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A large percentage of American 
adults hospitalized with influenza 
so far this year were obese, a pat-
tern seen in 2009, but is unusual 
when compared to other flu sea-
sons, federal health officials said.

As of Jan. 25, at least 43 percent 
of all those hospitalized with influ-
enza across the nation were con-
sidered obese, which is defined as 
having a body mass index of 30 or 
higher.   

At one point in January, the per-
centage of those hospitalized who 
were obese had hit 46 percent, ac-
cording to the federal Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention.

Health researchers saw a sim-
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Flu season has been here for several 
weeks now, affecting all ages. A 
large percentage of American adults 
hospitalized were obese.
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The superintendent of the Centinela Val-
ley high school district negotiated a contract 
so loaded with out-of-the-ordinary perks that 
he managed to amass more than $663,000 in 
total compensation last year.

Documents obtained by the Daily Breeze 
from the Los Angeles County Office of Ed-
ucation show that although Jose Fernandez 
had a base pay of $271,000 in the 2013 cal-
endar year, his other benefits amounted to 
nearly $400,000.

On top of that, the district just over a year 
ago provided Fernandez with a $910,000 
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Some plants do better after a fire. 
Botanists call these fire followers. 
Some well-known Southern Califor-
nia plants included in this list are:

Fire poppy: Tall, skinny stems 
with a single delicate four-pronged 
flower, usually orange (the color of 
fire). It is native to California.

Popping through: A patch of 
thread-leafed brodiaea grows back 
after burned from the Colby Fire in 
Glendora in January.

Snapdragon: Tall stalks of fluted 
flowers in many colors. The fire 

followers are of the species: Antirrhi-
num, coulterianum and nuttallianum.

Lupine:  Common in disturbed 
chaparral and coastal sage scrub, 
this columnar plant features cupped 
or spiked arrays of flowers of blue, 
purple and sometimes pink.

Golden eardrops: (Ehrendorferia 
chrysantha) — Blue-green stems, 

3 to 5 feet tall, with bright yellow, 
aromatic flowers whose petals turn 
down.

By Steve Scauzillo
steve.scauzillo@langnews.com 
@stevscaz on Twitter

Act one of a Southern California wildfire 
features walls of flames, flying embers, dense 
smoke and charred rubble.

Most residents aren’t aware of the drama’s 
delayed second act starring fire followers. 

These can be dormant wildflowers resurrect-
ing as rudimentary stalks, popping up from 
black ash and turning into show-stopping pal-
lets of purples, fuchsias and yellows. Or they 
can be opportunistic black-backed woodpeck-
ers, house wrens and flycatchers feasting on 
a fresh array of insects, or furry-tailed mule 
deer grazing on new-growth grasses sprung 

After the fires ... New life
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Ann Croissant 
celebrates after 
seeing that the 
endangered 
thread-leaved 
brodiaea plant 
is sprouting 
after the Colby 
Fire. Croissant’s 
husband,Gerald, 
is at center and 
L.A. County Fire 
Department Capt. 
Alex Haua is at 
right, examining 
the plants.

The Colby Fire charred nearly 2,000 acres, but creates an 
ecological rebirth. Now nature springs up from the ashes.
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Superintendent Fernandez got 
low-interest loan from the district to buy 

$910,000 home despite bankruptcy

Brad Graverson — Staff Photographer
The Ladera Heights home owned by Jose Fernandez was purchased with a loan of $910,000 from 
the school district at 2 percent interest. 

Superintendent Jose Fernan-
dez was going through his 
second bankruptcy and had 
lost his family home when the 

Centinela Valley Union High School 
District threw him a golden lifeline 
in 2012 — a $910,000 home loan 
with no down payment to be repaid 
at 2 percent interest over 40 years.

The loan terms are exceptional to 
anyone with excellent credit. They 
are unheard of for someone who has 
just gone through bankruptcy, mort-
gage experts say. And they will save 
Fernandez at least $100,000.

“That is like a dream come true for 
anyone trying to get a mortgage. No-
body gets a mortgage like that, even 
with perfect credit,” said Brad Levin, 
president of Legacy Wealth Partners 

in Woodland Hills. “For someone 
in bankruptcy, it is an impossible 
situation.”

While ideal for Fernandez, the loan 
came at one of the worst times for 
the tiny district centered in Haw-
thorne and Lawndale, according to 
Sandra Goins, executive director 
of South Bay United Teachers, the 
umbrella union for teachers in the 
Centinela Valley Union High School 
District, Redondo Beach, Manhattan 
Beach and Palos Verdes Peninsula 
school districts.

“At the same time they were giving 
this loan, they were laying off teach-
ers, closing down programs at the 
adult school. ... $1 million to the 
district is a lot. That is 25 percent of 
the entire books and supplies budget 
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this year,” Goins said.
“Besides that, the school district 
shouldn’t be in the business of 
holding mortgages. It is not a corpo-
ration. The main focus is educating 
students, not lending money.”

But Fernandez, in his first comments 
to the Los Angeles News Group since 
his lucrative compensation package 
was revealed in a Feb. 9 article, con-
tended the loan is nothing extraor-
dinary.

