I didn’t realize how
busy,” he said. But he was also sur-
prised at what he heard at his first
Lafayette Emergency Services Task
Force meeting. The task force —
charged with investigating alternative
delivery of fire and emergency serv-
ices to Lafayette — “was already
down the road, looking at other fire
agencies to come in and to get rid of
ConFire. And that bothers me,” he
said.

“It’s emotional that we closed a
fire station, but do we really know
what level of service has dropped?
Or, was there even a service drop?
No one has taken a hard look at that
data,” he said. “We closed (Lafayette
station 16) for funding reasons but
also because it’s uninhabitable. In
the station's current condition, we
couldn’t put a company back there
if we wanted to.”

The chief said that he is “100 per-
cent behind station 46,” the proposed
joint fire station venture at the Orinda-
Lafayette border between the Mor-
aga-Orinda Fire District and possibly
ConFire. ... continued on page All
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Rewarding
Real Estate Outcomes
for Lamorinda Since 1987

- Our mission is to provide personalized care,
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Call to schedule a free assessment and plan care review. 925-284-1213
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Free-In-Home Estimates

925-209-7001

P.O.Box 365
Moraga, CA 94556

Oftering Complete
Systems, Upgrades &

Universal Remote Solutions
Proudly Serving The Lamorinda
Community Since 2002
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Known for the Industry’s Best Caregivers!

* Home Care Assistance is the only senior care company with a Home Care
University to train and develop caregiver employees. We also offer culinary training
with an emphasis on nutrition to improve our caregivers’ skills and our clients’ meals.

* Home Care Assistance boasts a 97% satisfaction rate and has been endorsed by
Harvard geriatrician, Dr. Dennis McCullough and University of Washington Geriatrics
Clinical Director, Dr. David Carr, among others.

* Home Care Assistance has produced an award-winning senior wellness book
series, including Happy to 102 and Mind Over Gray Matter, and a renowned
healthy longevity webinar series in partnership with the American Society on Aging.

Meet Jill. Jill Cabeceiras is one of the client care managers for
the East Bay. She has been working with older adults for more
than ten years and is an expert on managing care within the
home. Let Jill help your and your family!

Call Jill to schedule your free assessment today!

925-820-8390

480 San Ramon Valley Blvd.
Danville, CA 94526
HomeCareAssistance.com

Home (are

ASSISTANCE
1-866-4-Liveln™





