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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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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

SALARY » PAGE 12

RELATED: A look at the board members who approved Fernandez’s contract. A13

Jose Fernandez  
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
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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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Centinela Valley employees describe 
‘reign of terror’ under Jose Fernandez

Across California, Jose 
Fernandez, the embattled 
superintendent of the 
Centinela Valley high 

school district, has become well 
known for his extraordinary com-
pensation.

But inside the boundaries of the 
tiny district serving three schools in 
Lawndale and Hawthorne, he was 
feared, known as a shrewd political 
creature unafraid to mete out pun-
ishment to perceived foes.

“With employees, it was an atmo-
sphere of fear,” said Pat Springer, a 
former public relations employee in 
the district who is now the president 
of the Hawthorne/Lennox Rotary 
Club. “People were afraid to say any-
thing to anybody, because Jose had 
people — let’s just say spies.”

Among the current and former 

employees who say they paid a price 
for being out of favor with Fernan-
dez are assistant superintendents, 
principals, directors, secretaries and 
teachers. Sometimes, they paid with 
their jobs. Other times, their lives 
were made miserable.

Teachers union President Jack 
Foreman said the pattern was estab-
lished early on in Fernandez’s tenure, 
which began in 2008. That year, he 
said, Fernandez demoted Fe Woods, 
principal of the adult school, sending 
her to an awful assignment.

“He didn’t like her,” Foreman said.

Woods was reassigned midsemester 
to supervising the dreaded guidance 
room at Leuzinger High in Lawn-
dale. The room, which no longer 
exists, was a kind of purgatory that 
housed students who’d been kicked 
out of class.
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Foreman said Woods was so dis-
traught she called an ambulance.

“I can see why,” he said. “How would 
you feel if you were a principal one 
day, and all of a sudden you have 
been ordered to one of the worst 
jobs in the school district, with 
tough gangbanger kids? And she was 
elderly.”

Reached on his cellphone Friday, 
Fernandez declined to discuss the 
charge about the retaliatory environ-
ment. But some current and former 
employees say it felt like they worked 
in a police state.

‘A LIVING HELL’

“He made my life a living hell,” said 
Kathy Dragone, a former associate 
principal of the Centinela Valley 
Adult School, who later filed a whis-
tle-blower lawsuit against the district 
alleging harassment. The case was 
settled out of court.

“If I would engage in conversation 
with anyone Fernan-
dez did not like, with-
in minutes, I would 
have an email or call 
from (then-Assistant 
Superintendent) Bob 
Cox warning me that 
my job was being 
jeopardized by the 
conversation.”

Vanessa Martinez, the 
district’s former director of human 
resources, said she quit when Cox 
informed her she’d lost Fernandez’s 
trust by attending a cake-decorating 
class with an employee who was on 
the outs with Fernandez. Martinez 
and the employee lived in neigh-
boring apartment units and were 
friends.

“They can’t tell me who I can so-
cialize with after work hours,” said 
Martinez, adding that Cox often 
looked out for her, but there was 
only so much he could do. “I figured 
I’m going to be on the next layoff list, 

so I resigned. I wanted to walk out 
with my head up high.”

Vicente Bravo, once an award-win-
ning principal at Lawndale High and 
a former administrator in the district 
office, questioned the legitimacy of 
the cellphone and mileage allowanc-
es given to all managers — as well 
as the school board — even though 
they boosted his own salary from 
$133,000 to $141,000.

After raising concerns, Bravo was 
demoted back to the classroom. He 
now works as an administrator in the 
Los Angeles County Office of Edu-
cation.

CIRCUMVENTING RULES

Sources say the administration — 
under Fernandez’s rule — went to 
creative lengths to circumvent union 
rules when ridding the district of 
perceived agitators. Targeted em-
ployees might be let go and their job 
titles changed, so the district did not 
have to rehire them later. Or entire 

departments might be 
gutted to take out one 
employee.

“The superintendent 
was really good at 
keeping his enemies 
closer,” said Cesar 
Perez, president of the 
classified union repre-
senting nonteaching 
staff. “For many years 

the union was silent because of his 
fear tactics. He was effective: Nobody 
wanted to lose their job, especially in 
the recession.”

Perez said the district once laid off 
three computer-lab technicians — 
one for each at Lawndale, Leuzinger 
and Hawthorne high schools — just 
to get rid of the one at Leuzinger. 
The labs were shut down.

A former top-level administrator 
said the same thing happened to 
teachers. The former cabinet mem-
ber, who spoke on condition of an-
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onymity, said Fernandez during the 
2008-09 school year demanded that 
seven teachers be laid off so as to get 
rid of an art teacher from Lawndale 
High whom he didn’t like. (The law 
requires the district to lay off teach-
ers based on their level of seniority.)

“People who wouldn’t normally have 
gotten pink slips, including him, got 
pink slips,” the former administrator 
said, “and they didn’t get their jobs 
back.”

Sources say the same fate befell a 
group of physical ed-
ucation teachers when 
the district decimated 
its P.E. program in 
2011. The move took 
advantage of a loop-
hole in the law that 
enables school dis-
tricts in California to 
require just one year 
of P.E. in high school 
instead of the custom-
ary two.

But some believe the 
move was a retaliatory 
measure for the con-
frontational approach 
taken by then-teachers union Presi-
dent Betty Setterlund, a P.E. instruc-
tor. She didn’t lose her job, but seven 
P.E. instructors did.

“(Setterlund) made Fernandez front 
page news in 2010 with his contract 
and incentives package and some 
personal business,” said Greg Full-
er, one of the laid-off P.E. teachers, 
referring to a story that ran in the 
Daily Breeze at that time. “I was at 
Lloyde Continuation High School 
and heard that Fernandez was very 
upset and going to pay P.E. back.”

Interim Superintendent Cox has said 

the district intends to reinstate the 
second year of P.E. come fall.
Cox acknowledges that, in general, 
hiring and firing mistakes were made 
under Fernandez’s leadership. Cox said 
he and the cabinet have been meeting 
with the teachers and classified unions 
in an effort to correct them.

“What we have vowed to do is make 
sure it is not business as usual,” he 
said. “Our intent is to clean up some 
of the problems of the past. And we 
made some commitments to them 
that we would look at layoff lists. ... 

We hope our actions 
speak more loudly 
than our words.”

Even Cox — who was 
widely viewed as Fer-
nandez’s enforcer — 
said he feared for his 
job at times.

“Certainly there were 
times when my mes-
sage to the superinten-
dent was not favorably 
received, and I worried 
that that could affect 
my situation here,” he 

said. “Particularly in the early years.”

Meanwhile, Martinez, the former 
human resources director, said Fer-
nandez’s demands would occasional-
ly cause her and Cox to trade a look 
of disbelief.

“It was a little reign of terror,” she 
said. “When I tell people I left, they 
say, ‘Why would you leave a job like 
that, when you made more than 
$100,000?’ I’d say: ‘You don’t under-
stand.’

“I think people will now under-
stand.”

“When I tell 
people I left, 

they say, ‘Why 
would  you 

leave a job like 
that, when you 

made more than 
$100,000?’ I’d 
say: ‘You don’t 
understand.’ ”
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