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CASTLEMONT HIGH SCHOOL:
CHEATING ITS STUDENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

During the summer of 2019, media reports alleged that some educators at Castlemont High
School in Oakland misrepresented student achievement and awarded students unearned grades
to satisfy graduation requirements. It was further reported that former teachers at Castlemont
had made formal complaints about these issues to the Oakland Unified School District (OUSD)
without receiving any meaningful response from the district. Under pressure, OUSD publicly
reported that it had completed an internal investigation and found no wrongdoing by staff.

As a result of the inconsistencies between media reports, complaints
of former teachers, and the district's public statements denying any
wrongdoing, the grand jury chose to investigate how some teachers,
counselors and administrators at Castlemont High School
administered online grade make-up curriculum and independent
study/tutoring programs to advance a significant number of students
who were not on track to graduate. Central to the controversy was
Castlemont's disproportionate reliance on APEX Learning, an online
educational program used for students who had previously failed
traditional core courses. The grand jury conducted an extensive
evaluation of grade and attendance records for 29 students coupled
with intensive interviews of current and former Castlemont staff and
OUSD administrators.

The grand jury found that a small number of school educators
misused the online educational program, unfairly graded courses
and, in some cases, entered grades for tests and courses never taken.
The school officials also inappropriately cobbled together poorly
designed grade recovery programs to qualify students for graduation.

Witnesses described a widespread culture of academic indolence and

absenteeism at Castlemont, resulting in record levels of substandard proficiency in basic
language and mathematical skills. The district's weak internal policies, inadequate training, and
lack of oversight led directly to inconsistent and inappropriate use of online teaching,
independent study, and make-up curricula at Castlemont. While some teachers and counselors
may have been trying to help struggling students obtain their diplomas or qualify to apply to
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college, they were instead perpetuating an inequitable and failing system that pushed these
students out the door without providing them with a complete education.

BACKGROUND

Castlemont High School in East Oakland first opened in 1929 and is one of Oakland’s fifteen
public high schools. While the campus has the capacity to teach 1,600 students, its current
enrollment is just over 830, approximately 180 of whom are seniors.

For some time, Castlemont students have struggled academically when compared with other
students in California. High-poverty and violent crime in the surrounding neighborhood
contribute to the difficulties Castlemont students face.:

Also contributing to academic shortcomings is the fact that Castlemont has had the highest
unexcused absence rate of the district in three of the last four years. During the
2017—18 school year, state data showed that nearly one-
third of the students missed at least 10% of the school
year.2 Not surprisingly, Castlemont student results on the
state's mandated English Language Arts and Math
assessment tests have suffered. Between 2016 and 2019,
91—99% of Castlemont students performed below
standard in English, and 99—100% performed below
standard in Math. In the 2017—18 and 2018—19 school
years, not one student performed at or above the state
standard in Math and in 2018—19 only 9.4% achieved
proficiency in English Language Arts. In 2017—18, only
34% of Castlemont seniors completed college preparatory
requirements, the worst performance in the district.

State data shows that Castlemont has the second highest
teacher turnover rate in the district: 69% of Castlemont's
teachers left the school over a period of six to ten years.
This lack of teacher continuity contributes to these poor
achievement numbers.

Most perplexing, yet quite meaningful to the grand jury's
= investigation, is that while Castlemont's proficiency scores
Castlemont High today have been dropping, its graduation rate has been
suspiciously increasing.

" https://yr.media/health/castlemont-high-one-schools-struggle-with-daily-violence-long/
2 http: //www.ousddata.org/public-dashboard-list.html
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INVESTIGATION

During our investigation, the grand jury interviewed eleven current or former OUSD staff,
including teachers, counselors, and administrators. Some of the witnesses testified under
subpoena to protect the confidentiality of student records. The grand jury also subpoenaed and
examined course, grade, and attendance data along with online course data linked to 29 seniors
at Castlemont in 2019. We examined OUSD staff reports and school board agendas and minutes.
We consulted federal and state regulations in the U. S. Code Education chapter, the Code of
Federal Regulations Education section, the California Education Code, the California Penal
Code, and OUSD Board Policies. We examined two OUSD investigations of complaints filed in
June and July of 2019, an appeal of those investigations filed in October 2019, summaries of
OUSD investigative notes, copies of OUSD policies, and internal memos and emails, all
regarding allegations of grade falsification at Castlemont High. We reviewed a special 2019
report of the New York State Orange County Grand Jury
on an investigation of a similar case of improper APEX
Learning usage in the Newburgh Enlarged City School
District, and studied documents from APEX Learning, Contributing to academic
.. . . shortcomings is the fact
comprising program descriptions, teacher guides, that Castlemont has had

policies and procedures, and best practices.3 the highest unexcused
absence rate of the district
in three of the last four
years.

Teacher Complaints

Two Castlemont High School teachers filed complaints
with OUSD in the summer of 2019 alleging that the
principal, counselors, and an APEX coordinator
participated in the falsification of grades in traditional courses and APEX Learning grade-
recovery online courses in order to allow some students to be eligible for graduation. The
complaining teachers noticed anomalies in student transcripts and discovered that students
were completing a high number of online APEX courses in very short periods of time (weeks or
even days) at the very end of their senior year while concurrently not showing up to traditional
classes.

These two teachers mistakenly believed that some student grades they assigned had been
changed. This was likely a result of an inexcusable lack of communication among educators at
the school site. It appears that school officials were circumventing assigned teachers to provide
unorthodox and half-hearted make-up work to excuse student truancy, reverse failures in
traditional coursework, and ensure graduation for a number of students.

3www.orangecountygov.com/DocumentCenter/View/12884/Investigation-of-the-Newburgh-Enlarged-City-
School-District-Grand-Jury-Report-March-29-2019
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At Castlemont, APEX online courses were administered by the APEX coordinator and a small
number of teachers during the 2018—19 school year. District documents showed that
Castlemont students used APEX at much higher rates than other large high schools within the
district. As students completed APEX courses, the teachers of record would report their grades
to a counselor who would transfer that information into the Aeries Student Information System.
Aeries is an online data platform used by many school districts to store and report student course
records, transcripts, attendance records, and test scores. The transcripts keep track of all courses
attempted in each semester, with grades, including APEX courses. The complaining teachers
claimed that the APEX course records, in some circumstances, did not match-up with the course,
grade, and attendance data in Aeries.

Grade Recovery

It appears that school
officials were

circumventing
assigned teachers to
provide unorthodox
and half-hearted
make-up work to
excuse student

Through the years, OUSD has used numerous methods to
help struggling students who have failed traditional core
courses to make-up those grades to meet graduation
requirements. Some OUSD high schools have used
independent study, summer school, and boot camps while

other schools relied on the APEX Learning online platform to
provide make-up course curriculum. To ensure that equitable
: and meaningful curriculum was provided to those students
enj%:eag’:lcllgl%i?on who were failing traditional courses, APEX recommended
of students. best practices to provide appropriate guidance and oversight.
The grand jury learned from witness testimony and
documents reviewed that Castlemont educators tried to
rescue failing or under-performing students by using a
hodgepodge of methods with no viable standards and no best practices while failing to keep the
teachers originally assigned to these struggling students in the loop.

truancy, reverse
failures in traditional
coursework, and

APEX Learning

APEX Learning is a digital curriculum company headquartered in Seattle, WA that produces
online courses designed to aid middle school and high school students to successfully complete
previously failed subjects required for graduation, college admission, or preparation for
employment. The focus is on flexible instruction, remediation in the case of inadequate
preparation, test readiness, and dropout prevention. The APEX course design and content meet
high standards of rigor and challenge, and when used properly are highly regarded among
educational experts.

APEX expects that normally only one or two of its courses would be used by a student at one
time. The courses are intensive and comprehensive, engaging students actively in the learning
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process, with liberal use of interactive material, graphics, videos, animations, exercises, and
assignments. APEX expects that students require 70—90 hours of participation to complete just
one of its high school courses.4 Courses may be entirely virtual in nature or combined with
traditional teacher and classroom-based instruction, which is referred to as "blended learning."
A final exam is offered only upon completion of all course modules. Student progress is
monitored by APEX using either a grade-to-date or an overall grade formula.

APEX courses are highly customizable. While this allows teachers to focus on specific areas of
curriculum, it also allows for easy manipulation of the program. Teachers may exclude units or
modules from the full APEX course curriculum, thus allowing course completion without
learning all the material. Teachers may override assessment scores and manually enter quiz,
exam, and final course grades.

When used improperly, online learning courses are particularly susceptible to cheating,
especially if used in an uncontrolled or un-proctored environment, such as from a personal
computer located at home or elsewhere.5 APEX guidebooks describe many forms of cheating,
including surrogates taking exams, downloading answers to exam questions posted online, or
sharing test answers or assignments.

APEX Usage at Castlemont

APEX courses were used in six OUSD high schools, but far more heavily at Castlemont than at
other comprehensive high schools. Data from 2017—18 showed that Castlemont High students
enrolled in 257 APEX courses, while the total number of APEX courses at each of the other five
OUSD comprehensive high schools ranged from only six to 33.

Witnesses suggested Castlemont used APEX more than other comprehensive high schools
because many students had a difficult time connecting or relating to teachers, so they would tune
out, stop attending, and ultimately fail class after class. This was borne out by student records
and truancy data that the grand jury examined. Rather than sustained efforts to get students to
attend traditional classes, Castlemont educators saw APEX as an easy solution.

Many failing students were pushed towards APEX as graduation neared. Ironically, some
witnesses felt that APEX credit-recovery courses, as administered at Castlemont, were seen by
students as an easy alternative to attending class for a full semester and fueled the school's
widespread culture of truancy. To this end, the grand jury examined attendance records of 29
seniors, most of whom enrolled in APEX during the 2018—-19 school year: nine of them

4 http://cdn.apexlearning.com/documents/BP Planning-Digital-Curriculum-Programs.pdf
5 https: //www.westword.com/news/are-high-school-seniors-googling-their-way-to-graduation-5112854;
https: //www.voiceofsandiego.org/topics/education/worse-think-teachers-students-say-online-cheating-pervasive
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graduated with over 100 unexcused class-period absences; another seven with over 200
absences; and another four with over 300 absences in their senior year alone.

