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KERN RIVER VALLEY PUBLIC CEMETERY DISTRICT 
 

                              Historically Tranquil, Currently Troubled 
 

 
Historic Cemetery Section  Public Cemetery Section 

Archive photo from Sierra Nevada GeoTourism Website                                         Photo from Find a Grave Website 
 

SUMMARY:  

Have you considered taking a step back in time to enjoy the beautiful Kern River and its valley, 
surrounded by the Sierra Nevada Mountains, which first attracted Native Americans and early 
settlers? If so, then you should visit the Kern River Valley Public Cemetery District (District) 
and the intriguing Kern River Historical Cemetery (Historic Cemetery) overlooking the Kern 
River. 

 
Panorama of Kern River Historical Cemetery 

 Photo taken in May 2010 – Richard Cayia Rowe 

Although the grounds of the cemetery are peaceful, the internal governance of the District itself, 
is experiencing turmoil. Notably: 

A. Required financial audits are seriously delinquent. 
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B. The District’s Board of Trustees (Board) has a position vacant since October 2023. 

C. The Board only schedules bi-monthly meetings.  

D. Nepotism is a concern.  

E. Staffing levels are insufficient to bring administrative duties current. 

Water issues continue to be a challenge for the District, and although solutions are being 
explored, none have come to fruition. The grounds are generally well kept and boast many 
inviting features. However, the cemetery maintenance is dependent on no-cost labor supplied by 
several agencies and would benefit from a dedicated groundskeeper.  

The District’s $216,000 budgeted annual revenue from services, parcel taxes, and interest, has 
shown an excess in the budget for the last two Fiscal Years (FY). Adjustments to the budget 
could provide funding for needed staffing. 

PURPOSE OF INQUIRY:  

The 2023-2024 Kern County Grand Jury (Grand Jury) is authorized by Penal Code §933.5 to 
investigate special districts. Upon receiving complaints, the Grand Jury initiated an investigation 
into the operations of the Kern River Valley Public Cemetery District. 

METHODOLOGY: 

The Grand Jury conducted 12 interviews, either in person or by telephone, with District 
personnel, Board Trustees, Kern County Government personnel, complainants, and outside 
consultants. The Grand Jury also reviewed past Grand Jury Reports, District financial 
documents, Board Meeting Agendas, and the District’s website. 

DISCUSSION OF FACTS: 

The Kern River Valley Public Cemetery District, encompassing 22 acres, is located 42 miles 
Northeast of Bakersfield between Wofford Heights and Kernville. The District, formed in 1950, 
is home to the Historic Cemetery to the South of Burlando Rd. and the newer section to the 
North. The Historic Cemetery, which borders the Kern River, is the final resting place for many 
early settlers, miners, and indigenous peoples since 1868. The District reports, between 1972 and 
2024, the internment/inurnment of 4,649 remains, including approximately 1,500 veterans. 
However, the District could not provide an accurate total number of internments/inurnments. The 
District continues to serve the people of the surrounding communities.  
 
The District is governed by a board of five trustees appointed to four-year terms by the Kern 
County Board of Supervisors (BOS). A General Manager, two part time office staff, and an on-
call gravedigger/groundskeeper are employed by the District. Outside helpers from California 
Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids (CalWORKs), Kern High School District, and the 
Mexican American Opportunity Foundation are intermittently utilized at no cost to the District to 
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help keep the cemetery clean. The Cemetery is enhanced by many landscape features including 
benches, gardens, and memorials, adding to the comfort of visitors.   

 
 Upper Cemetery Veterans Memorial Rose Garden 

Photos by Grand Jury 

                                     
A. The BOS has not filled the vacant board position due to a lack of qualified applicants. 

B. The Board schedules bi-monthly public meetings, however, due to cancellations, there 
were only four regular meetings in 2023.  

C. Board meeting minutes have not been made public, nor have they been on the District’s 
board meeting agendas for approval. 

D. Not all Board Trustees are current on required Ethics and Sexual Harassment training. 

E. Financial audits required by California Government Code §26909 are delinquent back to 
2017. Part-time office staff and a Certified Public Accountant are working to convert 
their old accounting system to a more comprehensive accounting software system to 
enable FYs 2017, 2018, and 2019 audits to be brought current by May 2024. FYs 2020, 
2021, and 2022 are projected to be completed by December 2024. 