“This is something that exists in the 
world of senior managers,” he said.

The loan is one of many generous 
provisions in Fernandez’s contract, 
which has come under 
fire after it was re-
vealed he amassed 
more than $660,000 in 
compensation in the 
2013 calendar year.

Fernandez wouldn’t 
comment on the 
compensation con-
troversy, except to say 
his contract, including 
the loan provision, is 
modeled after a template provided by 
the Association of California School 
Administrators.

“I have seen many places where they 
have done that,” he said.

But experts say lending a current su-
perintendent money to buy a home 
is unusual.

“When you have someone com-
ing from out of state and who can’t 
afford the high prices of California, 
you might lend them money to buy a 
house to attract them,” said govern-
ment watchdog Bob Stern, former 
president of the Center for Govern-
mental Studies. “But it is definitely 
unusual when you have an existing 
superintendent and you give him a 
loan.”

Wendell Chun, executive director of 
the superintendent search firm Edu-

cation Leadership Service, said of the 
50 searches he has been involved in, 
he has never seen a superintendent 
offered a home loan.

“It happens, sometimes, but mostly 
in larger districts in very expensive 
neighborhoods,” he said.

Centinela Valley Union High has just 
6,600 students in three comprehen-
sive high schools. And its median 
home values are below that of Los 
Angeles County as a whole.

BANKRUPTCY BURDEN

Most people in Fernandez’s circum-
stances would not be able to secure 

any kind of home loan.

He and his wife filed 
Chapter 7 bankruptcy 
in June 2010. Fernan-
dez also filed Chapter 
7 bankruptcy in 1994. 
According to the 2010 
filing, the couple had 
accumulated $3 mil-
lion in debt — more 
than twice the value of 
their assets.

Much of the debt came from a family 
business owned by Fernandez and 
his wife, Miller Distributing Group, 
a wholesale supplier for bakeries and 
food manufacturers.

Fernandez said he was a casualty 
of the recession and a bad business 
decision.

“Like many Americans, my fami-
ly went through a real tough time 
after the economic crisis,” he said. 
“We had close to $15 million a year 
in sales, but when the economy 
collapsed, the credit lines from our 
suppliers dried up and a lot of our 
customers went under.”

“One of the greatest mistakes I’ve 
made in my life was to personal-
ly guarantee the obligations of the 
business,” he continued. “Declaring 
bankruptcy was a calculated business 
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“Declaring 
bankruptcy 

was a calculated 
business 

decision to 
protect the 
family ...”
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decision to protect the family from 
this mountain of debt the business 
had acquired.”

The family also was living beyond its 
means — spending $17,000 a month 
while Fernandez’s job as superinten-
dent brought in $13,000 monthly, 
after taxes and other withholdings, 
according to the bankruptcy filing. 
And they had $17,000 in credit card 
debt.

The bankruptcy largely 
relieved them of $1.5 
million in corporate 
debt, as well as other 
debt. But the family 
gave up its home in 
the process.

Two months before 
the bankruptcy pro-
cess was even com-
plete, in December 
2012, the district lent 
Fernandez and his 
wife $910,000 and they 
purchased a new home 
1½ miles from their 
previous one in Ladera 
Heights, according to property tax 
records and loan documents provid-
ed by the district.

The Fernandez family never would 
have been able to gain financing so 
soon after bankruptcy otherwise, 
according to Steve Murillo, owner 
of First Manhattan Mortgage and 
Realtors in Manhattan Beach.

“That would kill a conventional 
loan,” he said.

The district, Goins contends, should 
have had the same concerns as a 
bank.

“A 40-year loan for someone who has 
already been bankrupt twice — any-
one who would lend money like that 
should be concerned about whether 
they can recoup their money,” she 
said.

Under his loan with the district 

Fernandez’s monthly payment would 
be $2,756 for 40 years. Those terms 
save him more than $100,000 over 
the life of the loan compared to what 
he would have paid under a conven-
tional loan, even if he had excellent 
credit. (With great credit, a 2012 
borrower might have paid 20 percent 
down and 3.5 to 4 percent interest 
over 30 years.)

“How is it possible for 
CVUHSD to receive 
taxpayer money in-
tended for the educa-
tion of children and 
then use some of it to 
make a loan to an em-
ployee for 40 years at 2 
percent interest? How 
is that an education 
activity or function?” 
asked Bruce Zentil, 
former Director of 
the Division of School 
Financial Services with 
the Los Angeles Coun-
ty Office of Education.

“There is also the 
board of education to 

consider,” he continued. “These are 
elected officials. They have fiduciary 
responsibilities. This loan was made 
in December 2012. At that time Jose 
Fernandez was in involved in his 
second bankruptcy. ... Does that pass 
muster as proper fiduciary oversight 
by elected officials over taxpayer 
dollars?”

Fernandez said his family was “very 
conscientious” about the loan.

“We did not abuse anything,” he 
said. “We could have gotten a home 
in Laguna Beach or Brentwood. We 
picked a place very close to the dis-
trict, composed of people similar to 
people we serve in the district.”