APEX Misuse Prior to the 2018 —19 School Year

While the grand jury focused on Castlemont's use of APEX during the 2018 —19 school year, the
jury learned that APEX misuse began long before that. For example, in an attempt to move a
growing number of under-performing students through APEX more quickly, the school’s only
APEX teacher in 2017—18 bypassed the APEX curriculum modules and quizzes, and instead
taught to the pretests. APEX allows a student to bypass a course module if the student can
demonstrate mastery of that module by passing a pretest. A focus of instruction by the APEX
teacher was to help students pass module pretests rather than gain subject mastery. This allowed
students to circumvent course curriculum modules and quizzes, plunging through the course in
weeks and, in some instances, days. The grand jury heard testimony that APEX answers were
provided to these students, a claim denied by others. APEX classes included groups of 20 to 30
students, many taking different APEX subjects at the same time. Somehow, a single teacher was
able to tutor multiple subjects to multiple students during the same class period and coach the
students through an entire semester's content, in some cases in just a few days.

Additionally, the grand jury heard testimony that the APEX teacher wasn't credentialed in some
of the courses taught. To compensate for the lack of credentialing by the APEX teacher,
Castlemont educators would instead list a credentialed teacher's name on the student's grade
records even though they did not teach the course. Some underperforming students were guided
by counselors to concurrently take their normal, traditional course load while simultaneously
taking between three and seven APEX courses, enabling them to graduate. All of this was
contrary to APEX best practices, OUSD policies, and not in the best interest of the students.
Twenty-eight of the students attended four years of high school within OUSD or at other San
Francisco Bay Area schools. Another student attended their first three years of high school out
of state.

APEX Misuse during the 2018 —19 School Year

Castlemont changed the way it administered APEX during the 2018 —19 school year. The school
assigned four teachers, which included a new APEX administrator, to run APEX classes. Each
was credentialed in one or more subject areas. While the APEX administrator did teach a handful
of courses without being credentialed in the subject, this pattern was not as prevalent as in past
years. The grand jury learned that some of the APEX teachers received no instruction or training
on how to use APEX other than login and password advice. While the new APEX administrator
received training from APEX representatives several years before, other Castlemont teachers
had not. There was also evidence that some, if not all, Castlemont APEX teachers had never seen
the two-page OUSD policies on APEX usage prior to the grand jury investigation.
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OUSD Guidelines on APEX Usage

The grand jury obtained a copy of OUSD’s guidelines on APEX usage from the district. While not
robust, they did provide some teacher guidance for proper APEX practices. The guidelines
include:

1. Students will enroll in courses they need to repeat, one course at a time.

2. Students will attend class each day.

3. Students will keep their phone/electronic devices put away during any exam and adhere to
any site-specific policy about use of electronic devices during class time.

4. Students will maintain academic integrity at all times.

5. Students may only take an exam after a teacher approves the exam and monitors the full
completion of the exam.

6. Students will meet with teacher upon course completion, to ensure all documentation for
transcript recording purposes is accurate.

Unfortunately, these guidelines were routinely ignored by some of the teachers and counselors
at Castlemont.

Actual Practice

Rather than students being limited to taking one course at a time, the number of APEX courses
students could take was not limited. OUSD attendance requirements also did not appear to play
a factor in student access to APEX at Castlemont. Records reviewed by the grand jury showed
that one student failed six traditional courses in English, U.S. History, Government, and
Economics, but somehow passed five of them as APEX courses during the final semester while
taking a full traditional course load. Attendance records show that this student was absent 133
periods that semester. Casting further doubt on the legitimacy of their APEX work, three of the
student’s APEX courses were started during the last week of school. One semester's credit for
Government was provided after 58 minutes of online work. One semester's credit for Economics
was provided after 76 minutes of online work. One semester's credit for one of three English
courses taken that semester was provided after 24 minutes online on the last day of school. To
reiterate, APEX Learning estimates that students need 70—90 hours to complete just one of its
high school courses.

Another student attempted and failed traditional courses 24 times during their time at
Castlemont, but eventually passed some on repetition. Six courses were made up by passing
APEX courses with Bs and Cs in their senior year while completing an additional nine traditional
courses. This seems an impossible achievement even for the most capable of students, let alone
this student who was absent from 351 class periods, including 30 APEX class periods, in their
senior year. This student passed two APEX courses while simultaneously failing the same
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traditional courses. Some APEX courses were passed while completing no online assignments
and with virtually no online participation.

Yet another student's records showed 230 class period absences in their senior year, as
corroborated by attendance files and teacher testimony. This student received Ds in Algebra,
Biology, Chemistry, Sustainable Urban Energy, English, and Economics, after repeatedly failing
some of these courses. This student also failed American Government and both semesters of
fourth-year English but passed all three as APEX courses in the final semester while taking a full
traditional course load. The Government APEX course was started and completed in less than
two hours during one day of the last week of school. This student also made up three semesters
of failed English and two semesters of U.S. History in the
junior year with four As and one B- grade in the five
APEX courses. The student spent between two and 3.3
hours online in most of the online courses while receiving

Legitimate completion of
so many courses by

students with a history of a semester's worth of credit for each one. Without these
academic under- atypically high grades, the grade point average (GPA) of
pirj;qrmcg?ce;%simp}y];wt this student would have been well below the 2.0
elievable. ree of the . . .
B ot feachers minimum required for graduation.
violated district policy and
APEX best practices by This pattern of students taking and receiving credit for
coaching students during excessive, unrealistic APEX course loads in their senior

exams and quizzes. .
q year—as many as 6, 10, or even 13 semester courses in

addition to traditional courses taught at the school—was
also seen for several other students. Legitimate
completion of so many courses by students with a history
of academic under-performance is simply not believable.

Three of the Castlemont APEX teachers violated district policy and APEX best practices by
coaching students during exams and quizzes. The grand jury learned that one teacher sat with
each APEX student to help them through every test, question by question, giving the students
direction and encouraging them to use their phones to search for answers to the test questions
or to understand what the questions were asking. The grand jury was told that this was the only
way many students could get through the material. Multiple witnesses testified that many
struggling students were not prepared to take high school level courses. The curriculum covered
in more advanced math courses was well beyond the capability of students who were years
behind. For such students, APEX courses would be nearly impossible to complete without
significant help or accommodation. While the teacher support was being rendered to individual
students, other classmates would look at and play with their phones.

As noted above, OUSD Guidelines and APEX best practices also require teachers to monitor
students during exams to prevent cheating. It was well known that APEX test answers were
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available online, yet the grand jury heard that un-proctored exams were not uncommon. The
grand jury learned of one example in which a counselor asked a teacher to enter quiz scores in
APEX for two students who never took any of the quizzes. In return, this teacher was promised
that a supervisor would proctor the final APEX exams for the students to ensure there was no
cheating. Yet, the students took the APEX final exam without any oversight and were given
passing grades and a semester's credit for the course even though the teacher was convinced the
students could not have passed the exam without cheating. APEX records corroborated the story.
One of the two students took and passed five APEX courses the last semester of their senior year
yet had 249 unexcused school period absences during the year.

OUSD’s guidelines for APEX also included a section describing how final grades should be
determined for the online courses. These rules allow teachers to pass students regardless of the
effort shown, time spent online, results of online quizzes and tests or final grades recommended
by APEX. For example, if a student completed the quizzes throughout the semester and a final
exam, APEX would average the quizzes and add in the final exam test score to determine the
final course grade. Because OUSD policy permitted teachers to adjust a grade by taking into
account “any additional consideration the teacher may make when awarding a grade
(i.e., attendance, participation, citizenship, etc.),” some teachers awarded students higher grades
than their testing would warrant. It should be noted that two of the APEX teachers relied solely
on computer-graded scores on tests and quizzes to determine a student’s final grade. The other
two teachers deviated wildly from the APEX-graded scores, increasing them by as much as three
to four times.

For at least 46 courses identified by the grand jury in which grades were assigned by one
particular APEX teacher, the final grade in APEX as well as on the Aeries transcript was higher,
often significantly higher, than the final score APEX recommended. Six students had Fs raised
to Cs (in one case to Bs), eight students had Ds raised to Bs or Cs, 11 had Cs raised to As or Bs,
and three had Bs raised to As.

Problems with the District’s Explanations

The district tried to justify these grade discrepancies by explaining that APEX-recommended
final grades may have been unfairly low because teachers authorized students to skip sections of
the APEX curriculum if the students already had mastery of the subject. This might also occur if
a teacher was using APEX in conjunction with traditional in-class learning so that only targeted
portions of the APEX curriculum was used. One teacher claimed to use this blended learning
method by downloading all the content for APEX courses, and then taught the content as if it
was a traditional course; students would only log into APEX to complete the unit quizzes online.
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The grand jury found problems with the district’s explanations for low APEX scores. Using such
methods would lead one to believe that quizzes were taken throughout the semester. While this

Ultimately, the grand
Jjury found that lack
of training on basic
APEX usage,
improper
administrative
oversight, and
unethical actions by
some APEX teachers

may have been the case for some students, others had many
quiz scores manually entered by the APEX teacher on one
date. Yet, no witnesses told the grand jury that APEX teachers
quizzed students offline. One student received the same 70%
score on 16 different quizzes in one subject all completed and
manually entered by the APEX teacher on one day. This was
also not uncommon for other students. Twelve students
completed 65 quizzes in under 30 seconds, 24 of them with
teacher-awarded scores of 80% correct or higher.

led directly to the
ongoing,
inconsistent, and
inequitable use of the

Another student spent only 24 minutes online on first-
semester senior English, to complete 41 quizzes and the final

APEX Learning exam. The student finished the final exam in 92 seconds, with

program to justify a score of 24% correct. Despite an overall score of 52% as

feii5/ying graduation calculated by APEX (corresponding to a grade of F), the APEX
requirements . .

for some students at teacher awarded this student a final grade of C. APEX records

Castlemont High show that multiple students completed online courses

School during the

towards the very end of the semester by taking dozens of
2018—19 school year.

quizzes and the final exam in one day. Courses were started
and completed within hours. The grand jury calculated
cumulative time spent by seven students in 44 APEX courses:
five of those students completed 21 courses each in less than
three hours of total contact receiving a semester’s worth of credit.

Just as troubling, the grand jury compared the records of eight APEX students of concern.
Student quizzes calculated by APEX were scored 58% on average while teacher entered scores
for quizzes averaged 82%.

One student failed traditional Economics with 35 absences but enrolled late in APEX online
Economics and received a final grade of C despite an APEX scored grade of 62%
(D-). The student was logged into the APEX course for just 3.3 hours and received a 90% average
on teacher-scored quizzes while APEX-calculated quiz scores averaged 28%. Two teachers
testified that this student offered to pay money in exchange for APEX answers or better grades
(the teachers refused) and had been reported absent over 323 periods that year. A similar pattern
of grading occurred in Algebra, Geometry and English courses. The student was required to
complete six semesters of English to graduate. To satisfy this requirement, the student could
repeat one semester of sophomore English for a higher grade and have the course counted twice.
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This student also failed World History three times but received B’s on their transcript in APEX
World History each semester of the senior year, yet there is no record of the student having
enrolled in APEX World History that year. After all these attempts to help the student towards
graduation, the student's final academic GPA was recalculated and raised from one insufficient
to graduate to a GPA of barely sufficient to graduate.

