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GOLDEN HILLS COMMUNITY SERVICES DISTRICT

Water Management and District Compliance Issues

SUMMARY:

The Golden Hills Community Service District (GHCSD) was formed in 1966. Their mission
statement is: To be interactive and responsive to the Golden Hills community and provide

those services within our authority. The focus of this report addresses the water issues under
the control of GHCSD.

After receiving multiple complaints about the GHCSD, initial inquiries revealed several concerns
that merited investigation. The 2015-2016 Kern County Grand Jury followed up on the
complaints and completed an in-depth investigation writing a complex report. There were five
general management areas of concern:

* Conflicts of interest

* Brown Act violations

* Non-compliance to Community Service District (CSD) Law and District Policy

Handbook
* Hostile work environment
* Lack of transparency during Board of Director’s meetings and actions

In addition to a follow up examination of the 2015-2016 Kern County Grand Jury Report,
investigations were made into budget and operational plans including an inquiry into the status of
water availability to the District from its various sources.

PURPOSE OF INQUIRY:

Pursuant to California Penal Code §933.5, the 2022-2023 Kern County Grand Jury (Grand Jury)
initiated an investigation into the GHCSD to examine what progress it had made since 2016, its
current financial and operational picture, and to evaluate the water flow under its management.

METHODOLOGY:

The Grand Jury visited GHCSD and conducted interviews. Previous Grand Jury reports were
reviewed, as well as news articles and past Board of Directors Meeting Minutes. Internet
research was conducted and a GHCSD board meeting was viewed online.

Prior to interviews, the Grand Jury inspected the conditions at Tom Sawyer Lake. Signage at the
lake indicates the non-potable status of the water to deter people from swimming. There were a
few residents using the walking path around the lake. Some water fowl were present, and other
wildlife are known to inhabit the nature park which surrounds the lake. It was also noted there is
no fishing, as the District does not stock the lake.
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(Photo credit: Grand Jury)

DISCUSSION OF FACTS:

The GHCSD has an elected five-member Board of Directors which meet on the third Thursday of
every month, and the public is encouraged to attend. Meeting agendas are posted in advance, on
the website as well as on a community sign, with closed sessions scheduled from 5:00 pm to

6:00 pm and general meetings opening at 6:00 pm. On August 18, 2022, the Grand Jury viewed
the general meeting online via their website and noted the meeting was conducted according to
the agenda. Officials explained operations and financial positions, and time was allotted for
public comment.

According to the most recent independent financial audit dated June 30, 2021, the financial
highlights for GHCSD are:
e Operating revenues increased by approximately $363,500 as a result of increased water
sales
e Non-operating revenue included approximately $588,300 in property taxes and special
assessments, approximately a $47,000 increase from the prior year
e Operating expenses increased by approximately $188,200 due to a new water lease and
water production costs
e Capacity fees increased by approximately $59,000 from the prior year
e Capital grants for the year increased by approximately $281,600
(See Appendix A)

The Grand Jury noted the following:
A.  The community of Golden Hills, located west of the City of Tehachapi, has a
population of 10,234 as of the 2020 Census.

B.  Built in 2008, the GHCSD Office Building is well maintained and has curbside appeal
with drought tolerant landscaping.
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While GHCSD maintains a user-friendly website, posted minutes of board meetings
go back only two calendar years and are sometimes behind schedule for updating.
Monthly board meetings are streamed live on the website, but not kept on file for
future viewing.

GHCSD had a major change of management in 2017, resulting in a complete
redirection of plans to manage and to project expenses.

GHCSD has improved their finances. They now have a reserve fund, a capital
improvements plan and a five-year plan for depreciation and servicing all equipment.
District Officials state none of this was in place in 2017.

According to District Officials, the yearly budget is realistic vs. optimistic, and any
apparent deficit historically reverses itself by the end of the fiscal year. Budget
revisions are performed twice during the fiscal year, and these revisions get us closer
to a break-even budget, and more likely, a positive ending number, based on actual
revenues and expenses.

Tom Sawyer Lake has improved in terms of the swampy gas smell that, in past years,
was released every summer. This is due to the introduction of water from the
rehabilitated Poor Well starting in 2019, raising the water level which diluted the
decaying plant material that caused the odor.

The State Water Project (SWP) has provided only 5% of water allocation, or 1,930
acre-feet, to the Watermaster of Tehachapi Cummings County Water District
(TCCWD) this year, and as a result the water sent to the District is far less than
previous years.

GHCSD is concerned that sales to agriculture are being prioritized over municipal and
industrial needs.

Banked water is held in reserve underground in basins. The current level, as of
October 2022, is in good shape.

There is no direct pipeline for water transfer between GHCSD and TCCWD for the
three ground water Basins (Tehachapi, Brite, and Cummings), with no plans to build
one.

FINDINGS:

F1.

Tom Sawyer Lake is a necessary water retention area for non-potable water from the

Golden Hills Sanitation Company’s discharge, as well as for “dip” use by Kern County
Fire Department helicopters. It also provides area residents with a small riparian reserve
for family enjoyment.
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F2.  Brown Act requirements appear to be observed.

F3.  Posting of Board Meeting Minutes to the website is sometimes not timely, which can
hinder transparency.

F4. Since the resignation of the management team in 2017, relations between the new
management team and workers have improved with no complaints of harassment
allegations, conflicts of interest or hostile work environment complaints being filed.

F5.  The current GHCSD building is adequately designed for the operational needs of the
District and local community.

