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Marin County Civil Grand Jury 

THE COST OF GOVERNANCE: 
Local Control Comes at a Price 

SUMMARY 

How many governmental entities are needed to serve the citizens of Marin County? 
Previous suggestions that some functions be consolidated have not been adopted, with 
boards and voters favoring local control. These decisions have a cost, and the current 
financial stress is highlighting these costs. 

During the course of our investigation, the Grand Jury found that there is a lack of 
consolidated information regarding the number of political entities in the county. Issues 
include the number of similar organizations providing the same services to different areas 
ofthe county and the multiple governing bodies and their costs. 

Our research concluded that there are 130 governmental entities in Marin County. In 
addition to county government and the Planning Commission there are 57 advisory 
boards, 11 municipalities, 19 school districts, the Community College District, 33 special 
districts, and 7 special purpose districts. 

Given the current state ofthe economy, the Grand Jury questions the number of entities, 
many of which provide similar services in adjacent service areas, with total annual costs 
to the population in excess of $1.4 billion dollars. District budgets amount to 50.52% of 
this total, the County of Marin accounts for 30.53% and the municipalities 18.94%. 
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The governing boards representing these 130 governmental entities are composed of 664 
members, most of whom receive compensation for their service. Compensation includes 
salaries and/or payment for meeting attendance plus actual expenses consisting of 
reimbursement for travel, per diem, and parking. Some members also receive life 
insurance and health benefits. Although board compensation methods differ, the Grand 
Jury found no evidence that individual compensation of board members is excessive. 

One hundred nine different entities were reviewed as to governance, their service areas, 
users, and their annual costs. This information was obtained from public records and 
from a Grand Jury survey. 

Each entity has a governing board that develops policy and provides oversight. Some 
deliver a specific set of services, either directly or indirectly, to a defined population in a 
designated service area. In some cases the sole purpose is to advise the Marin County 
Board of Supervisors. 

Some ofthe organizations have developed guiding mission statements and goals. A few 
have tenure restrictions imposed on governing board members, and most have described 
their user population by actual number of users or geographic area. 

The special districts (which include community service, fire, sanitary, water and public 
utility) have organizational structures that define both the boundaries and costs ofthe 
services they provide. Many of these districts overlap areas of operation which duplicate 
services and costs, with total annual budgets of $286,610,042. The special districts are 
governed by 151 board members. 

The special purpose districts include resources conservation, mosquito abatement, 
recreation, transit, open space, and flood control. They do not overlap boundaries and 
thereby do not cause duplication of services. They have aggregate total budgets of 
$62,392,082. 

The Grand Jury's analysis does not go into detail on the 19 Marin County school districts 
nor the Marin Community College district. Each ofthe school districts and the college 
has a governing board. The total adopted expenditure - general fund - budget for these 
educational districts is $365,128,547 for fiscal year 2009-2010 of which $57,819,001 is 
for the Marin Community College District. 

It became evident to us that there are a number of adjacent entities providing like services 
for citizens within the county, each with separate administrations and overhead costs. To 
put all of this in perspective, there are 52 governmental entities in Marin County that the 
Grand Jury analyzed which incur significant operational costs. These include the 
municipalities, special districts, special purpose districts, and the county. 

The County of Marin's annual operating budget is $431,594,815. The grand total for all 
respondents including the county, municipalities, special districts, special purpose 
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districts, schools, and the College of Marin is $1,413,474,111 for fiscal year 2009-2010. 
This cost is borne by 260,651 residents of Marin County. 

BACKGROUND 

There has been ongoing discussion, confusion, criticism, and lack of knowledge among 
the residents concerning the structure, costs, and functions ofthe governmental agencies. 
Questions continue to arise concerning whether or not there is replication of costs, 
whether the number of entities is actually needed, and whether there is potential for 
excessive personal gain if board members serve on one or more of these boards. 
Therefore, the Civil Grand Jury concluded that there is sufficient interest to warrant a 
review ofthe governmental agencies. 

