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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 hits 
younger, 
heavier 
adults
Pattern echoes 2009 
season when H1N1 also 
was prominent 
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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 

EXCLUSIVE REPORT

‘OBSCENE’ PAYCHECK
Centinela Valley superintendent’s compensation of 
$663,000 comes as state wants more transparency
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Jose Fernandez  
received nearly 
$400,000 in 
perks last year.
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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.

NATURE » PAGE 5

»    dailybreeze.comSunday, February 9, 2014  $1.25 FACEBOOK.COM/DAILYBREEZE TWITTER.COM/DAILYBREEZENEWS

★

8 17923 00002 0                                          

An edition of the

2

P U L I TZ E R  P R I Z E  E N T RY:  LO C A L  R E P O RT I N G

Centinela spending on legal fees dwarfs 
those of nearby school districts

In 2011, then Centinela Valley 
school board member Sandra 
Suarez made what she thought 
was a simple request: How 

much was the school district spend-
ing on legal fees with its top law 
firm, and what duties was the firm 
performing?

What she got in response heightened 
her suspicions that the district was 
spending too much on attorneys, 
with too little explanation to the 
board.

The firm, Dannis Woliver Kelley, 
gave her 125 pages of invoices that 
were almost entirely redacted — 
blacked out to prevent the elected 
school board member from seeing 
what exactly the district was being 
billed for, leaving only the dollar 
amounts.

On top of the stack was a cover letter 

explaining that fulfilling Suarez’s 
request, including the redactions, 
took “approximately 1.8 hours” of 
work. At $260 an hour — plus addi-
tional time for paralegal work — the 
request cost the district $744.

Even though she was a member of 
the Board of Education, Suarez was 
unable to get to the bottom of the 
matter. But it turns out the district is 
a golden goose client for law firms.

The district has been charged for 
tens of thousands of such billable 
hours over the past three years, 
amounting to an average of $1.7 
million a year in legal fees, according 
to documents acquired by this news 
organization. And even with efforts 
to reduce legal spending, this year, 
Centinela Valley, which serves about 
6,600 students, is on track to spend 
$1.2 million.
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That amounts to about 10 times the 
legal spending of Redondo Beach 
Unified in the same period. Cen-
tinela Valley spent more in a single 
month on legal fees than Redondo 
Beach Unified, which is about a third 
larger than Centinela, did during an 
entire year. And both districts have 
recently passed bond measures for 
school construction and technology, 
which leads to additional legal costs.

Centinela’s legal fees even eclipse 
those of Palos Verdes Peninsula Uni-
fied and Manhattan Beach Unified 
— two of California’s most affluent 
school districts, whose parents have 
the financial means to litigate, and 
do so. The totals at Centinela Val-
ley — which serves a 
high-poverty popula-
tion — double what 
was spent during that 
time period in Palos 
Verdes Peninsula, 
which is twice the size 
of Centinela Valley, 
and nearly quadruple 
what was spent by 
Manhattan Beach, 
which is similar in size 
as Centinela.

Exorbitant legal fees 
are just the latest 
example of how the 
district is an outlier 
among local school 
districts. Centinela’s 
superintendent, Jose Fernandez, 
amassed $663,000 in compensation 
last year — dwarfing the amount 
earned by other superintendents in 
the area, including Los Angeles Uni-
fied School District Superintendent 
John Deasy, whose total compensa-
tion came to $390,000. Meanwhile, 
the district’s test scores ranked 80th 
among the 80 school districts in Los 
Angeles County in 2013 — and 65th 
out of the 67 high school districts in 
California. What’s more, Centinela 
spends 2 1/2 times the state average 
on its administration as a whole.

Ron Hacker, Centinela Valley as-
sistant superintendent of business 

services, said a few long legal battles 
are largely to blame for the district’s 
high legal fees, particularly in 2011-
12, when they reached nearly $2.5 
million.

Indeed, the district has found itself 
embroiled in at least 25 lawsuits 
since 2008, and has been the defen-
dant in 16 of them.

“We inherited a number of situations 
that had to get resolved … now you 
see a downward trend, that is be-
cause those protracted legal battles 
are winding down,” he said.

Last school year, about 40 percent of 
the district’s legal spending went to 

litigation. That is down 
to about 17 percent this 
year, Hacker said.

But officials with the 
teachers union com-
plain that the district 
is excessively litigious 
with teachers and the 
union, ignoring oth-
er avenues of conflict 
resolution. They say 
legal spending on 
individual cases occa-
sionally exceeds what 
they would hope to 
recoup in litigation, 
citing as examples a 
case the district filed 
against teachers over 

$18,000 and another case the district 
filed against the union over $100,000 
that has dragged on for nearly three 
years.

