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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 
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Pattern echoes 2009 
season when H1N1 also 
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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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Centinela Valley board members 
benefited from cronyism, critics say

Stephen Carr — Staff Photographer
Centinela Valley Union High School District board members, left, listen to members of the public at a Feb. 25, 2014 emer-
gency board meeting. Suspended Superintendent Jose Fernandez is third from right.

In 2012, Centinela Valley school 
district Superintendent Jose 
Fernandez roamed the halls 
of the Lawndale High School 

campus, not to visit classrooms or 
address teachers about education 
matters.

Instead, he was looking for a spare 
office to house a new employee 
named Lesley Cruz, who was roman-
tically involved with school board 
President Hugo Rojas. Cruz had just 
been hired as a consultant to fill the 
school’s counselor position for spe-
cial-education students; the vacancy 
was the product of a recent layoff.

Cruz landed the $75,000-a-year job 
despite the fact that it hadn’t been 
posted. The teachers union would 
later file a grievance, and Cruz would 
eventually be removed. But Fernan-
dez found a way to hire her again.

The hiring and rehiring of Cruz are 
part of a pattern that fed a wide-

spread perception in Centinela that 
board members loyal to Fernandez 
were part of a crony club. Critics 
say the main players in this quid-
pro-quo system included two board 
members, the superintendent, a 
mysterious new charter school for 
adults and a well-known South Bay 
nonprofit that helps unemployed 
residents find jobs.

“Fernandez was very good at ap-
pointing people and putting them in 
spots to cover his back,” said Cesar 
Perez, president of the classified 
union representing nonteachers. 
“That guy was smart.”

Reached on his cellphone, Fernandez 
declined to comment.

But where the critics see signs of 
cronyism, some who benefited 
said in interviews that the arrange-
ments are merely the product of the 
cross-pollination that happens in a 
small town.
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A key player in the Centinela job 
matrix has been Jan Vogel, exec-
utive director of the South Bay 
Workforce Investment Board, a 
government-funded job training and 
recruitment organization based in 
Inglewood. Both Rojas and fellow 
school board member Maritza Moli-
na found their current jobs through 
Vogel’s organization or its sister 
agency, Centinela Youth Services, 
which offers services to troubled 
juveniles and families, and has no 
relation to the school district.

SIGNS OF NEPOTISM

In August 2010, a few months after 
Molina and Rojas were elected, the 
Centinela Valley school board hired 
Vogel’s daughter, Camille, to work 
as a secretary for Fernandez. In that 
post, the younger Vogel — who beat 
out 11 other applicants for the job — 
made $55,000, according to docu-
ments from the Los Angeles County 
Office of Education. Three years 
later, Vogel was promoted to her cur-
rent post as the events planner at the 
Centinela Valley Center for the Arts 
on the campus of Lawndale High 
School. She makes about $74,000 in 
that capacity, documents show.

Perez said he believes both the hiring 
and promotion were the product of 
nepotism.

“It’s all about personal relations Mr. 
Fernandez had with Mr. Vogel,” he 
said, noting that the two go way 
back. “That’s a personal favor.”

Kristen Aldrete, a former secretary 
in the district, says she believes Fer-
nandez engaged in technical trickery 
to get around last-hired-first-fired 
laws to ensure that other secretaries 
with more seniority — such as Al-
drete — would be laid off before the 
newly hired Vogel. Aldrete was laid 
off in April 2012 after working as a 
secretary in the district for 10 years.

“It was well known who her father 
was,” she said.

Adding to the intrigue is the fact that 
Bernie Konig, director of the person-
nel commission in charge of vetting 
applicants for many nonteaching 
positions at Centinela Valley, is close 
friends with Jan Vogel. The two have 
known each other for decades.

But district officials say Konig and 
the three commissioners followed 
protocol in processing Camille Vo-
gel’s application. She was among 12 
candidates who took a written exam 
for the secretarial position and 22 
candidates who took a verbal exam 
for the events planner position. In 
each case, per protocol, the top three 
candidates were sent to Fernandez 
to be interviewed, said Bob Cox, 
Centinela Valley’s interim superin-
tendent.

“The process was followed,” he said.

Jan Vogel says it is unfair for a regu-
lar employee such as his daughter to 
get dragged into a political scandal.

‘JUST AN EMPLOYEE’

“I just don’t know how she and I be-
came part of the story,” he said. “She’s 
just an employee. ... She applied for 
the job, took the test, did good on it 
and got hired. Another job opened 
up, she applied, took the exams and 
got it.”

He added that she has done a fantas-
tic job.

“She’s raised hundreds and hundreds 
of thousands of dollars working day 
and night at that performing arts 
center,” he said.

Vogel acknowledged his friendship 
with Konig.

“It’s kind of a small community,” he 
said. “I’ve been here a long time and 
I know a lot of people. ... I don’t ask 
for any favors — I don’t want any 
favors.”

But critics say the dynamic among 
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Fernandez, Vogel and the board was 
such that elected board members 
were indebted.