COMMENTS:

The Grand Jury would like to thank the board and staff of GHCSD for their cooperation during
this investigation. We also thank the board and staff of TCCWD for their help in preparing this

report.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

R1.

GHCSD should continue to monitor the costs vs. benefits of pumping additional
water into Tom Sawyer Lake with an eye towards conservation. (Finding 1)

GHCSD should implement a system to ensure timely posting of Board Meeting
Minutes by March 1, 2023. (Finding 3)

NOTES:

The Golden Hills Community Services District should post a copy of this report where it
will be available for public review.

Persons wishing to receive an email notification of newly released reports may sign up at
the Kern County Grand Jury website.

Present and past Final Reports and Responses can be accessed on the Kern County Grand
Jury website.

RESPONSE DEADLINES:

REQUIRED WITHIN 90 DAYS FROM: GHCSD
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RESPONSES ARE REQUIRED PURSUANT TO PENAL CODE
§§933(c) AND 933.05 WITHIN 90 DAYS TO:

* PRESIDING JUDGE
KERN COUNTY SUPERIOR COURT
1415 TRUXTUN AVENUE, SUITE 212
BAKERSFIELD, CA 93301

« FOREMAN
KERN COUNTY GRAND JURY
1415 TRUXTUN AVENUE, SUITE 600
BAKERSFIELD, CA 93301

Reports issued by the Grand Jury do not identify individuals interviewed. California Penal Code §929 requires that reports of

the Grand Jury do not contain the names of any person or facts leading to identity of any person who provides information to
the Grand Jury.
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APPENDIX A
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GLOSSARY:
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Brown Act: The Ralph M. Brown Act is a California law that guarantees the public’s right to
attend and participate in meetings of local legislative bodies. Located in California Government
Code 54950 et seq., it is an act of the 1952 California State Legislature authored by Assembly
Member Ralph M. Brown.

Community Service District Law (CSD): Community Service Districts are a form of independent
local government used to provide services in unincorporated areas of a county. A CSD is
authorized to provide a wide variety of services, including water, garbage collection, waste-water
management, security, fire protection, public recreation, street lighting, mosquito abatement,
conversion of utilities to underground, library services, ambulance service, and graffiti
abatement.

State Water Project (SWP): The State Water Project is the nation’s largest state-built water and
power development conveyance system. The primary purpose of the SWP is to provide water
supply and delivery system to distribute water across California.

Watermaster: The Watermaster Program ensures that water is allocated according to established
water rights as determined by court adjudication or agreement by an unbiased, qualified person,
thereby reducing water rights court litigation, civil lawsuits, and laws enforcement workload.
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GOLDEN HILLS 21415 Reeves Stree

COMMUNITY SERVICES DISTRICT PO. Box 637
Tehachapi, CA 93581

(661) 822 3064 Tel
(661) 822 8284 Fax
www ghesd.com

January 26, 2023

Honorable J. Eric Bradshaw, Presiding Judge
Kern County Superior Court

1415 Truxtun Avenue, Suite 212
Bakersfield, CA 93301

Foreman

Kern County Grand Jury

1415 Truxtun Avenue, Suite 600
Bakersfield, CA 93301

RE:  2022-2023 GRAND JURY REPORT

Golden Hills Community Services District (“District”) submits the following response to the subject report
of the Kern County Grand Jury pursuant to Penal Code section 933.05.

I FINDINGS

Finding No. 1:

Tom Sawyer Lake is a necessary water retention area for non-potable water from the Golden Hills
Sanitation Company’s discharge, as well as for “dip” use by Kern County Fire Department helicopters. It
also provides area residents with a small riparian reserve for family enjoyment.

Response to Finding No. 1:
The District agrees with this finding and continues the remedy of supplemental water.

Finding No. 2:

Brown Act requirements appear to be observed.

Response to Finding No. 2:
The District agrees with this finding.

Finding No. 3:

Posting of Board Meeting Minutes to the website is sometimes not timely, which can hinder transparency.

Response to Finding No. 3:

The District mostly disagrees with this finding. On occasion, Minutes may be posted several weeks
later than the week following a Board meeting in which the previous months Minutes are approved
due to absence of staff or a delay in approval due to a postponed or canceled subsequent Board

2022-2023 DISTRICT RESPONSE



January 19, 2023
2022-2023 GRAND JURY REPORT Response
Page 2 of 2

meeting. Every effort is made to post approved Minutes within thirty days of approval. It is never
the intent of the District to hinder transparency.

Finding No. 4:
Since the resignation of the management team in 2017, relations between the new management team and

workers have improved with no complaints of harassment allegations, conflict of interest or hostile work
environment complaints being filed.

Response to Finding No. 4:
The District agrees with this finding.

Finding No. 5:
The current GHCSD building is adequately designed for the operation needs of the District and local
community.

Response to Finding No. 5:
The District agrees with this finding.

IL RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation 1:
GHCSD should continue to monitor the costs vs. benefits of pumping additional water into Tom Sawyer
Lake with an eye towards conservation. (Finding 1)

Response to Recommendation No. 1:
The costs to pump additional water into Tom Sawyer Lake have been monitored since the District
began supplemental pumping in 2019.

Recommendation 2:
GHCSD should implement a system to ensure timely posting of Board Meeting Minutes by March 1, 2023.
(Finding 3)

Response to Recommendation No. 2:
Board Meeting Minutes will be posted within thirty days of approval.

Respectfully submitted,
-

-

John Buckley
Board President
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