“It’s like going to Las Vegas and 
putting $500 or $600 in trying to win 
a $200 jackpot — it doesn’t make 
any sense,” Centinela Valley teachers 
union President Jack Foreman said. 
“It’s really just to give business to the 
law firm.”

Critics of the district also say lawyers 
are used to threaten staff, to respond 
to minor grievances filed by the 
union and to pull readily accessible 
documents in response to requests 
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for public information, like Suarez’s.

“I think they use their attorneys to 
protect the superintendent — to pro-
tect the things that he does not want 
scrutiny on,” said Sandra Goins, who 
is executive director of South Bay 
United Teachers, the umbrella union 
for teachers for Centinela Valley and 
three other area school districts. “He 
looks for ways to achieve his goals 
that he can claim are legal, so he uses 
his law firm. And I refer to it as his 
law firm because they seem to work 
specifically for him.”

SUPERINTENDENT’S 
CONTRACT

Goins points 
to Fernandez’s 
lucrative employ-
ment contract as 
an example of his 
use of attorneys. 
The contract — 
which led to a 
compensation 
package that to-
taled $663,000 last 
year and enabled 
Fernandez to take 
a low-interest 
$910,000 loan 
from the school 
district to pur-
chase a home in 
Ladera Heights for 
the same amount 
— was drafted 
with the help of 
attorneys.

School board members now say the 
attorneys never explained the con-
tract’s provision to the board.

“We would not knowingly give that 
high a salary,” board member Hugo 
Rojas said at a board meeting last 
month.

Reached on his cellphone, Fernandez 
declined to comment, noting that 
Hacker was acting as the district’s 
spokesman on this matter. When 

asked to respond to specific ques-
tions, the five board members also 
either refused to comment or did not 
return messages.

It isn’t entirely clear which law firm 
helped Fernandez draft the contract. 
When asked this question, longtime 
board member Gloria Ramos and 
former board member Rudy Salas 
both said it was Luna & Glushon. 
But Dennis Luna, a partner in the 
firm, denied the claim.

“We did not prepare the Superinten-
dent’s contract,” he wrote in an email. 
“We are constrained by the attor-
ney-client relationship from provid-
ing further comment.”

In any event, for-
mer school board 
member Frank 
Talavera said he 
was asked in late 
2008 to approve a 
one-year contract 
for Fernandez that 
was very similar 
to the longer-term 
contract approved 
by the board a year 
later. Talavera said 
Fernandez and 
attorneys main-
tained that the 
contract language 
was boilerplate and 
standard practice. 
“Jose would say, 
‘These are com-
mon issues of job 

security,’ ” Talavera said. “He would 
throw out the word ‘ACSA’ (refer-
ring to the Association of California 
School Administrators), and the law-
yers would agree, ‘Yeah, yeah, these 
are commonplace occurrences.’ ”

Talavera lost his seat in 2009, as did 
Salas. Both were consistent voices of 
dissent on the board at the time.

In that year’s school board cam-
paign, the firm Luna & Glushon 
contributed $5,000 to Citizens for 
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Better Schools, which in turn used 
the money to purchase mailers for 
school board candidates Maritza 
Molina, Rocio Pizano and Rojas. 
Those three candidates were elect-
ed that November. The very next 
month, those board members — two 
of whom were brand new — voted to 
approve Fernandez’s lucrative con-
tract.

OTHER LEGAL EXPENSES

This school year, Centinela Valley’s 
bond measures are responsible for 
the largest portion of its legal fees — 
24 percent, Hacker said. The school 
district has successfully floated two 
voter-approved construction bond 
measures since 2008, each worth $98 
million.

When a district issues bonds, it is 
required by law to disclose a sig-
nificant amount of 
financial background 
to potential investors. 
Those requirements, 
and others, take a lot 
of legal work, Hacker 
said.

But Redondo Beach 
Unified, too, has 
successfully lever-
aged about $200 
million since 2008 in voter-approved 
bond measures, whose yields have 
been used for massive construction 
projects and technology upgrades. 
Manhattan Beach Unified also 
passed a construction bond measure 
in 2008, for $67 million. And those 
districts have nowhere near the legal 
spending of Centinela Valley.

In Centinela, another 17 percent of 
this year’s spending has gone to “gen-
eral legal” — a category that Hacker 
says is hard to define but basically in-
cludes all legal costs associated with 
issues that are not ongoing, one-time 
matters that are quickly resolved.