METHODOLOGY 

In October 2009, a request was sent by the Grand Jury to 53 governing boards asking for 
information related to the structure and function of each organization. The Grand Jury 
also asked for the annual budget, information about the governing board, and any 
financial compensation to board members including fringe benefits. Additional 
information was requested relating to the number of support staff, administrative costs, 
the community being served, and services provided. Due to a lack of detailed cost 
information provided by the governmental agencies, the Grand Jury was not able to 
include specific costs related to support staff and administrative costs. 

Fifty-two ofthe 53 organizations provided information; however, not all ofthe requested 
information was received from each ofthe organizations. Another source for this study 
was a reference booklet: the Local Appointments List for 2009 prepared pursuant to 
California Codes Sections 54970 through 54975 for the Board of Supervisors. This list 
contains information on 57 advisory boards that exist in Marin County and report to the 
Board of Supervisors. The information compiled from the GJ survey and the Local 
Appointments List includes board costs and mission statements from which the potential 
for duplication of services can be determined. 

DISCUSSION 

There are 130 governmental entities in Marin. Within that number are 57 advisory 
boards, 11 municipalities, 33 special districts with duplication of services, 7 special 
purpose districts, the county, the Planning Commission, 19 school districts and the 
College of Marin. 

Marin County has a population of 260,651 and covers an area of 520 square miles. 
County government has a five-member governing Board of Supervisors. The Board has 
an annual operating budget for FY 2009/2010 of $431,594,815. Based on the 
information obtained from the GJ survey, members ofthe board received total 
compensation and benefits of $778,000 from July 1, 2007 to June 30, 2008. The Board 
is responsible for implementing state mandated programs and various municipal 
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programs such as public safety, welfare, mental health, primary care, child support, and 
preventive health. 

Advisory Boards 

The 57 advisory boards study issues, develop policy, review information, hear appeals, 
make recommendations, hold public hearings, raise funds, etc. Functions include: aging, 
airports, disasters, health, human rights, libraries, retirement, and child-care. Their 
specific purpose is to provide advisory recommendations to the Board of Supervisors. 
These entities as a group have a total of 416 board members, averaging seven members 
per board. Eighteen ofthe boards reimburse members in various ways, e.g., actual 
expenses, per meeting stipend, mileage only or per diem. Compensation, which is 
minimal, is governed by policy and is generally capped to control costs. The advisory 
boards do not have separate administrative and operational components to carry out 
programs that require paid staff. None of the 57 entities has a large operational budget. 

Municipalities 

There are 11 municipalities in the county. Each has a governing council and carries out 
specific municipal functions which might include the following: police, fire, public 
works, parks, recreation, economic development, land use, housing, water, sanitary and 
emergency medical services, redevelopment, and economic development. 

The municipal councils are comprised of five members each with a combined total of 55 
members. The median annual board compensation in the past fiscal year was $21,000. 
The board compensation for all municipalities was $327,468, less than 1% of their total 
annual budgets. The costs ranged from zero for the towns of Belvedere and Ross to 
$138,000 for San Rafael. The combined annual budget for the eleven municipalities is 
$267,748,625. 
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Special Districts 

There are 33 special districts in the county each of which has a governing board. The 
districts were created to provide specific public services to a defined number of people in 
a designated geographic area. A number of these districts provide the same services 
within the county. Examples are: sanitation, fire, water, and, emergency medical 
services. 

Most districts pay their board members, and have significant annual budgets. District 
budgets reported to the GJ are for fiscal year 2009-2010 (except as noted in tables for the 
Almonte Sanitary District and the Marin County Fire District, which are from fiscal year 
2008-2009). 

One ofthe districts did not provide board cost information and this is indicated as "NP" 
in the following table. Those districts that reported that they do not pay board members 
in any way and have no board costs are reflected as "0" under annual board costs. 