One student graduated with fewer than the district-required minimum number of units, which
is permitted if approved by a review team. However, the team failed to meet and approve a
required graduation plan of action for this student. There was also no written documentation
authorizing a reduction of requirements for graduation. No one took responsibility for allowing
this student to graduate. None of the key decision-makers could explain how it happened or who
authorized it. It just happened.

Ultimately, the grand jury found that lack of training on basic APEX usage, improper
administrative oversight, and unethical actions by some APEX teachers led directly to the
ongoing, inconsistent, and inequitable use of the APEX Learning program to justify satisfying
graduation requirements for some students at Castlemont High School during the 2018—-19
school year.

Informal Privately Tutored Course

Another troubling grade recovery method that Castlemont used to boost graduation involved a
privately tutored English 4/Advanced Placement English course for six students who failed the
first semester of the regularly taught course. The class was “off-the-books” with no formal Aeries
records showing attendance or performance on assignments, quizzes and tests. The course also
did not show up on the Aeries student grade report but was present on the students’ final
transcripts. The class met one time per week for 90 minutes during the spring semester while
the students were concurrently taking the second semester of the subject taught by the regularly
assigned English teacher. One of the students received a D+ in the regularly taught first half of
the course during the fall semester and earned a C- during the spring semester, but was given a
grade of B- in this privately tutored class; this student received credit for three semesters of
senior English. Another received an F the first semester and D+ the second semester in the
traditional courses and a passing grade of C- in the tutored class; while a third received a D- the
first semester, a C- in the second yet a B in the tutored class, while also receiving credit for three
semesters of senior English. These passing grades, which appeared on the students’ transcripts,
surprised and frustrated the regular English teacher who spent a whole year with a student who
was not performing or participating yet still received credit as a result of a part-time, “off-the-
books” tutored class. The communication between staff was so poor and recordkeeping so
haphazard that the regularly assigned English teacher believed that administrators had
inappropriately manipulated the students’ grades in the teacher’s class. The teacher was unaware
that the students were provided with alternative accommodations that were not in accordance
with normal district practices.
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Quasi-Independent Study

One teacher—who was not an assigned science instructor—provided credit recovery with a
life/physical science course for students who failed the first semester of an environmental
science course taught by one of the school’s primary science teachers. This nontraditional
independent study course satisfied the science graduation requirement, although the curriculum
was entirely in life science rather than in the physical science subject the students had failed. The
class was not listed in the school handbook, and it did not include any classroom teaching. No
records of student attendance or classwork grading were entered in Aeries. There were no tests.
The four students who attended this course reported to the teacher on eight occasions at which
time the teacher would hand out assignments that students would complete on their own time.

The teacher provided the grand jury with sign-in sheets, a handwritten document purporting to
show the grades each student received on assignments, and blank workbook pages the students
were required to complete. OUSD administrators admitted that this make-up course operated
outside the bounds of district best practices. It was especially troubling that there was little to no
interaction between the make-up instructor and the originally assigned science teacher who had
worked with the students throughout the year.

Validation Passes

The grand jury learned that on several occasions students were given credit for failed courses
required for graduation if they passed subsequent courses. For example, some students who
failed the first year of a subject but later passed a second year were presumed to have mastered
the first year and given formal credit, even though the materials in the two courses were
different. Some staff believed this was inappropriate, yet none of the witnesses involved in the
practice indicated that they reached out to district administrators to see whether this was
appropriate. The grand jury was troubled that one staff person denied knowing that credit was
provided in this manner, although the grand jury was later provided documents confirming that
the same staff person approved the decisions to provide credit in this manner.

OUSD Response to Teacher Complaints

Upon receiving the two teachers’ formal complaints about APEX misuse and grading anomalies,
OUSD was required by law to investigate. The grand jury spoke to OUSD investigators and
examined their interview notes and other documents they collected. The jury concluded that the
primary investigator uncovered most of the problems regarding grade and transcript
discrepancies, rule violations, poor practices in the administration of APEX courses, and
examples of suspicious student completion rates and grade assignments in APEX classes.
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They discovered that the privately tutored after-school or make-up classes had none of the usual
documentation regarding course content, assignments or exam grades, or attendance records
that Aeries provides for traditional classes. The investigation appeared to be thorough,
comprehensive, and fair. Concerns were passed on to OUSD superiors.

Based on this internal investigation, the district prepared and issued responses to the teachers
who made the original complaints. Even though the district had received from its investigators
extensive evidence of poor APEX practices, misuse of the online program by some teachers,
inadequate teacher training, insufficient monitoring of student progress, and an environment in
which effective teaching was often practically impossible, it did not relate any of this information
when responding to the original teacher complaints. The formal response denied most of the
allegations and concluded that there was no teacher misconduct.

While the grand jury understands that the investigation involved personnel matters and that
federal law places stringent restrictions on the public release of student records, the responses
were confusing and failed to directly address many of the claims of the complainants. The jury
also recognizes that OUSD’s lack of comprehensive, documented procedures and failures in
APEX training provided little guidance-to and oversight-of teachers assigned to teach APEX
courses. This provided some barriers to punishing staff for unprofessional conduct. In the grand
jury’s opinion, it also led to an unfortunate lack of accountability and unethical behavior.

The situation became more complicated when the complaints became public. During the
summer of 2019, NBC Bay Area conducted its own investigation of the allegations of student
record falsification and published its findings.® As a result, OUSD held a press conference
summarizing the results of its internal investigation which had concluded that there was no
employee misconduct.

Granted, the district was asked to comment on personnel issues and the very delicate issue of
private student records, but their public summary of the investigative results was certainly
incomplete and arguably misleading. While the district acknowledged flaws in the use of APEX
and in the training of APEX teachers and administrators, OUSD found no unearned graduation
of students and no improper supervision of APEX courses. The district did suspend its use of
APEX and hired an outside consultant with expertise in APEX to evaluate what happened at
Castlemont and to make recommendations for appropriate measures to prevent future misuse
of the program.

6 https://www.nbcbayarea.com/investigations/Oakland-High-School-Accused-of-Falsifying-Transcripts-to-Boost-
Students-Grades-559440471.html?akmobile=0
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Why Did This Happen?

The grand jury asked each teacher it interviewed a simple question: “Why do you think this
happened?” They answered unanimously that too many students arrive at Castlemont
unprepared for high school level work. There are many reasons this can occur, but one
mentioned by each witness is a practice called “social promotion.” The term refers to promotion
of students to the next grade who have not satisfied academic requirements or met performance
standards. Accumulating failures result in significant deficiencies of some students upon
entering high school, and they can only graduate if records are finessed.

Research shows that neither social promotion nor repeating a grade, the primary alternatives,
are particularly effective in improving student achievement, preparation for employment, or
further education.

The alternatives to social promotion or repeating a grade
usually recommended by experts include remedial help,
tutoring, early intervention, and specialized or individually

OUSD’s weak internal tailored education. These options are expensive, and the
policies, inadequate

. necessary financial resources and specially trained
training, and lack of . .
oversight allowed some personnel are not readily available.
Castlemont educators to
run roughshod over OUSD struggled with the problem of social promotion in
academic integrity and the past. In 1999, there was a public outcry about the
best practices.

prevalence of the practice, and OUSD set tough standards
for promotion to the next grade. Over 14,000 students
were required to repeat courses in summer school or face
repeating a grade level. Fewer than half of them complied with the requirement. The district
abandoned the policy and promoted the students anyway.

The state-required OUSD Pupil Promotion and Retention Policy, published in the OUSD Student
and Family Handbook 2018 —19, states:

“Effective for the 2016 —17 school year, students will progress through the grade levels by
demonstrating growth in learning and by meeting grade-level standards of expected
student achievement. Students shall be placed at the appropriate grade level based on the
number of credits earned each year in grades 9—12.”

The evidence presented to the grand jury indicates that OUSD is still not enforcing its own pupil
promotion and retention policy.
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CONCLUSION

Public schools should be a place of refuge, a haven where children have the opportunity to learn.
They should be staffed with teachers who have sufficient tools and training to both support and
challenge students. Administrators have the responsibility to oversee both the teachers and
students. There should be standards in place to ensure that the education system is administered
equitably.

The grand jury is disheartened to conclude that some school officials at Castlemont High School,
including a small number of teachers and counselors, misused an online educational program,
unfairly and improperly graded courses and, in some cases, entered grades for tests and courses
never even taken during the 2018—19 academic year for students who were struggling to
graduate. It appears they did it all in the name of qualifying under-performing students for a
diploma. Much of this took place because staff was confronted with educational obstacles that
they were woefully unprepared to correct—too many students were unprepared for the rigors of
high school. Also, truancy was out of control and poorly addressed, perpetuating academic
failures.

OUSD’s weak internal policies, inadequate training, and lack of oversight allowed some
Castlemont educators to run roughshod over academic integrity and best practices. It is difficult
to see how others in the same situation could have done better. Intentional misuse of the grade
recovery programs intended to help struggling students masked the true nature of the problems
that many Castlemont students faced.

OUSD leadership allowed school site staffs’ beliefs and values (which guided staff actions) to
stray from OUSD’s key core values, which include:

e Students First: We support students by providing multiple learning opportunities to
ensure students feel respected and heard.

e Equity: We provide everyone access to what they need to be successful.

e Excellence: We hold ourselves to uncompromising standards to achieve extraordinary
outcomes.

e Integrity: We are honest, trustworthy, and accountable.

It is unfathomable that OUSD administrators were oblivious to the problems at Castlemont and
did not intervene long before whistleblowing teachers reached out to the media in desperation.
Statistical data demonstrating Castlemont’s under-performance, student truancy and rising
graduation rates in the face of poor standardized test results have long been available for district
scrutiny. When OUSD was forced to acknowledge the problems publicly, it wrongly denied there
was misconduct, doing teachers, students, and the public a disservice. OUSD’s investigative
reports failed to acknowledge the severe academic and ethical breakdown occurring at
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Castlemont High. This school and the district that runs it are failing its students. There is no
excuse for awarding a high school diploma to those who do not earn it. The practice of promoting
failing students deprives those students of the education that they deserve and that they need to
succeed in today's world. It cheapens the accomplishments of students who do work hard at
Castlemont. It deprives Oakland and Alameda County of an educated and productive workforce.
It compromises academic equity, undermines a fair system of scholastic evaluation, produces a
disincentive for intellectual honesty, and undermines the civic fabric of Oakland. It is profoundly
unfair to most students who work hard to qualify for a high school diploma.