F. The Policies and Procedures generated from the California Special Districts Association 
(CSDA) template supplied by the District to the Grand Jury, specifically states: Nepotism 
3126.3: When an individual is considered for appointment in a department where a close 
relative has supervisory responsibility, the appointment shall not be granted. The District 
Secretary, the General Manager and the seasonal on-call employee are close relatives.   

G. Payroll oversight is currently without checks and balances. 

H. The administrative staff is currently comprised of a 30 hour-a-week District Secretary 
and an eight hour-a-week Clerk Specialist.  
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I. Per the approved budgets for FY 2021-2022 and 2022-2023, there has been a budget 
excess of approximately $15,000 per year and the current year is also showing an excess. 
(Appendix A) 

J. The Board room consists of a table and chairs for the board members with little to no 
seating for the public. The consultation and sales area is surrounded by workstations. 

 
Official Boardroom Consultation and Sales Area 

Photos by Grand Jury  

K. Per CA SB929, Special Districts are required to maintain a website with specified 
content. The District’s website is difficult to search by name and does not include Board 
Trustees’ contact information, as mandated. 

L. The District partially relies on no-cost labor from CalWORKs, Kern High School 
District, and the Mexican American Opportunity Foundation to help maintain the 
grounds. 

M. The District continues to struggle with water issues. Adjacent to the District property are 
the Big Blue Mine and properties managed by the Bureau of Land Management and the 
U.S. Forest Service. The U.S. Forest Service, in a letter dated February 6, 2024, stated 
that the District is no longer allowed to access water from the mine due to unsafe levels 
of contaminants.  
 

N. The capacity of the well and storage tanks owned by the District does not meet the 
irrigation requirements of the newer section’s grass. The Historic Cemetery is surfaced 
with gravel and therefore does not require watering.  
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                                                                               Photo Taken by Grand Jury 
 
 

O. California Water Service (Cal Water) is available at the property line. If connected, the 
District would be charged at the Interruptible Public Authority Irrigation Service Rate of 
$1.3941 per 100 Cubic Feet.  

              Irrigation Feasibility Cost 
California Water Service 

Interruptible Public Authority Irrigation Service Rate 
Effective August 29, 2014, $1.3941 per 100 Cubic Feet 

  
Average daily 

water requirement 
in 100 Cubic Feet* 

Cost 
per 100 
Cubic 
Feet 

Cost 
per 
Day  

Cost per Month Cost per Year  

20.05 $1.39  $28 $850 $10,201 
       
*Estimated Water Requirement provided by District    
  

 
Table prepared by Grand Jury 
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P. The Historic Cemetery is experiencing ground instability. 

 
Photo by Grand Jury  

Q. The Historic Cemetery suffered slope failure damage during the winter storms of 2023. 
This damage is included in the Federal Emergency Management (FEMA) Disaster 
4699DR-CA declaration. To qualify for FEMA and California Office of Emergency 
Services (CalOES) funding for a retaining barrier bordering the Kern River, a 
professional engineering proposal is required. The proposed funding would comprise of 
75% from FEMA, 18.75% from CalOES and 6.25% from the District.  

 

Photo by Grand Jury 
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FINDINGS:  

F1. The District would function more effectively with an engaged five-member board. 

F2. The Board’s bi-monthly scheduled meetings are insufficient to conduct business in a 
timely manner and cause agendas to be excessively long. 

F3. The absence of board meeting minutes has caused a lack of transparency to the 
community they serve. 

F4. Failure of some Trustees to remain current on required training causes the District to 
be non-compliant. 

F5. The Board has been negligent in securing and overseeing personnel to maintain 
financial audits current, causing the District to become delinquent in mandated 
County and State filings. 

F6. The Policies and Procedures generated from the CSDA template are not specific 
enough to the District and could cause misinterpretation by the Board. 

F7. The Grand Jury finds the District is in violation of their Nepotism Policy 3126.3, causing 
widespread concern. 

F8. Without oversight of payroll, the potential for fraud exists. This could create public 
distrust.  

F9. The District’s administrative office is currently understaffed. This is causing serious 
delinquencies of administrative duties including financial audits, board meeting 
minutes, and website updates. 

F10. The budget excess of approximately $15,000, for each of the past two FYs, as 
reported in the District’s adopted 2023-2024 Operation and Maintenance Expense 
Distribution Budget, could be allocated for additional staffing. 

F11. Poorly designed office space does not accommodate interaction with the public. The 
board does not face the public, hindering communication. The client consultation area 
lacks privacy and is not comfortable for families.  

