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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 $100,000,0001 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 poll2 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 

                                                 
1 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 

                                                 
4 “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 site8 
 

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 activities9, 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: 

 
                                                 
8 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 non-
profits and government agencies. 
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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 Distinction11 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. 

 

                                                 
11 See Appendix C and http://sdlf.org/DODprog.htm 
12 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. 
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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. 
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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 
 
 
 
  

ddickson
DRDSigBlue



 
 
 
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 in-
house 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. 

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. 

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

Disagree with finding. 

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. 

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. 

 
  

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



 
     

 
RECOMMENDATIONS LTCWD RESPONSE  
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 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. 

 

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. 

 

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 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. 
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APPENDIX 
Civil Grand Jury -SDLF 
Items LTCWD Response                                Comment 

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

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 In Agenda & Minutes section 

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

yes  

 
  

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



 
 
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 

No  

Audio or video recordings of 
Board meetings 
 

Yes  

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  
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