FINDINGS

Finding 20-1:

Oakland Unified School District’s public comments regarding Castlemont High School's misuse
of APEX and other grade recovery programs misled the public about the severe academic and
ethical breakdowns that occurred at the school.

Finding 20-2:

Oakland Unified School District’s weak internal policies, inadequate training, and lack of
oversight enabled some Castlemont High School teachers of onsite make-up courses and credit
recovery tutorials to run roughshod over academic integrity and best practices.

Finding 20-3:

Oakland Unified School District’s policies on administration of APEX Learning online credit
recovery courses were inadequate to ensure consistent and appropriate application of APEX and
allowed abuse by a small number of teachers and counselors at Castlemont High School.

Finding 20-4:
APEX teachers received little or no training in the proper use and administration of APEX
courses and of the grading of students in those courses.

Finding 20-5:

Extraordinarily high truancy rates at Castlemont High School and insufficient administrator
intervention made it impossible for habitually truant students to receive the required
educational experience.

Finding 20-6:

Some long-standing OUSD students arrive at Castlemont High School unprepared for high
school level work due to being repeatedly promoted in earlier grades without meeting the
district’s requirements for promotion.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation 20-1:
The Oakland Unified School District must develop and enforce appropriate policies and
practices for onsite make-up courses to correct the failures noted in this report. Specifically:
e Onsite teacher-designed make-up courses must be included in course lists and available
to all failing students.
e Credit must only be given for make-up classes in the same subject as the failed course.
e Credit toward a required number of subject units cannot be given for the same semester
course taken twice.
e Course curricula and assignments must be administratively reviewed.
e Aeries records must include attendance data and progress through the recovery course as
in regular courses.
e Credit cannot be awarded for failed courses based on subsequent courses that were
passed.

Recommendation 20-2:

The Oakland Unified School District must implement specific controls to ensure all APEX
learning complies with recommended APEX policy, procedures, and best practices. At a
minimum:

e Limit the number of courses taken simultaneously.

e Require all quizzes and exams be proctored on campus.

e Confine APEX classes to one subject.

e Prohibit enrollment in the same traditional and APEX classes at the same time.

e Require a minimum number of online hours within a minimum number of weeks of
instruction not restricted entirely to quizzes and exams.

e Ensure teachers do not coach students through pretests, quizzes and exams.

Recommendation 20-3:

Teachers of APEX courses must be credentialed in the subject of the course and must be trained
in APEX Learning’s published best practices for teaching the classes, in using pretests for
customizing course curricula, in making graded assignments, and in grading quizzes, exams and
classes using progress and proficiency scores produced by the APEX program. The exercise of
teacher discretion in assigning grades for APEX courses must be strictly regulated by school site
administrators.

Recommendation 20-4:

Castlemont High School administrators must put in place and rigorously enforce robust
procedures to track and control excessive student absences, consistent with the Oakland Unified
School District’s standards and the California Education Code. When local efforts fail to
ameliorate truancy, cases should be referred to the Alameda County Truancy Court. Graduation
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of students with chronic absenteeism resulting in failures in required courses must be
prohibited, until those courses are properly passed.

Recommendation 20-5:

District-wide procedures must be developed and implemented to consistently enforce OUSD’s
existing Pupil Promotion and Retention Policy that prevents students from being promoted into
grades for which they are insufficiently prepared.

REQUEST FOR RESPONSES

Pursuant to California Penal Code sections 933 and 933.05, the grand jury requests each
entity or individual named below to respond to the enumerated Findings and
Recommendations within specific statutory guidelines, no later than 9o days from the
public release date of this report.

Responses to Findings shall be either:
eAgree
«Disagree Wholly, with an explanation
«Disagree Partially, with an explanation

Responses to Recommendations shall be one the following:
«Has been implemented, with a brief summary of the implementation actions

+Will be implemented, with an implementation schedule

«Requires further analysis, with an explanation and the scope and parameters of
an analysis or study, and a completion date that is not more than 6 months after
the issuance of this report

«Will not be implemented because it is not warranted or is not reasonable, with
an explanation

RESPONSES REQUIRED

OUSD Superintendent Findings 20-1 through 20-6
Recommendations 20-1 through 20-5
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ALAMEDA HEALTH SYSTEM:
LOOMING INSOLVENCY OF A CRITICAL COUNTY SAFETY NET

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Alameda Health System (AHS) is an integrated public health care system established by Alameda
County to meet the county’s state-mandated health care obligations. As an independent hospital
authority, AHS is operated by an Executive Leadership Team (AHS administration) which
reports to a governing Board of Trustees (AHS trustees) appointed by the county Board of
Supervisors (BOS).

AHS’s June 30, 2019 audited financial statements show AHS having a negative net worth
(i.e., what AHS owes is more than what AHS owns) of $300.6 million. AHS’s internal budget
documents report a “balanced” budget for the year ending June 30, 2020; yet, the same
documents show AHS having a cash deficit of approximately $144 million. AHS’s forecasts for
the years ending June 30, 2021 and 2022 show continued annual cash deficits of $123 million
and $82 million, respectively, with deficits for the years 2019 through 2022 totaling
$453 million—prior to the additional expenses and lost revenue now projected as a result of the
Coronavirus pandemic. AHS’s negative net worth together with the substantial and continuing
cash deficits raise the grand jury’s concern as to the continued operation of AHS.

AHS and the county have shared a joint mission for nearly
?5 years: to prqwde quality he:althcare to' the c.ounty S As one wines
indigent population. However, since AHS’s inception, the indicated, “it’s not about
relationship between the parties has had a tension derived the money. It’s about the
substantially from the parties’ failure to balance AHS’s political will and

R . . (i L k
responsibility for operational control of AHS with the tocl?;}llp C?eigégng_yl ilf;leie

county’s health service mandate and its allegiance to other decisions cannot

constituencies. continue to be “kicked
down the road.” The
future of a critical

The AHS administration, AHS trustees and BOS share county safety net is at
responsibility for the financial health of AHS. While the stake.

three parties have held joint meetings about AHS financial
challenges, those meetings have not resulted in a viable
plan to return AHS to financial health. The parties’ goals
are straightforward: the county must meet its statutory
obligations to provide medical care to indigent county residents; AHS must operate the hospital
system to provide that medical care as efficiently and transparently as possible. If resources
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prove insufficient, AHS and the county need to identify and agree on the scope of services and
on the least politically damaging way to provide them—by cutting back on services, increasing
the county’s financial support, or some combination of the two. Both parties then will need to
present a uniform public face in support of that decision.

An improved relationship between the county and AHS is necessary to focus on defining a
reasonable scope of the care to be offered by AHS, along with AHS reducing expenses and
achieving revenue targets. As one witness indicated, “It’s not about the money. It’s about the
political will and competency to make the tough decisions.” Put another way, resolution will
require the parties to make difficult decisions which appear to have been avoided or delayed to
please special interests. These decisions cannot continue to be “kicked down the road.” The
future of a critical county safety net is at stake.

BACKGROUND

Historically, public hospitals are where the indigent, poor and uninsured seek health care.
Alameda County has operated public hospitals for more than 100 years: Alameda County
Infirmary (now Fairmont Hospital) in San Leandro accepted its first patient in 1864 and
Oakland’s Highland Hospital opened in 1927. In 1933, the obligation of all California counties to
provide health care to indigent, poor and uninsured county residents (safety net health care) was
codified in California Welfare and Institutions Code section 17000.

The county merged its two public hospitals and three clinics into Alameda County Medical
Center in 1991. Shortly thereafter, the BOS sought a new governance structure for the medical
center that would allow it to be more efficient and cost-effective in a shifting, competitive market;
they settled on a public hospital authority model. In 1996, enabling legislation and associated
revisions to California Health and Safety Code section 17000 permitted the county to establish
an independent public hospital authority to manage, administer and control the Alameda County
Medical Center and to meet the county’s safety net health care obligations. The BOS formally
handed legal control and governance of the medical center to the newly formed authority—now
known as Alameda Health System—in July 1998. Currently, AHS operates five hospitals
(Fairmont, Highland, Alameda, San Leandro and John George Psychiatric) and four wellness
centers with over 800 beds and 1,000 physicians.

Relationship Between AHS and Alameda County

Although separate legal entities, Alameda County and AHS are inextricably linked. The formal
relationship between them is controlled by the enabling laws and agreements that govern AHS’s
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creation.! AHS is operated by the AHS administration which reports to the AHS trustees. The
BOS controls the AHS bylaws and appoints the AHS trustees.

The AHS bylaws give the trustees the “responsibility to manage, administer and control AHS
including but not limited to all matters pertaining to quality of care....” The AHS trustees are
obligated to fulfill specific duties and responsibilities related to budget, contracts, personnel,
services, accountability, and reporting. Two budget-related responsibilities set out in the bylaws
are noteworthy:

e Adopt a balanced budget by June 30 for the following fiscal year.

e Strive to maintain a balanced budget, making adjustments to offset unanticipated
expenditures or unrealized revenues as needed.

History of Financial Interactions

All public health systems have issues with funding. In addition to county funding, these systems
rely heavily on federal (e.g., Medicaid and Medicare) and state (e.g., Medi-Cal) funding
programs, the rules of which are volatile. AHS’s funding issues are further exacerbated by
California having one of the lowest Medicaid reimbursement rates in the country, and by the
high cost of labor in Alameda County.

AHS has an annual operating budget of approximately $1.1 billion. Alameda County provides
approximately $200 million annually to AHS, including approximately $120 million from
Measure A funds and $80 million in service contracts. In 2004, the county’s voters passed
Measure A, a ten-year half-a-percent increase in its sales tax, to provide annual funding for
medical and mental health services to the county’s indigent, low-income and uninsured
residents. The measure was renewed in 2014 for another 15 years. AHS receives 75% of the
generated funds; in FY2019 (July 2018— June 2019), AHS received approximately $123 million
in Measure A funding. In addition, in FY2020, the county has approximately $81 million in
service contracts with AHS: $43 million to provide health care services through AHS public
hospitals and wellness centers, and $38 million to provide mental health services at John George
Psychiatric Hospital.

Alameda County also has financed specific projects for AHS. For example, it issued and pays the
interest on approximately $600 million in bonds for construction of the Highland Hospital Acute
Care Tower. The county also is providing up to $70 million of designated capital funds over ten
years to help support AHS’s $240 million Epic Electronic Health Records project.