Next, 11 percent of spending is on 

personnel matters — everything 
from discipline to training; 9 percent 
goes to issues related to the district’s 
development of new charter schools; 
7 percent to leases and property 
issues; 6 percent to construction and 
facilities matters; and the remaining 
9 percent to a miscellaneous legal 
costs.

Hacker said Centinela Valley is 
taking steps to reduce spending in 
all categories, and some — such as 
spending on charter schools and 
bonds — will be reduced dramati-
cally.

“We are aware it is a large amount of 
money,” he said. “At the same time, if 
we are put in the position where we 
need to use counsel to protect our-
selves, we are not going to hesitate 
to do that. There is an old expression 
— an ounce of prevention is worth a 

pound of cure.”

Attorney Janet Muel-
ler, of Dannis Woliver 
Kelley, which represents 
200 school districts 
across the state, said 
some districts are more 
risk-averse than others.

“Sometimes you look 
at legal services as an 

investment — managing risk in a 
certain way. Sometimes you are will-
ing to take a risk and deal with the 
consequences,” she said. “There are a 
lot of different styles and approaches, 
and there is room for changing your 
approach.”

But union critics say the district can 
do much more to reduce its legal 
spending. As an example, they point 
to the fact that attorneys are often 
sitting in the audience of board 
meetings to answer legal questions.

DWK attorney Candace Bandoian 
said such a practice is “not unusual.”

“We like to speak to the board di-
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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-

HEALTH

Flu hits 
younger, 
heavier 
adults
Pattern echoes 2009 
season when H1N1 also 
was prominent 
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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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*At least 215K of 2013 figure comes from
a one-time expense
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By Rob Kuznia
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@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 
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‘OBSCENE’ PAYCHECK
Centinela Valley superintendent’s compensation of 
$663,000 comes as state wants more transparency
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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
Fire followers
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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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“Sometimes you 
look at legal 

services as an 
investment — 

managing risk in 
a certain way.”
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rectly, we consider them our client,” 
she said.

But officials from other South Bay 
districts disagree.

Carolyn Seaton, executive director 
of educational services in the Man-
hattan Beach Unified School Dis-
trict, said she can’t remember seeing 
district-hired attorneys present at a 
single open-session meeting in that 
district since at least 2005.

“It’s happened a couple of times in 
closed session, but it’s still very rare,” 
she said. “The board might need 
some legal advice on perhaps a per-
sonnel issue or a negotiating issue.”

Tammy Khan, spokeswoman for the 
Torrance Unified School District, 
said an attorney has attended just 
three board meetings since 2009 to 
discuss matters related to construc-
tion bonds. Aside from that, she said, 
attorneys never attend board meet-
ings, “not even closed session.”

Attorneys also seldom attend the 
school board meetings held by the 
K-8 Hawthorne School District, 
whose students feed into Centinela.

“The only time I have an attorney 
present at our board meetings is 
when we have our annual Brown Act 
update,” said Helen Morgan, super-
intendent of the Hawthorne School 
District.

Centinela Valley also apparently 
used its lawyers to go after Suarez 
— the former school board member 
who became a maverick or a rogue, 
depending on whom you ask.

By 2011, Suarez had become the lone 
voice of consistent dissent on the 
five-member board — and a chief 
enemy of Fernandez’s.

Suarez is the founder of the Leuzing-
er High’s alumni association. In a 
letter dated Nov. 2, 2011 — less than 
a week before the election in which 
Suarez was unseated — an attorney 
from Dannis Woliver Kelley sent Su-
arez a cease-and-desist letter accus-
ing her of appropriating Leuzinger’s 
Olympic ring logo for the alumni 
association’s website.

It turns out the website referenced by 
the attorney was created not by the 
alumni association but the graduat-
ing class of 1981, which was prepar-
ing for its 30th reunion.

Lawyers also got involved in a petty 
dispute between Suarez and Fernan-
dez over whether Suarez should con-
tinue to have a mailbox at Leuzinger 
High, which housed a memorabilia 
room run by the alumni group. In 
fact, the dispute was the impetus 
for her visit to the district office in 
Lawndale asking to see legal invoic-
es.

Less than a week later, at the next 
school board meeting on Feb. 22, 
2011, the school board voted 2-1, 
with Gloria Ramos abstaining and 
Suarez voting no, to issue Suarez a 
formal reprimand, saying she had 
overstepped her authority in several 
respects.

Among the examples cited in a letter 
signed by then-board President 
Rojas was her request to view legal 
invoices, a move he characterized as 
“disruptive.”
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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-

HEALTH

Flu hits 
younger, 
heavier 
adults
Pattern echoes 2009 
season when H1N1 also 
was prominent 

RICK SFORZA — STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

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