Ladera Heights, however, boasts 
a median household income of 
$103,000, while the communities 
making up the Centinela Valley 
Union High School District range 
from $33,000 to $49,000 in median 

“We did not 
abuse anything. 
We could have 

gotten a home in 
Laguna Beach or 

Brentwood.” 
— Jose Fernandez
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household income.

Goins said Fernandez’s experience is 
nothing like what the residents of Len-
nox, Hawthorne and Lawndale endure.

“I think it is obscene,” she said. “This 
is a working-class community and 
most people in this community 
couldn’t obtain a loan like that. 

Fernandez should be able to find fi-
nancing for himself. Like every other 
American who has declared bank-
ruptcy — you deal with it,” she said.

BETTER RETURNS POSSIBLE

Fernandez said the district settled on 
2 percent interest because that is the 
rate of return it would have received 
from the county treasury.

But Levin compared investing in a 
high-risk mortgage, like that of Fer-
nandez, to investing in a sub-prime 
mortgage-backed security, which 
would bring a yield of around 6 per-
cent — resulting in $1 million more 
for the district.

“I’m not saying it is a suitable risk for 
the district, but in terms of the risk 
you are taking on, it is comparable,” 
he said.

Goins said the district should have 
used the money for student needs at 
a time when it was struggling finan-
cially.

The same year it gave Fernandez the 
loan, the school board laid off 46 
teachers and cut its adult education 
program. It also cut spending on 
books and supplies to $1.5 million — 
nearly $700,000 less than the previ-
ous year and less than half what it is 
most years.

The funds could have provided 
valuable bridge money to help the 
district stay above water while wait-
ing for relief from Proposition 30, 
the tax hike initiative approved by 
California voters in 2012 that helped 
shore up education funding.

“Why would a school district that 
has concerns about finances hand 
out a $1 million loan?” Goins asked. 
“It just doesn’t make sense.”
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By Rob Kuznia
rob.kuznia@langnews.com 
@robkuznia on Twitter

The superintendent of the Centinela Val-
ley high school district negotiated a contract 
so loaded with out-of-the-ordinary perks that 
he managed to amass more than $663,000 in 
total compensation last year.

Documents obtained by the Daily Breeze 
from the Los Angeles County Office of Ed-
ucation show that although Jose Fernandez 
had a base pay of $271,000 in the 2013 cal-
endar year, his other benefits amounted to 
nearly $400,000.

On top of that, the district just over a year 
ago provided Fernandez with a $910,000 

EXCLUSIVE REPORT

‘OBSCENE’ PAYCHECK
Centinela Valley superintendent’s compensation of 
$663,000 comes as state wants more transparency
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RELATED: A look at the board members who approved Fernandez’s contract. A13

Jose Fernandez  
received nearly 
$400,000 in 
perks last year.
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A new 
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peace
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Snowboarder Sage 
Kotsenburg wins 
first US gold
For TV schedule and more 
coverage, turn to Sports 

Some plants do better after a fire. 
Botanists call these fire followers. 
Some well-known Southern Califor-
nia plants included in this list are:

Fire poppy: Tall, skinny stems 
with a single delicate four-pronged 
flower, usually orange (the color of 
fire). It is native to California.

Popping through: A patch of 
thread-leafed brodiaea grows back 
after burned from the Colby Fire in 
Glendora in January.

Snapdragon: Tall stalks of fluted 
flowers in many colors. The fire 

followers are of the species: Antirrhi-
num, coulterianum and nuttallianum.

Lupine:  Common in disturbed 
chaparral and coastal sage scrub, 
this columnar plant features cupped 
or spiked arrays of flowers of blue, 
purple and sometimes pink.

Golden eardrops: (Ehrendorferia 
chrysantha) — Blue-green stems, 

3 to 5 feet tall, with bright yellow, 
aromatic flowers whose petals turn 
down.

By Steve Scauzillo
steve.scauzillo@langnews.com 
@stevscaz on Twitter

Act one of a Southern California wildfire 
features walls of flames, flying embers, dense 
smoke and charred rubble.

Most residents aren’t aware of the drama’s 
delayed second act starring fire followers. 

These can be dormant wildflowers resurrect-
ing as rudimentary stalks, popping up from 
black ash and turning into show-stopping pal-
lets of purples, fuchsias and yellows. Or they 
can be opportunistic black-backed woodpeck-
ers, house wrens and flycatchers feasting on 
a fresh array of insects, or furry-tailed mule 
deer grazing on new-growth grasses sprung 

After the fires ... New life
Fire followers

1 3

4 5

2

1

2

3

5

4

WATCHARA PHOMICINDA — STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

Ann Croissant 
celebrates after 
seeing that the 
endangered 
thread-leaved 
brodiaea plant 
is sprouting 
after the Colby 
Fire. Croissant’s 
husband,Gerald, 
is at center and 
L.A. County Fire 
Department Capt. 
Alex Haua is at 
right, examining 
the plants.

The Colby Fire charred nearly 2,000 acres, but creates an 
ecological rebirth. Now nature springs up from the ashes.
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