! The enabling laws and agreements include Assembly Bill 2374 (1996); California Health and Safety Code section
101850; Alameda County Administrative Code Chapter 2.120; three agreements (“transfer documents”) known as
the master contract, the services agreement and the lease agreement; and the AHS Bylaws.
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Outstanding Debt with Alameda County Consolidated Treasury

In the early 2000’s, AHS faced significant cash shortfalls and borrowed from the Alameda
County Consolidated Treasury, accumulating a $200 million debt, referred to by the parties as
the “Net Negative Balance” (NNB). In 2004, the BOS placed a $200 million limit on borrowing
by AHS and established a repayment schedule. The debt repayment schedule called for a
reduction of the $200 million limit to $70 million by June 30, 2016.

In 2013 and 2014, AHS again faced significant cash shortfalls, mostly due to inefficient billing
and health records systems, as well as the cost of acquiring and operating financially struggling
San Leandro and Alameda hospitals. In response, AHS and the county replaced the existing
repayment agreement with the current Permanent Agreement in April 2016. The Permanent
Agreement revised the 2016 debt limit from $70 million to $145 million and required that the
debt limit be paid down by $5 million per year to $50 million in June 2034. The Permanent
Agreement allows AHS, with county authorization, to exceed the annual debt limit by up to $50
million during the fiscal year if the annual debt limit is met by the end of the fiscal year.

The Permanent Agreement also specifies a

— W series of financial planning and reporting
. | requirements. Perhaps most importantly,
iz 1| AHS is expected to immediately notify the
e BOS, the AHS trustees, the county auditor-
Hospital controller and the county administrator if it
believes it cannot meet the Agreement’s
repayment schedule. In that circumstance,
AHS’s chief executive officer, the county
=8 odministrator and the county auditor-
controller are directed to develop a financial
and operational “turnaround” plan detailing
how AHS can avoid or mitigate the problem.
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2015 Grand Jury Report on AHS

In June 2015, the Alameda County Grand Jury published a report titled “Alameda Health System
Governance and Oversight.” The report focused on AHS’s 2014 fiscal crisis—the need for a cash
infusion of approximately $220 million to maintain financial stability—and the governance and
management issues that contributed to the crisis. That grand jury found that the fiscal crisis had
been worsened because of ineffective oversight of AHS finances by the AHS trustees and the
BOS. It also concluded the lack of transparent communication between AHS and the county
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delayed the crafting of a comprehensive solution. AHS and the county both disagreed, in whole
or in part, with the grand jury’s findings but indicated they were implementing the jury’s
recommendations to address reporting and communication issues.

Déja Vu All Over Again?

This year’s grand jury was introduced to AHS during orientation sessions with several AHS
executive managers as well as county elected officials and

employees familiar with AHS. Statements made during the

orientation sessions indicated AHS is experiencing issues Political pressure by

strikingly similar to those reported by the grand jury in 2015. some county

In particular, the grand jury was told AHS has a $100 million | supervisors hag
interfered with AHS

liability coming due and does not have the cash to pay it; AHS operations and

characterizes its budget as “balanced” when it is not; the efforts to control

relationship between the AHS trustees and the BOS is costs.

“problematic;” and, most incredibly, AHS’s debt with the

county could balloon to over $500 million by June 2022. The

grand jury asked itself: Are these statements accurate? And, if so, given the balanced budget
requirement in the AHS bylaws, the financial reporting and oversight responsibilities under the
Permanent Agreement and the supposed implementation of the 2015 grand jury’s
recommendations, how could this situation have arisen — again?

INVESTIGATION

During the course of our investigation, the grand jury heard testimony from current and former
AHS trustees and members of the AHS administration, current Alameda County supervisors and
current and former staff in the county’s Health Care Services Agency (HCSA) and Auditor-
Controller Agency. The jury also reviewed numerous documents, correspondence, and other
materials related to AHS finances, with a focus on FY2017 through FY2020, including:

e AHS governing documents.

e The 2016 Permanent Agreement on repayment of AHS’s debt to the Alameda County
Consolidated Treasury.

e AHS preliminary and final budgets for FY2017 through FY2020.
e Meeting minutes, notes, as well as associated documents and presentation materials for
selected meetings of the BOS, BOS Health Committee, AHS trustees, and AHS Finance

Committee. The grand jury reviewed audio and video recordings of some of these
meetings.
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e Correspondence among AHS administration, AHS trustees, BOS and county staff.
e Recent independent audits and consulting reports related to the financial status of AHS.

e The 2014—2015 Alameda County Grand Jury report on AHS.

Is AHS Facing Another Financial Crisis?

The grand jury first wanted to determine the correctness of the comments about AHS’s financial
situation: AHS presents its budget as “balanced” when it is not; AHS has a $100 million liability
coming due but does not have the cash to pay; and AHS’s debt balance with the county could
balloon to over $500 million by June 2022.

Operating Budget and Efficiency

Although giving the AHS trustees the specific responsibility to adopt and maintain a balanced
budget, AHS defines the term as a balanced operating
budget—a balance of the revenue and expenses needed

ROy witnesses testified to operate AHS day to day. AHS’s definition excludes

that AHS’s use of a balanced changes in both revenue and expense reserves which
operating budget does not would normally be included in calculating a balanced
adequately represent the budget. The grand jury heard from AHS witnesses that
%lﬁ?{gc{fﬂlﬁ (l’glutgg ;(’)f these items are excluded because they are transactions
B nisions between the beyond AHS’s control. County witnesses disagreed and
parties, particularly testified that AHS’s use of a balanced operating budget
between county staff and does not adequately represent the actual financial

= 1S, position of AHS, which contributes to the tensions

between the parties, particularly between county staff
and AHS.

AHS’s operating revenue comes from patient services and supplemental federal, state and county
payments, including Measure A funding. Almost 80% of AHS’s operating expenses are employee
wages and benefits, and physician contract services. The other 20% of operating expenses
include pharmaceuticals, medical and other supplies, equipment leases and the like.

To measure its operating budget performance, AHS focuses on EBIDA (Earnings Before Interest,
Depreciation and Amortization) and the EBIDA Margin (EBIDA + Total Operating Revenue).
The EBIDA Margin is a measure of short-term operational efficiency or profitability—the higher
the margin, the more profitable AHS’s operations. Witness testimony maintained that a realistic
EBIDA Margin for a public hospital system like AHS is in the 6% to 8% range, that even 3%
might be considered “healthy.”
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For each of the three most recently completed fiscal years, FY2017 through FY2019, the AHS
trustees approved a balanced operating budget with a positive EBIDA Margin (see Table 1). The
end-of-year actuals indicate that AHS was more profitable than expected in FY2017 and FY2019
but less profitable in FY2018.

Table 1: Revenue and Expense Statement for FY2017—-19

(dollars in millions)

FY2017 FY2018 FY2019

Actual Budget | Variance | Actual | Budget |Variance | Actual | Budget | Variance

Net Revenue § 971,991 § 925256 51% $1,008197 $1,020624  -1.2% $1,062,607 $1,058,365 0.4%
Operating Expenses  § 919,584 § 878,096 47% § 992672 § 991173 02% $1011134 §1026444  -15%
EBDA § 52407 § 47,160 111% § 15525 § 20451  473% § 51473 § 3191 613%

EBIDA Margin 54% 51% 1.5% 2.9% 4.8% 3.0%

While annual operating performance is informative, the grand jury found that it belies the
challenges and the internal tensions that the AHS trustees and administration face while trying
to generate revenue and control expenses month to month. For example, by February 2018, a
six-month trend of below-budget operating performance led the AHS Finance Committee to
request that the AHS administration provide more detailed monthly financial reports, and
implement a financial action plan to achieve a balanced budget in FY2018. Without the trustees’
diligent financial oversight and the administration’s successful “Back to Budget” plan, AHS’s
financial results for FY2018 might have been much worse. Similarly, by Fall 2018, AHS expected
to receive significantly less supplemental revenue than budgeted. Again, AHS had to closely
monitor and aggressively reduce operating expenses by $15 million to achieve a balanced
operating budget for FY2019.

The grand jury considered evidence that the following internal issues contributed to AHS’s
financial challenges and tensions over the past few years:

e Late or erroneous patient billings and delayed or late collection efforts resulted in lost
revenue. Mismanaged billings and collections were attributed to AHS’s inefficient and
ineffective reporting systems. The implementation of the Epic system should greatly
relieve these concerns.
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Service claims declined by Alameda County and/or the state of California were not
analyzed by AHS for appeal, potentially resulting in lost revenue. This issue also was
attributed to AHS’s poor, inefficient and ineffective reporting systems. Implementation
of the Epic system should greatly relieve these concerns.

AHS’s contractual rates with the county HCSA for provision of behavioral health services
were never adjusted to reflect current and expected costs of delivering such services. In
addition, AHS has not drawn down the full value of the contract in the past seven years.
These practices resulted in lost revenue to AHS that is now being remedied by the county.

Labor costs, which account for over three-quarters of AHS’s operating expenses, are high
and an increasing percentage of total operating expense (see Table 2). AHS must negotiate
separate contracts with 18 different labor unions, which is time consuming, expensive and
limits its negotiating flexibility.

Table 2: AHS Labor Costs
(dollars in millions)
ACTUAL BUDGET
2018 2019 2020

Contracted Physician Services $ 89,177 $ 92,419 $ 88,692
Other Labor $ 685855 $ 702,110 $ 734,267

Total Labor Expense $ 775,032 $ 794,529 $ 822,959

Total Operating Expenses  $1,009,196 $1,021,832  $1,053,610

Contracted Physician Services 8.8% 9.0% 8.4%
Other Labor 68.0% 68.7% 69.7%
Total Labor Expense 76.8% 77.8% 78.1%

The grand jury also considered evidence that the following issues, which directly or indirectly
involved the county, also contributed to AHS’s financial challenges and tensions over the past
few years:

Alameda and San Leandro Hospitals were incorporated into AHS. Each hospital was
labeled a “loss leader” generating higher expenses than revenue.