In Molina’s case, she was introduced 
to Vogel by Fernandez himself. It 
was 2009, the year she ran for her 
first term on the school board. At 
the time, Molina was a 23-year-old 
recent graduate of UC Santa Barbara 
with no job and no car.

Vogel said Fernandez made the in-
troduction at a function.

“He said, ‘She’s a nice girl and needs 
a job,’ ” Vogel said. “He didn’t ask me 
to hire her. He just referred her to 
me in case there were any jobs out 
there for her.”

As he routinely does, Vogel told 
Molina to send over her resume. 
He hired her as a part-time, Span-
ish-speaking tutor, and later as a 
mediator who works with troubled 
families through Centinela Youth 
Services.

Rojas, meanwhile, teaches a karate 
class on a contract basis through the 
Workforce Investment Board, which 
pays his salary. Vogel said Rojas held 
that job before he was elected in late 
2009.

SILENCING CRITICS

Back in 2009, both Molina and Rojas 
were part of a three-person slate 
heavily financed by a political action 
committee that was angling hard to 
oust Fernandez’s two critics on the 
school board. They prevailed that 
November.

The next month, in December 2009, 
the school board — with Molina 
and Rojas as brand-new members 
— voted to approve Fernandez’s 
controversial employment contract, 
which enabled him to amass at least 
$663,000 in compensation last year.

In fairness, Rojas in recent weeks 
has said he did not realize the perks 

in Fernandez’s contract would lead 
to such excess. Last month, Rojas, 
Molina and the rest of the board 
voted to put Fernandez on paid leave 
pending multiple investigations into 
his employment contract.

But prior to that vote, Rojas and 
Molina — as well as board member 
Rocio Pizano — went along with 
virtually every recommendation 
Fernandez made. Molina did not 
respond to requests for an interview.

BOARD MEMBER ABSTAINS

Because of Rojas’ relationship with 
Cruz, he abstained from the August 
2012 board vote to hire her as a 
counselor at Lawndale High, accord-
ing to minutes of the meeting. He 
abstained again in February 2013, 
when the board voted to boost her 
$67,830 salary by $6,800.

Sources say Cruz clashed with the 
principal at Lawndale High in part 
because Cruz was reportedly tex-
ting with students. The purpose of 
the correspondence was only to set 
appointments, she said, but it none-
theless violated school policy.

Cruz consequently was transferred 
to Hawthorne High, where teachers 
union President Jack Foreman works 
as a guidance counselor.

In March 2013, Foreman filed a 
grievance on behalf of the teachers 
union.

“This was an illegal hire, as Ms. Cruz 
didn’t interview for the job, there 
were no other candidates inter-
viewed, she may not be qualified, 
and she is not a CVSTA unit mem-
ber,” the grievance states.

In an email to the Daily Breeze, Cruz 
said the union’s grievance was bad 
for the kids.

“What the teachers union failed to 
realize when filing that grievance 
was that their organizational sur-
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vival move would be jeopardizing, 
prematurely terminating, and leav-
ing unserviced, the mental health 
counseling treatment of numerous 
students served within the district 
for the mere purpose of opening up a 
slot for a credentialed union mem-
ber/guidance counselor, untrained, 
minimally educated, nor licensed to 
practice or provide the mental health 
counseling services needed to groups 
and students with special needs,” she 
wrote.

In any case, Cruz was removed from 
the position and replaced by a coun-
selor who is a member of the union 
and holds a credential to practice in 
a K-12 setting.

In recent months, she was hired 
again. This time, the employer was a 
brand-new charter school in Cen-
tinela Valley called Family First, 
which caters to adults who have 
dropped out of high school or were 
recently released from prison.

Fernandez is listed as the board 
president of the 8-month-old charter 
school, which exists as an indepen-
dent entity within the school district. 
It is located next to Lloyde Continua-
tion School, adjacent Lawndale High 
School.

For some reason, Cruz for a time was 
working at Family First through an 
office at Vogel’s Workforce Invest-
ment Board in Inglewood. Asked 
about this, Vogel said Cruz wasn’t 
working for him; Family First was 
renting the office space.

Although Foreman said he was 
reluctant to dredge up old battles, he 
did say that it appears Family First 
has been used to give out jobs for 
reasons expedient to Fernandez.

“(Family First) is like his patronage 
mill, meaning he can just dole out 
political favors through that school.”

Staff writer Sandy Mazza contributed 
to this article.
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RISING COMPENSATION
Jose
Fernandez
Superintendent
Centinela Valley

PAUL PENZELLA/LOS ANGELES NEWS GROUPSource: Los Angeles County Office of Education

*At least 215K of 2013 figure comes from
a one-time expense

2010

2011

2012

$663,365*

$403,183

$392,576

$286,290

2013

0

1

2

33

Note: Figures reflect salaries, benefits and perks.

For a great deal on
anything with wheels go to:

We’ve got a brand new car
with your name on it!

dailybreeze.com/autos

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

SALARY » PAGE 12

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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MOVIES

A new 
‘RoboCop’ 
keeps the 
peace
Preview

SOCHI OLYMPICS

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
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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.

NATURE » PAGE 5
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