A. Community Service Districts 

Six community service districts have governing boards of five members each. One 
district did not provide data and three others do not reimburse members in any way. The 
two districts which reimburse board members have combined annual compensation of 
$27,260. The six districts provide services such as lighting, land use, parks, recreation, 
trash removal, fire protection, and sanitary service with combined annual budgets of 
$9,862,576. 
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B. Fire Protection Districts 

Nine fire protection districts have governing boards that average five members each. 
Two ofthe districts do not reimburse board members. The Marin County Fire 
Department reports to the County Board of Supervisors and therefore has no direct board 
costs. The six districts which reimburse board members have annual board compensation 
of $76,492. The districts provide fire protection and emergency medical services with 
combined annual budgets of $71,404,486. 
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It should be noted that in addition to the above, four municipalities maintain their own 
fire departments: Mill Valley, Corte Madera, Larkspur, and San Rafael. Two Community 
Service Districts and the Inverness Public Utility District also provide fire services. 
Based on the data received, it was not possible to separate the cost for these fire 
departments from the total municipality budgets and the utility budgets. In total 16 
governmental entities provide fire services. 
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C. Sanitary Districts 

Thirteen sanitary districts have governing boards averaging five members each. Three of 
the districts do not incur board costs. The ten districts reporting board costs have 
combined annual board compensation of $170,534. These districts provide sewer 
services with combined budgets of $84,547,863. In addition to the thirteen sanitary 
districts, ten other entities (four municipalities, three community service districts, one 
public utility district, one water district, and the county), also provide a level of sanitary 
service. In total 23 governmental entities provide sanitary services. 
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D. Water Districts 

Three water districts have governing boards of five members each, with a combined 
board compensation of $ 119,931. These districts have combined annual budgets of 
$118,620,982. In addition to the three water districts providing these services, one 
Community Service District, two Public Utility Service Districts and the county provide 
water services. In total seven governmental entities provide water services. 
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E. Public Utility Districts 

The two responding public utility districts have governing boards of five members each. 
One district reports board compensation of $15,000 while the other does not compensate 
board members. These districts provide water, sewer, and fire services with combined 
annual budgets of $2,174,135. 
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To summarize, the responding special districts have 152 governing board members and 
combined annual budgets of $286,610,042. 

Special Purpose Districts 

In addition to special districts, there are seven special purpose districts that provide 
geographic specific public services including resource conservation, healthcare, mosquito 
abatement, recreation, transit, open space and flood control. These are unique and 
functionally do not overlap with other districts. Each ofthe six reporting entities have 
governing boards averaging eight members. In total, the special purpose districts have 
45 board members with combined total budgets of $62,392,082. The data does not 
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include the Marin Healthcare District which asked to be excused from reporting because 
of transition from Sutter Health. 

Combined Budgets of AH Entities 

DlstrirtJSudgets Combined with County & Municipality Budgets (09-10) 
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For comparative purposes, data was analyzed on cost per capita for 44 reporting entities, 
i.e. municipalities and special districts, as there is no potential for overlapping functions. 
This does not include the special purpose districts. The cost per capita for districts 
averaged $509 with a high of $ 1,063 and a low of $ 144. The municipalities' average cost 
per capita was $3,695 with a high of $21,912 and a low of $621. 

There are 255 governing board members seated on the 50 reporting boards ofthe 
municipalities, districts, and special purpose districts. Eight members sit on more than 
one board. Three ofthe eight sit on as many as three other boards; while the remaining 
five sit on one or two other boards. The average annual compensation for being on 
additional boards is $1,600 per board member. 

An analysis ofthe governing boards ofthe municipalities, special districts, and special 
purpose districts shows that twenty percent have tenure restrictions. Eighty percent have 
written requirements for serving as a board member. 

The Board of Supervisors serves as the governing board for four special districts for 
which they received no compensation. One ofthe members serves on an additional board 
for which there is compensation. Three San Rafael City Council members serve on 
multiple boards; one member sits on one additional board, and two members serve on 
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two other boards. One ofthe additional boards provides compensation, and a second 
offers fringe benefits. All extra compensation is minimal. 

CONCLUSION 

Ofthe responding government entities within Marin County many provide similar 
services: 

• Sixteen districts or municipalities provide fire services 

• Twenty three districts or municipalities provide sanitary services 

With shrinking tax dollars and a faltering economy, it is definitely time to look at exactly 
how much it really costs to govern the county. Ofthe total cost required to run the 
county, 30% is attributed to county government, 19% to municipalities and 50% to 
special districts, many of which provide similar services within different areas ofthe 
county. 

The current annual cost of governance is in excess of $1.4 billion. This amount is borne 
by the 260,651 residents, amounting to $5,422 per person per year. 

RESPONSES 

This is an informational report only. Responses are neither required nor requested. 
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