Political pressure by some county supervisors has interfered with AHS operations and

efforts to control costs. The grand jury heard evidence of a county supervisor appearing
at a hearing concerning a contentious AHS labor negotiation dressed in the uniform of
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the involved labor union. Another example occurred after AHS voted to defer
approximately $20 million in seismic work at Alameda Hospital, the result of which
would have been to reduce services. The grand jury heard testimony that a county
supervisor’s public opposition was a significant factor in AHS reversing its decision and
incurring that cost.

e AHS assumed the highest-cost (Class A) office space previously leased by the county in
San Leandro. The grand jury was told that a lease for comparable lower-cost (Class B)
space may have saved AHS $3 million in rent.

e The county reclaims its non-federal share of Medi-Cal supplemental reimbursements to
AHS, asserting that share is funded by AHS’s Measure A funds. The resulting loss of
revenue significantly widens the gap between Medi-Cal coverage and AHS’s actual cost of
care.

e Excessive overstay in AHS facilities of otherwise dischargeable patients with no
placement options (e.g., homeless) resulted in an estimated unbudgeted cost of
$28 million to AHS in FY2019. The grand jury learned that the county has committed to
work with AHS on this issue and to increase the availability of respite beds and other
placement options.

e AHS has filed a lawsuit against the county and Alameda County Employees’ Retirement
Association (ACERA) regarding current pension liabilities along with those dating back
to the formation of AHS. A member of the BOS Health Committee is also on the ACERA
board. These factors add to the tensions between AHS and county. The grand jury did
not investigate this issue because of the pending litigation.

The harbinger of significant AHS operating losses materialized by early 2019. In February 2019,
AHS’s interim chief financial officer reported to the Finance Committee:

The additional cost [of Epic training and support] as well as [an estimated $33 million
decline in] supplemental revenues will put a significant strain on finances in the coming
year. As you can see, without changes going forward, the EBIDA Margin is quickly
shrinking. This gives a glimpse into the challenges that AHS will face when preparing
the 2020 budget.

In fact, throughout the spring of 2019, AHS’s “quickly shrinking” EBIDA Margin was forecast to

turn negative for the first half of 2020—AHS operations would start losing money within six
months unless significant expense reduction measures were instituted.

40



2019—2020 Alameda County Grand Jury Final Report

After an arduous and extended FY2020 budgeting process, the AHS trustees approved a
balanced FY2020 operating budget in September 2019. However, AHS forecasts for FY2021 and
FY2022 reflected significant operating losses of more than $50 million per year (see Table 3).
Worse yet, the forecasted operating losses will be further aggravated by the Coronavirus
pandemic, which is projected as a weekly loss of $2—$3 million.

Table 3: Revenue and Expense Projections for FY2020—22

(dollars in millions)

FORECAST
BUDGET
FY2020 FY2021 FY2022
Net Revenue $1,082,445 $1,009,489 $1,029,678

Operating Expenses  $1,041,773 $1,063,156 $1,094,565
EBIDA $ 40672 $ (53,667) $ (64,887)

EBIDA Margin 3.8% -5.3% -6.3%

Cash Needs and Growing Debt

Simply put, AHS’s annual operating expenses are just a portion of its overall financial
obligations. Additional cash is needed for liabilities AHS committed to in prior years. Many of
AHS’s prior-year liabilities have been carried on its books for years, awaiting the completion of
government audits and formal requests for payment. AHS now expects those significant
liabilities to come due over the next few years but has no way to pay them.

Under the 2016 Permanent Agreement, if AHS has an outstanding debt with the county, all AHS
cash receipts are deposited daily into the Alameda County Consolidated Treasury. AHS draws
on the treasury to pay its bills up to the debt limit set by the Permanent Agreement. The debt
limit was $130 million as of June 30, 2019 and decreases by $5 million per year through
June 30, 2034.

In March 2019, AHS was informed that California intended to request reimbursement of $99.6
million by December 2020, for the state’s 2008—2015 overpayments to AHS on Medi-Cal
Waiver claims. The AHS Finance Committee noted, in April 2019, that “[w]hile we have reserved
for these issues from a financial statement perspective, we do not have cash put aside for this
issue.” This highlights a continuing dilemma and disagreement between AHS and the county:
the difference between financial statement reserves and actual cash reserves. The grand jury
heard from county witnesses that AHS has the ability, and was advised by the county, to set aside
cash reserves to pay prior-year liabilities. In contrast, AHS witnesses testified that, while AHS
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can reserve for liabilities in their financial statements,
it does not have an ability to set aside cash reserves
because all cash is taken by the county and applied
against AHS’s outstanding debt to the county. The
reality is, regardless of who is correct, there is no cash
reserved to pay for this liability.

AHS’s FY2019 year-end financial report lists prior-year
liabilities totaling $200 million, including the $99.6
million to California. These liabilities were not
included in the FY2019 debt-balance -calculation
because AHS had not received a formal request for
repayment. Instead, following usual practice, the
liabilities were just moved forward to the FY2020
forecast.

As of early 2020, AHS expects the prior liabilities to come due over the next few years. The
combined cash deficits from FY2019 through FY2022 are forecast to total almost $453 million

Many of AHS’s
prior-year liabilities have
been carried on
its books for years, awaiting
the completion
of government audits
and formal requests for
payment. AHS now
expects those significant
liabilities to come
due over the next few
years but has
no way to
pay them.

(see Table 4).
Table 4: AHS Cash Forecast for FY2019—22
(dollars in millions)
ACTUAL BUDGET FORECAST 2019 through
2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2022
Cash From (To)
Operafions § 15525 § 51472 § 40671 &  (53667) §  (64,887)
OherCash § 64884 § (153207) § (185691) §  (69827) §  (17.467)
Total Cash Surplus
(Deficit) § 80409 § (101735) § (145020) $ (123494) §  (82354) § (452,03
Line of Credit At
June30 §  (62483) §  (83622) § (228399) § (351047) §  (433759)

The cash required to cover anticipated operating losses and pay prior-year liabilities is projected,
in the worst case, to plummet AHS into a severe cash deficit and violate the debt limit
(i.e., Net Negative Balance) set forth in the Permanent Agreement (see following Chart [Source:
AHS]).
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AHS Reporting Obligations

Under the Permanent Agreement, AHS is required to report on the financial status of its
operations to the BOS Health Committee at the committee’s regularly scheduled monthly
meeting. However, AHS makes quarterly, not monthly, reports to the BOS Health Committee.

AHS is supposed to work with the county HCSA, the County Administrator’s Office, and the
county Auditor-Controller Agency to provide relevant financial and operational information in
its regular reports to the BOS Health Committee, including AHS’s ability to meet its debt limit
with the county. The grand jury learned that AHS does not engage county staff to ensure the
information in its reports is relevant to the county. The grand jury was told the BOS Health
Committee and county staff typically receive AHS reports the day of a committee meeting,
leaving little time to review the report prior to presentation and discussion. Witnesses also told
the grand jury that the numbers presented in AHS financial reports were “volatile” and
“inconsistent.”

The relevance and timeliness of AHS’s financial reporting became a contentious issue in Spring
2019.
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AHS and Alameda County Responses to the 2019—2020 Fiscal Crisis

AHS began the FY2020 budgeting process in early 2019 facing projected operating losses and
needing to repay significant prior-year liabilities. The grand jury was particularly interested in
how AHS and the county responded, given that the relationship between the AHS trustees and
the BOS had been described as “problematic.”

AHS Budgeting for FY2020

The initial draft FY2020 operating budget, in March 2019, projected a loss of $88.3 million and
an EBIDA Margin of -7.1%. The AHS trustees, required by the bylaws to adopt a balanced budget,
advised the AHS administration to target a marginally profitable EBIDA Margin in the range of
1.47% to 2.8%. To achieve that target, between $86.2 and $99.6 million in savings had to be
found. AHS worked to identify potential revenue sources and expense reduction options that
could achieve the FY2020 EBIDA target. Options considered, among others, included staff wage
freezes, furloughs, benefits restructure, elimination of discretionary expenses (such as travel),
requesting [county] resources to support difficult patient placement, and service
reductions/eliminations of lower margin programs such as primary care at Alameda Hospital,
women’s health services, and neonatal intensive care (NICU).

By June 2019, the projected budget gap was down to $25-$30
million. The AHS administration proposed to further reduce
the gap by cutting the previously identified lower-margin
services. The AHS trustees and the county objected to the

elimination of these services and agreed to a two-month delay N .. 2rng >
s Aonam\ento
in the submission of a balanced budget that would avoid such Bl Chd dauxe proig

service cuts. A balanced operating budget ultimately was
accomplished through an unexpected windfall from several
state and county programs totaling approximately $60 million.

EMERGENCY ~>

The final FY2020 operating budget was approved by the AHS _Eme
trustees on September 26, 2019. It projected annual operating é
income of $28.8 million and an EBIDA Margin of 3.8%. Both
operating revenue and expenses were budgeted to be higher
than in any previous year.

Alameda Health System
Communications and Posturing

Throughout the FY2020 budgeting process in the spring and summer of 2019, AHS and the
county publicly praised each other and emphasized the need to work together to solve AHS’s
financial crisis. But an underlying tension was evident in both sides readily pointing out
shortcomings of the other and, in doing so, were often prone to old biases and posturing.
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Once the magnitude of its financial crisis became apparent, AHS recognized the need to
communicate the situation to its funders and stakeholders, including the county. On March 11,
2019, at a regularly scheduled update to the BOS Health Committee, AHS reported that current
and future supplemental funding uncertainty, pension costs, debt, and lack of cash reserves were
significant concerns. As required by the Permanent Agreement, on March 15, 2019, AHS advised
the BOS Health Committee and the county administrator that AHS expected to settle the
$99.6 million Medi-Cal waiver claim against it in FY2020, which would likely exceed AHS’s
available cash and violate the debt limit with the county.

Notwithstanding these unsettling prospects, the grand jury was told only one substantive
meeting took place between the parties over the next six weeks. That meeting occurred on
April 3, 2019, when AHS met with the chair of the BOS Health Committee and delivered the
message:

We [AHS] fully expect that we will not be able to remain in compliance with our
Permanent Agreement with the County next year. We foresee the need to partner with
the County to share details of the efforts we are taking to close the gap and asking for
your help in whatever you may be able to offer, including a temporary suspension of the
Permanent Agreement or broader renegotiation.

On May 22, 2019, AHS again met with the BOS Health Committee, county administrator, county
auditor-controller, and the county HCSA Director to confer on the reasons for AHS’s expected
noncompliance with the Permanent Agreement in FY2020.

Two weeks later, on June 4, 2019, the BOS summarized their concerns about the depth and scale
of the structural financial problems in a letter to the AHS trustees:

While AHS informed the County of challenges related to balancing its FY 2019—20
budget and need to repay prior year Medicaid Waiver overpayments...it was only after
additional questioning that AHS disclosed a major structural deterioration in financial
performance that is not limited to the FY 2019—20 budget....AHS projects its forecasted
[debt with the county] to be over $572 million in FY 2021—22....[which] would result in
AHS being out of compliance with the Permanent Agreement by over $457 million at the
end of FY 2021—22.

