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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 

EXCLUSIVE REPORT

‘OBSCENE’ PAYCHECK
Centinela Valley superintendent’s compensation of 
$663,000 comes as state wants more transparency
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received nearly 
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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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Fernandez took out $750,000 life insurance 
policy before school board approval

Stephen Carr — Staff Photographer
Superintendent Jose Fernandez’s $750,000 life insurance policy he secured before getting approv-
al from the Centinela school board was in addition to a $1 million policy he had already taken out.

The embattled superin-
tendent of the Centinela 
Valley school district — 
who is under investigation 

for his massive pay — took out a 
$750,000 life insurance policy before 
securing approval from the school 
board to do so, the Daily Breeze has 
learned.

That life insurance policy was in ad-
dition to a $1 million policy that Jose 
Fernandez had already taken out. 
Both were whole-life plans, meaning 
the premiums paid by the district 
can be cashed out, like the balance of 
a bank account.

For 54-year-old Fernandez, whose 
total compensation of more than 
$663,000 in 2013 made him one 
of the highest-paid public school 
superintendents in the nation, those 
policies grant him access to even 
more income, should he choose to 

surrender the policies and take the 
cash.

Fernandez today could surrender 
the larger policy for $154,770 in 
cash, and the smaller policy for 
about $83,000, said Rob Damico, an 
insurance expert who came to this 
conclusion based on charts in the 
policies that were obtained by the 
Daily Breeze.

After giving the school district the 20 
percent share of any payout to which 
it is entitled by contract, Fernandez 
could cash out both policies and take 
home about $190,000.

“That’s a nice little bonus he’s get-
ting,” said Damico, a State Farm in-
surance agent in Signal Hill. “I wish 
I had been the one that sold this 
policy. The commission would have 
been really nice on this thing.”
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School experts say it is rare for 
school administrators to get whole-
life insurance policies from their 
employers. Most public school ad-
ministrators — and most employees 
in general — have term-life policies 
that offer a payout to a beneficiary 
only in the event of death.

Whole-life policies, on the other 
hand, double as savings accounts, 
yielding modest annual returns to 
the tune of about 2 to 3 percent, 
Damico said.

Naj Alikhan, communications direc-
tor for the Association of California 
School Administra-
tors, said most pro-
fessionals inside and 
outside of education 
have a compensation 
package that includes 
some sort of life insur-
ance policy.

“Those policies could 
come in various forms, 
from term-life to 
accidental death and 
dismemberment to 
any other configuration,” he said in 
an email to the Daily Breeze. “Whole 
life policies are rare in all lines of 
work.”

But Ken Shelton, the former chief 
business officer of the Los Angeles 
County Office of Education, said it 
isn’t unheard of for administrators to 
get whole-life policies.

“It happens, but I don’t know the 
frequency,” he said. “It’s not totally 
unreasonable.”

In any case, whole-life policies are 
expensive. The Centinela Valley 
school district, which oversees three 
comprehensive high schools in 
Hawthorne and Lawndale, has been 
paying New York Life about $56,000 
a year in premiums for the $1 mil-
lion policy, and about $41,000 a year 
for the $750,000 policy. That adds 
up to about $97,000 a year, all for 
premiums.

The $1 million policy was among the 
many perks enshrined in Fernandez’s 
employment contract, approved by 
the school board in December 2009. 
Documents show Fernandez initiat-
ed the policy the next month, secur-
ing a plan from New York Life.

Nearly a year later, on Oct. 28, 2010, 
Fernandez took out a second policy 
from New York Life, according to 
documents obtained by the Daily 
Breeze. The date of issue on that 
$750,000 policy was Nov. 8, 2010.

However, it wasn’t until the following 
month, on Dec. 14 of that year, that 

the Centinela Valley 
school board approved 
the second whole-life 
policy for Fernan-
dez among a batch of 
revised board polices 
and administrative 
regulations. The milieu 
also included $300,000 
whole-life policies for 
Assistant Superinten-
dents Bob Cox and 
Ron Hacker, as well 

as $150,000 term-life policies for all 
managerial employees, including the 
school board.

The school board vote wasn’t unani-
mous.

Voting against it was one board 
member, Sandra Suarez, who by then 
had become a lone-wolf dissenter on 
a board whose core three members 
were in lock step. (Gloria Ramos 
abstained on that item.)

Suarez said she wasn’t even aware of 
the life insurance issue at the time. 
Instead, she objected to a pattern she 
was noticing: district officials, she 
said, would make decisions first, and 
then seek board approval later. Dis-
trict officials often would try to recti-
fy such matters by making the votes 
retroactive to an earlier date. Fernan-
dez’s whole-life insurance policy, for 
example, was made retroactive to the 
beginning of the school year.
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“It tells us 
something: 

The board was 
not making 

the decisions; 
he was making 
the decisions.”
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“Certain things he might have want-
ed done, they did ahead of time,” 
she said. “It tells us something: The 
board was not making the decisions; 
he was making the decisions.”

Reached on his cellphone Thursday, 
Fernandez declined to comment. The 
Daily Breeze also emailed detailed 
questions to Fernandez’s attorney, 
Spencer Covert. Aside from a fol-
low-up question sent by Covert’s 
secretary, the office had not respond-
ed by Thursday evening.

Fernandez’s compensation package is 
currently being reviewed by several 
agencies, including the FBI, the Los 
Angeles County Office of Education 
and the Los Angeles County District 
Attorney’s Office. What’s more, the 
California Public Employees’ Retire-
ment System also is investigating the 
matter.

Cox, a longtime administrator in 
Centinela Valley who is serving as 
interim superintendent during the 
multiple probes into Fernandez’s 
compensation, did not dispute that 
it appears Fernandez took out the 
insurance policy before the board 

approved it.

“This was a district that was driven 
by one person,” he said. “Now, board 
members and even senior adminis-
trators are trying to come out from 
under that and to figure out how to 
do the right thing. That’s what’s going 
to happen here, and it’s going to be 
painful for a while, but we’re going to 
have to show that it’s not business as 
usual.”

It’s unclear whether that sequence of 
events amounted to a breach of state 
education law. Officials from two 
agencies — the District Attorney’s 
Office and the county Office of Edu-
cation — declined to weigh in. Both 
agencies are refraining from making 
any further comments until comple-
tion of their probes.

Teachers union President Jack Fore-
man has long sounded the alarm on 
the policies, saying they are hidden 
income for Fernandez.

“It’s a gift of cash, but it masquer-
ades,” he said. “The reason it builds 
cash value is you’re paying a fortune 
in premiums.”
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