
  

 

 

 

2008 VOTE: LOCAL PROPOSITIONS 
Fire tax's defeat puts supporters in a bind 
 
By Craig Gustafson  
UNION-TRIBUNE STAFF WRITER 

November 6, 2008 

Now what? 

The failure of a $52, countywide parcel tax for fire protection has left its backers with few options for how to 
fund the regional agency envisioned in Proposition A. 

Except the most obvious. The clarion call of the ballot measure's opponents was that the county's elected 
officials ought to pay for the costs – about $26 million annually – out of their nearly $5.2 billion budget. 

The county Board of Supervisors has been reluctant to even discuss that option, preferring to ask voters for 
money instead. At the same time, the supervisors aren't shy about boasting of their fiscal discipline and 
robust reserves of $819 million. 

If the fire agency is to be launched next year as planned, there's probably no way to make it happen without 
county money. 

Supervisor Ron Roberts, who pushed to place Proposition A on Tuesday's ballot, said he was disappointed 
that the measure didn't pass, but he dismissed the possibility of county funds for the project because of 
budget woes. 

“There is no chance,” Roberts said. 

The county, like many public agencies, is struggling with lower tax revenue. The county expects to receive 
about $14 million less than expected this year from Proposition 172, a half-cent sales tax that generates 
money for public safety statewide. 

Chief Financial Officer Don Steuer said the loss could reach $22 million if retail sales continue to struggle. 
County departments probably would have to squeeze their budgets to make up the difference, he said. 

Richard Rider, chairman of the San Diego Tax Fighters, isn't buying the county's excuses. He said they're 
similar to those offered when supervisors tried to increase taxes for libraries a decade ago. The measure 
failed, and supervisors found the money elsewhere. 

“The idea that the only way we can do this is with a tax increase is ludicrous,” Rider said. “I have no doubt 
whatsoever that next year at this time we will have a regional firefighting agency. . . . They're going to pass 
it.” 

Supervisor Dianne Jacob said it is time for public-safety officials from across the county to regroup and 
analyze how best to spend the money they already have. 
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Proposition A failed to meet the two-thirds requirement, or 66.67 percent, for passage. About 63 percent of 
voters were in favor of the tax, while about 37 percent opposed it. 

The parcel would have generated about $50 million the first year. Half of the money would have paid for 
firefighting aircraft, reserve engines and other regional equipment. The rest would have been divided among 
existing county fire agencies. 

There's still a chance that supporters will push to place a similar ballot measure on the November 2010 
ballot. Roberts said he's talking with local state lawmakers to try to lower the passing threshold for public-
safety initiatives to make success easier in the second go-round. 

Craig Gustafson: (619) 293-1399; craig.gustafson@uniontrib.com 
 
 
 
Find this article at:  
http://www.signonsandiego.com/news/politics/20081106-9999-1m6firetax.html 
 

 Check the box to include the list of links referenced in the article.  
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EDITORIAL: Fire tax result shows need for thorough look   
By North County Times Opinion staff 

San Diego County voters love to carp about federal pork-barrel projects. Yet Tuesday they 
showed an amazing willingness to OK an ill-crafted, hurried and larded plan to hike local 
taxes for improved wildfire protection. 
 
Thank goodness the county's fire tax idea failed to hoodwink two-thirds of all voters needed 
for passage. 
 
Proposition A was doomed for many reasons, but largely because of waste: For every buck it 
raised, only half would address the needs of the backcountry. Half. 
 
Maybe now the Board of Supervisors will come up with a more dollarwise plan to address 
what most freely admit is a pressing fire-protection need: Better and more aerial and ground 
equipment for the backcountry. 
 
And perhaps now our county government will give its nearly $5 billion budget a thorough 
scrubbing of unnecessary and low-value spending before approaching the public with any 
new taxes. 
 
One low-value example is the board's $2 million slush fund, set aside for each of its five 
members to dole out to various groups for special projects ---- a total of $10 million that our 
minders of the public till could not see fit to put to better use. 
 
Last month, one supervisor asserted that this "community development" money is not readily 
available each year, thus not dependable for ongoing needs such as fire protection. Yet a 
quick check showed a similar-sized fund existed in the early 1990s. 
 
The money was spent then. The money is being spent now. Odds are, all or part of that 
collective $10 million will exist next year, and the year after, and the year after that. 
 
True, such a sum is a fractional amount of what is needed. But it is a look at only a sliver of 
the county's overall spending. 
 
But as a new start toward addressing backcountry needs, it should be reasonable to count on 
at least half of that $10 million. 
 
And half seemed good enough for the $50 million Proposition A, after all. 
 
Additional information: 
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EDITORIAL: Vote 'no' on Prop. A; refine fire tax plan
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Regional fire authority created to oversee county's 
backcountry 

 

By Anne Krueger  
STAFF WRITER  
November 20, 2008 

A new regional fire authority that will protect more than 920,000 acres – about one-third of the county – in 
the backcountry became official yesterday.  

The action by the Local Area Formation Commission will allow a newly created San Diego County Regional 
Fire Authority to oversee fire protection in rural East and North County. 

“I think it's a pretty historic agreement,” county Supervisor Bill Horn said. 

The authority will cover about 50,000 people in an area now served by six volunteer agencies and Cal Fire. It 
will be paid for by $15.5 million that county supervisors set aside in June for fire protection. 

The volunteer agencies will remain but will be better-funded and administered by a fire warden, a new 
position. 

San Diego County is the most populous in the state without a regional fire department, and officials have 
worked for more than a decade to try to set up and find the money for a countywide agency. Officials tried to 
pass a $52-a-year parcel tax earlier this month to pay for a regional fire agency, but voters narrowly turned it 
down. The tax money would have been used to pay for firefighting aircraft, reserve engines and other 
regional equipment and would have been divided among the county's fire agencies. 

County officials said the authority can be formed although voters rejected the tax. 

“It's taken a long time and it's been a tough road to get here,” Supervisor Dianne Jacob said. 

The fire authority is one of the first steps in the process of creating a countywide agency. Jacob said she 
hopes to expand the regional authority within the next two years to include other parts of the unincorporated 
county now served by rural fire districts. After that, urban areas served by fire departments would be 
included. 

The agencies included in the authority are De Luz Heights, Intermountain Fire and Rescue, Ocotillo Wells, 
Ranchita Fire and Rescue, Shelter Valley and Sunshine Summit. 

Cary Coleman, chief of Intermountain, which serves the Ramona area, said that under the authority, the 
county can collect mitigation fees for fire protection from developers, unlike the volunteer agencies. With a 
regional authority, firefighters and equipment from all of the volunteer companies can be pooled, he said. 

“It's my hope that one day we'll all wear the same uniform and drive the same trucks. But for now we've got 
to take these small steps,” he said. 
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