After the County’s request for additional data, AHS disclosed a long-range
forecast...that shows AHS’s operating cash flow declining from a $46 million
surplus in FY 2018—19 to a $169 million deficit in FY 2021—22....This forecast is
radically different than the last long-range forecast shared with the County...in
January 2018 when [AHS] was seeking approval for a financing plan related to
the Epic Electronic Health Records [project]....
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Unfortunately, AHS did not fully disclose its structural financial challenges and

forecasts during its regularly scheduled updates to the County’s Health
Committee. Given the lack of transparency and timely information from AHS
regarding the scope of its structural financial problems, as well as widely
differing financial forecasts...the County had no alternative but to retain
[on May 21, 2019] independent consultants...to evaluate AHS’s fiscal condition
and validate the information provided by AHS to the County.

In the next regularly scheduled quarterly update to the BOS Health Committee, on June 10,
2019, AHS again advised that the forecast $99.6 million recoupment from prior-year Medi-Cal
waivers threatened AHS’s ability to meet the $125 million debt limit in FY2020. Also, that AHS’s
options to eliminate the remaining $25—$30 million FY2020 budget gap were to discontinue
lower-margin programs including psychiatric emergency services, women’s services, and well-
baby and NICU services.

Later that same day, the AHS chief executive officer sent an email to all AHS employees staking
out AHS’s position vis-a-vis the county:

These changes [i.e., declining supplemental revenue] pose a greater threat to Alameda
Health System as they are exacerbated by other financial burdens we already bear with
Alameda County including repayment of structural debt that has existed since our
inception, pension costs, and no general fund support from the county that is normally
available to other comprehensive public health systems like AHS....

Despite our aggressive efforts to reduce expenses by nearly $15M in
FY19...0operating expenses will further outpace revenue growth in the foreseeable
future unless there are significant changes in Medi-Cal rates and the financial
structural relationship between Alameda Health System and the County of
Alameda [emphasis added]....

...without additional local support our Board is faced with only the tough choices
to honor AHS’s obligations to the County to produce a balanced budget, which
includes continuing to meet AHS’s debt payment to the County, through a
combination of cutting wages and/or benefits, reducing or even eliminating vital
community services, and even closing facilities....The Board will be considering
these service eliminations for the FY20 budget to take effect as of January 2020
if we are unable to secure additional financial support from our funding
partners.

Two days later, on June 12, 2019, AHS went public with its position and published a trustee-
authored editorial in the local press. The editorial echoed much of the AHS chief executive
officer’s email to AHS employees:
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[The county’s] support has always been necessary for AHS to survive, but it has become
increasingly insufficient as other reimbursement programs decline or grow at a pace
that hasn’t kept up with the inflationary growth in expenses.... In other counties, public
health systems receive substantial county general funds to help cover these costs.
Alameda Health System does not....

The AHS Board welcomes the opportunity to partner with the county to find
creative solutions to shore up the fiscal foundation for AHS. Options could include
debt forgiveness, state and federal advocacy to increase funding for AHS, and
strategic investments in services that address social factors such as adequate
housing and nutrition that disproportionately impact a number of our patients...

Now, more than ever, it is imperative that we look to our county partners to help
to identify additional funding that will help Alameda Health System continue
fulfilling this mission next year and for the years to come.

The county reacted quickly with responses reflecting its long-standing claims about AHS’s lack
of transparency, inaccurate financial reporting, and blame-shifting. On June 13, 2019, a county
supervisor and the HCSA director each had statements read to the AHS Finance Committee. The
supervisor’s statement said, in part:

...at this critical time, instead of working together, the [AHS] administration’s foremost
purpose seems to be to shift the blame [and] create dissension between its employees
and its board with the county. I also question the administration’s lack of transparency
and the unwillingness to acknowledge its own past errors and ongoing operational
issues which have cost the system millions of dollars. In fact, while the CEO was
advocating [at the] June 10 Health Committee for cooperation, he was sending the
memo...to everyone but the county and blaming [the county] for the current crisis.

Similarly, the HCSA director’s statement said, in part:

[W]e are concerned about recent communications to the employees and physicians at
AHS and the broader community through this week’s media efforts to cast blame on the
county...these challenges require partnership, not provocation...I am disappointed and
deeply concerned by the budget proposal before you today....

Last year, [the AHS Chief Executive Officer] and I initiated regular meetings
between AHS and HCSA executive teams to align on key initiatives and problem-
solve on issues that arise. AHS financial issues have not been the topic of these
conversations...none of the other proposals before you have been the topic of our
joint conversations....We've held comprehensive conversations about these
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initiatives [to reduce unnecessarily long hospital stays] and [are surprised] to
hear that we are being held out as the problem....

HCSA has engaged [an outside “HCSA consultant”] to assess the situation at AHS.
We believe we can find ways to improve financial performance and are investing
in this health check to reach a diagnosis that will keep our valuable public health
system in service to our community.

A day later, on June 14, at a BOS town hall meeting, two county supervisors publicly condemned
AHS’s lack of transparency and timely information and implied that AHS executive salaries were
excessive.

On June 27, 2019, the county auditor-controller wrote AHS saying, in part:

As AHS is aware, the County has contracted with [the HCSA consultant] to conduct an
independent assessment of AHS due to the serious concerns the County has regarding
the accuracy of the financial information provided by AHS, and the reported structural
financial crisis that AHS predicts will continue to worsen over the upcoming fiscal
years.... My office is retaining the services of [an outside “Auditor-Controller
consultant”]...to provide a separate review...of AHS’s overall fiscal condition.

Finally, also on June 27, the BOS wrote to the AHS trustees, saying “As you know the County has
engaged [the HCSA consultant] to help us assess the financial situation at AHS. ... We feel
strongly that the Board of Trustees should retain its own outside health care consultant and that
this consultant should report directly to the Board of Trustees.”

Themes Defining the Relationship

As exemplified by the communications detailed above and expanded by witness testimony before
the grand jury, AHS and the county consistently reiterate long-standing differences of
perspective on their relationship and sources of AHS’s financial problems.

AHS themes include:

e AHS’s outstanding debts arose long ago and were not incurred by current AHS
management;

e Alameda County has an obligation to support AHS financially through good times and
bad, like most other counties do for their public hospitals;

e Unlike other counties, Alameda County does not provide general fund support to AHS;
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e The long-standing debtor-creditor financial structure for county support does not work:
AHS desires to renegotiate the terms of the Permanent Agreement; and

e The political agenda of some county supervisors has interfered with AHS’s ability to
efficiently manage its operations.

The county’s themes include:

A strong distrust of the accuracy, transparency and timeliness of AHS’s financial
information resulting in the retention of multiple outside consultants “to figure out what
is going on”;

e A belief that AHS administration is not always up to par, is resistant to change and
engages in sloppy business practices;

e An unwillingness by certain county supervisors to consider AHS’s proposals to reduce
operational costs if that reduction is opposed by those supervisors’ constituencies; and

e A conviction that AHS’s share of Measure A funds is equivalent to general fund support
of AHS and should be used to address specific AHS cash deficits and supplemental
revenue needs.

One theme on which AHS and the county seem to agree, perhaps for different reasons, emerged
through witness testimony: the governance structure of AHS is problematic and needs to be
revisited and strengthened in order for the parties to better understand and respect each other’s
governance and operational roles.

Evidence considered
raised the question

What’s Happened Since the FY2020 Budget Was
Approved in September 2019?

th djury: . C 1 .
Jg)(;‘n A‘;% ZZ e#ﬁ%y The HCSPT consultant report on AHS’s financial situation was
repay its debt to the released in October 2019 and focused on John George
county? Even with Psychiatric Hospital. The report stated that AHS’s initial and
Qg oparent and revised estimates of FY2019 operating losses at John George
efficient

management, an
average annual

Psychiatric Hospital ($42.1 million and $31.2 million,
respectively) significantly overstated the likely shortfall at the

EBIDA Margin of hospital.  The consultant estimated the loss to be
3% to 5% does not approximately $12 million. AHS disagreed with the
appear sufficient to ) . . . .
pay off AHS’s consultant’s estimate and the assumptions on which it was
outstanding debt founded.
and buffer against
any future financial

crises.

The Auditor-Controller consultant report on AHS’s overall
financial condition, originally due in January 2020, was not
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yet available to the grand jury in April 2020. The county claims that AHS has not provided all
data requested by the consultant. AHS agrees, saying they have provided substantial and
pertinent information; that is, the data the consultant needs, not necessarily all it wants. The
grand jury understands that no effort has been made by the county or its consultant to resolve
this issue.

Prompted by the BOS, the AHS trustees hired their own outside consultant to assess AHS’s
financial situation (Phase I) and evaluate and make recommendations regarding governance
structure (Phase II). A draft Phase I final report was under review but not available to the grand
jury at the time of this report.

In December 2019, the county HCSA with approval of the BOS

proactively provided AHS $23 million for adjusted AHS
contrgct}lal ra}tes for FY%014 through FY2018 an'd . is AHS and the county
negotiating a similar rate-adjustment payment of $18 million agree: the
to AHS for FY2019 and FY2020. governance
structure of AHS is
) problematic and
In March 2020, organized labor contacted the BOS needs to be revisited
complaining about AHS’s negotiating practices and requesting and strengthened in
that the BOS reexamine the governance and management of order for the parties
. . to better understand
AHS. The grand jury was told that the BOS Health Committee and respect eadl
intends to take up the request once the Coronavirus pandemic other’s governance
subsides. and operational
roles.
In April 2020, the county and AHS each created a task force to

assess Coronavirus-related concerns raised by labor unions
and AHS health workers. Miscommunication and antagonism prevented cooperation between
the task forces.

Finally, the grand jury learned that AHS is again facing an all-too-familiar financial situation as
it initiates FY2021 budget planning: needing to close a significant projected budget gap and
expecting over $100 million in liabilities to come due without the cash to pay them. Déja vu all
over again.

The good news is that both AHS and the county say they are still negotiating a path forward for
a sustainable future for AHS. On the other hand, the grand jury heard testimony that all such
negotiations are informal, taking place between random members of the BOS and AHS trustees
as well as members of the county and AHS staffs, and that no formal meetings between the
parties have been scheduled.
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CONCLUSION

AHS and Alameda County have a complicated relationship that reflects the inherent
complexities of operating a public health care system. In its investigation, the grand jury did not
delve into and report on every detail of this relationship. Rather, we focused on broader patterns
of interaction that reflect long-standing sources of tension in the relationship.