F12. The District’s website is difficult to locate by name, and the absence of Board Trustee 
contact information causes a lack of transparency. 

F13. Due to the intermittent availability of no-cost labor to the District, the upkeep of the 
grounds is not consistent. 

F14. Utilizing Cal Water is an affordable option to the Cemetery’s irrigation requirements. 
According to Cal Water, due to existing infrastructure there will be no hook-up 
charge incurred. 

F15. The retaining barrier project is critical to the preservation of the Historic Cemetery. 
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COMMENTS: 

The Grand Jury would like to express their appreciation to the staff and management of 
Kern River Valley Public Cemetery District for sharing their knowledge, and for 
patiently answering our plethora of questions. We especially want to thank the 
management for the tour we were given of Kern River Valley Public Cemetery District.  
It was so interesting, and we enjoyed observing this beautiful and peaceful cemetery. 

RECOMMENDATIONS:  

The 2023-2024 Kern County Grand Jury recommends that the District: 

R1. Recruit at least three qualified residents of the District to submit applications to the 
BOS by September 1, 2024, enabling them to fill the Board of Trustees vacant seat. 
(Finding 1) 

R2. Schedule board meetings monthly to stay current on issues and keep agendas at a 
reasonable length, starting with the September 2024 Board Meeting. (Finding 2) 

R3. By September 1, 2024, include previous board meeting minutes on the current agenda 
for approval by the Board, and to be posted on the website. (Finding 3) 

R4. Ensure that Board Trustees become current with required training no later than 
September 1, 2024. (Finding 4) 

R5. By September 1, 2024, develop a plan to keep District financial audits current and 
filed with the County and State, as required by law. (Finding 5) 

R6. Review, update, and approve District Policies and Procedures by December 31, 2024. 
(Finding 6)  

R7. By December 31, 2024, restructure the District’s organization to align with the 
District’s Policies and Procedures, especially regarding the section on Nepotism. 
(Finding 7) 

R8. Establish a procedure to verify and approve hours worked by staff before submission 
to the third party payroll provider. This should be in place by September 1, 2024.     
(Finding 8) 

R9. Restructure its budget to allow for adequate office staffing to become and remain 
current on all administrative duties by September 1, 2024. (Findings 9 and 10)  

R10. By December 31, 2024, reconfigure the office to combine the board room with the 
client consultation area so the Board can interact with the public, and client 
consultations are separated from the daily workstations. (Finding 11) 

R11. Bring its website into compliance with CA SB929, and make it searchable by the 
District’s name, not its acronym, by September 1, 2024 (Finding 12)  

R12. Recruit and hire additional groundskeeping personnel by September 1, 2024. 
(Findings 10 and 13) 
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R13. Connect to Cal Water for irrigation of the Cemetery, and adjust the budget to fund the 
expense, by December 31, 2024. (Findings 10 and 14) 

R14. Meet all requirements necessary to receive funds from FEMA and CalOES to 
construct the retaining barrier, by December 31, 2024. (Finding 15)  

NOTES: 

• The Kern River Valley Public Cemetery 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: 
https://www.kerncounty.com/government/other-agencies/grand-jury 

• Present and past Kern County Grand Jury Final Reports and Responses can be accessed 
on the Kern County Grand Jury website https://www.kerncounty.com/government/other-
agencies/grand-jury 

RESPONSE DEADLINE: REQUIRED WITHIN 90 DAYS FROM:  

o Kern River Valley Public Cemetery District: Findings 1 through 15 inclusive and 
Recommendations 1 through 14 inclusive.  

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

• PRESIDING JUDGE  
SUPERIOR COURT OF CALIFORNIA 

 COUNTY OF KERN 
1415 TRUXTUN AVENUE, SUITE 212 
BAKERSFIELD, CA 93301 

• FOREPERSON 
 KERN COUNTY GRAND JURY 
 1415 TRUXTUN AVENUE, SUITE 600 
 BAKERSFIELD, CA 93301 

Reports issued by the Grand Jury do not identify individuals interviewed. Cal. Penal Code §929 requires that reports of the Grand 
Jury not contain the name of any person or facts leading to the identity of any person who provides information to the Grand 
Jury. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.kerncounty.com/government/other-agencies/grand-jury
https://www.kerncounty.com/government/other-agencies/grand-jury
https://www.kerncounty.com/government/other-agencies/grand-jury
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APPENDIX:  

Appendix A  
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