AHS faced a financial crisis heading into FY2020, with a projected lack of operational
profitability and no cash to pay for substantial liabilities from previous years. The AHS trustees
and administration addressed the budget shortfall head-on and seemed to be back on track.
Diligent financial oversight by the AHS trustees and budget management by the AHS
administration needs to continue. Better transparency and efficiency of operations must also
occur. Nevertheless, AHS and the county have not yet determined how to resolve the current
cash and debt crisis. Long-standing issues of distrust and posturing around those issues continue
to slow the effort to do so.

Evidence considered raised the question for the grand jury: Can AHS ever fully repay its debt to
the county? Even with transparent and efficient management, an average annual EBIDA Margin
of 3% to 5% does not appear sufficient to pay off AHS’s outstanding debt and buffer against any
future financial crises. Alameda County and AHS must collaboratively resolve how to pay for
AHS’s long-term debts with the county.

The county must meet its statutory obligation to provide medical care to indigent county
residents. AHS must operate the hospital system to provide that medical care as efficiently and
transparently as possible. If resources prove insufficient, AHS and the county need to identify
and agree on the scope of services to be provided. If that scope is determined to be less than
currently offered, AHS and the county need to agree on the least damaging way to provide health
services—by cutting back on services, increasing the county’s financial support, or some
combination of the two. Both parties then will need to present a uniform public face in support
of that decision.

As one witness aptly stated, “It’s not about the money. It’s about the political will and
competency to make the tough decisions.” An improved relationship between the county and
AHS is necessary to focus on defining a reasonable scope of the care to be offered by AHS, along
with AHS reducing expenses and achieving revenue targets. Put another way, resolution will
require the parties to make difficult decisions which appear to have been avoided or delayed to
please special interests. These decisions cannot continue to be “kicked down the road.” The
future of a critical county safety net is at stake.

51



2019—2020 Alameda County Grand Jury Final Report

ADDENDUM

This time of COVID-19 pandemic is creating unprecedented demands on the finances, services
and operations of both Alameda County and AHS. Nevertheless, the pandemic should not be an
excuse to “kick the can down the road.” Alameda County and AHS should make a concerted effort
to address the long-standing matters presented in this report. The pandemic takes highest
priority, but the review and implementation of these findings and recommendations also must
be of high priority. Otherwise, history most assuredly will repeat itself.

FINDINGS

Finding 20-7:

The friction between AHS’s responsibility for operational control and Alameda County’s health
service mandate and allegiance to other constituencies continues to frustrate both parties,
exacerbate their mutual distrust, and interfere with their ability to communicate and implement
long-lasting solutions to AHS’s financial crises.

Finding 20-8:
AHS’s narrow focus on a balanced operating budget and EBIDA does not adequately represent
the actual financial position of AHS.

Finding 20-9:

Even with transparent and efficient management, an average annual EBIDA Margin of 3% to 5%
is not sufficient for AHS to pay off its outstanding debt and buffer against any future financial
crises.

Finding 20-10:

AHS and Alameda County do not agree on whether AHS can establish a cash reserve to pay prior-
year liabilities. The lack of a cash reserve exacerbates the long-term financial stability of AHS
and its ability to comply with the Permanent Agreement, leading to further distrust between AHS
and Alameda County.

Finding 20-11:

AHS does not provide its financial reports to county supervisors and staff sufficiently in advance
of regularly scheduled meetings between the parties to allow county supervisors and staff time
to familiarize themselves with those reports prior to being presented by AHS.
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Finding 20-12:

AHS and Alameda County acknowledge the need for flexibility in the use of Measure A funds to
take advantage of matching-fund opportunities. However, they often disagree on how AHS
should specifically allocate Measure A funds to support its operations. This disagreement
magnifies and exacerbates the distrust between AHS and Alameda County.

Finding 20-13:
Political pressure from some Alameda County supervisors has interfered with AHS operations
and efforts to control costs.

Finding 20-14:

Negotiating separate contracts with 18 different labor unions is both time consuming and
expensive for AHS and limits AHS’s negotiating flexibility. AHS’s negotiations with labor have
been further compromised by public support of negotiating labor unions from some county
supervisors.

Finding 20-15:

AHS and Alameda County agree that the governance structure of AHS is problematic and needs
to be revisited and strengthened in order for the parties to better understand and respect each
other’s governance and operational roles.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation 20-6:

If resources prove insufficient to adopt and maintain a balanced AHS budget, AHS and the
county must identify and agree on the scope of services and on the least politically damaging way
to provide them—Dby cutting back on services, increasing the county’s financial support, or some
combination of the two. Both parties then must present a uniform public face in support of that
decision.

Recommendation 20-7:

Beginning with its FY2021 budget and continuing with its presentation of financial results, AHS
must include all revenue and expense accounts in accordance with pronouncements of the
Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB). The budget and presentation of financial
results must not exclude accounts, believed by AHS, to be outside its control.

Recommendation 20-8:

AHS must, by September 30, 2020 and in consultation with Alameda County supervisors and
staff, develop and regularly report a cash flow statement of sufficient scope and detail to provide
an early warning system as to the approach of another cash crisis.
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Recommendation 20-9:
Alameda County and AHS must collaboratively resolve how to pay for AHS’s long-term debts
with the county.

Recommendation 20-10:
AHS and Alameda County must develop a procedure whereby AHS has the ability to set aside
cash to pay prior-year liabilities.

Recommendation 20-11:
AHS must provide financial reports to county supervisors and staff at least one calendar week
prior to any regularly scheduled meeting at which those reports are to be presented.

Recommendation 20-12:
AHS and Alameda County must agree on how AHS allocates its share of Measure A funds as part
of its budget.

Recommendation 20-13:
Individual members of the Board of Supervisors must not interfere in the day-to-day operations
and management of AHS including labor negotiations and structure of service delivery.

REQUEST FOR RESPONSES

Pursuant to California Penal Code sections 933 and 933.05, the grand jury requests each
entity or individual named below to respond to the enumerated Findings and
Recommendations within specific statutory guidelines, no later than 9o days from the
public release date of this report.

Responses to Findings shall be either:
sAgree
eDisagree Wholly, with an explanation
«Disagree Partially, with an explanation

Responses to Recommendations shall be one the following:
«Has been implemented, with a brief summary of the implementation actions

+Will be implemented, with an implementation schedule

«Requires further analysis, with an explanation and the scope and parameters of
an analysis or study, and a completion date that is not more than 6 months after
the issuance of this report

«Will not be implemented because it is not warranted or is not reasonable, with
an explanation
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RESPONSES REQUIRED

Alameda Health System Board of Trustees Findings 20-7 through 20-15
Recommendations 20-6 through 20-12

Alameda County Board of Supervisors Findings 20-7 through 20-15
Recommendations 20-6, 8, 9, 10, 12 and 13
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OAKLAND 9-1-1 COMMUNICATIONS CENTER
— A CENTER IN CRISIS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
“9-1-1, what is your emergency?”

In an emergency, we expect our 9-1-1 call to be answered quickly and to speak with a person.
Unfortunately, that is often not the case in the City of Oakland.

Last year, the grand jury received a complaint about the Oakland Police Emergency
Communications Center’s inability to process 9-1-1 calls within the state mandated times. The
complaint alleged that many emergency callers in Oakland had to wait for minutes, wading
through unnecessary recordings, in hopes of reaching immediate assistance.

In 2019, nearly 40% of Oakland’s 9-1-1 callers could not get through to operators within the state
standard time of 15 seconds. More concerning, over 18,000 callers had to wait over two minutes
for their call to be answered. This long wait time contributed to 13,800 emergency callers
abandoning the line before their calls were answered.

The communications center is the first point of contact for the public to access emergency
services. The failure to answer 9-1-1 calls promptly is not acceptable. Steps to improve the
center’s response time must be taken immediately.

Both the Oakland Police Department (OPD) and the Oakland City Council are aware of the issues
with the communications center. In 2017, the Oakland City Auditor issued a report critical of the
communications center’s failure to answer calls within state and federal standards due, in large
part, to understaffing. The auditor’s 2017 report made specific recommendations for
improvement. The City of Oakland committed to address the issues.

In 2018, OPD hired a consultant to assess and study the communications center’s operations.
The consultant issued a report in February 2019 that determined the center is understaffed and
needs to hire an additional 16 dispatchers and eight supervisors to manage the call volume,
provide appropriate supervision, and meet training needs for the communications center.

This year’s grand jury sought to determine what steps Oakland has taken to address deficiencies

in its 9-1-1 system and whether these steps worked. Unfortunately, the grand jury learned that
Oakland’s 9-1-1 problems have only intensified.
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The grand jury’s conclusions are:

e Current staffing levels simply cannot competently handle the 200,000 emergency calls
the center receives each year. OPD’s consultant exposed this critical understaffing 18
months ago.

o Staff is hindered by the reliance on outdated technology installed 18 years ago. Funding
for a Computer Aided Dispatch system was approved three years ago but has yet to be

installed.

e The communications center does not staff enough dispatchers during peak periods from
9 a.m. to 9 p.m.

e (Oakland’s hiring process is slow, tedious, and hiring policies are antiquated.
e The communications center continues to be underfunded.
The grand jury is disappointed that these issues continue to threaten the safety of the citizens of

Oakland. City leaders must take immediate actions to rectify this negligent oversight of public
safety service and operations.

In 2019, nearly 40%
of Oakland’s 9-1-1
callers could not get
through to operators
within the state
standard time of 15
seconds. More
concerning, over
18,000 callers had to
wait over two
minutes for their call
to be answered.

BACKGROUND

In April 2019, an off-duty Oakland police officer was
walking to his car, two blocks from the police station, when
he was stabbed in the neck by an unknown assailant. After
disarming his attacker, the profusely bleeding officer used
his cell phone to call 9-1-1. After repeated calls failed to
connect, he called another police officer working in a
county building a mile away. Rather than call 9-1-1 from
his cell phone, that officer chose to run to his car to radio
OPD’s emergency communications center for help. At the
same time, a garbage truck operator drove past the crime
scene and heard the victim officer calling for help. The
truck operator used his phone to call 9-1-1 but could not
get through. He ultimately called his employer who in turn
called and got through to 9-1-1. By the time other officers

arrived at the scene, they feared the injured officer might not survive if they waited for an
ambulance. They placed the injured officer in the back of a patrol car and sped off to a trauma
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center where life-saving aid was rendered. The 9-1-1 system’s multiple failures in this situation
almost cost the stricken officer his life.

The ability of a city’s emergency communications center to quickly answer 9-1-1 and other
emergency calls can be the difference between life and death. A person’s survivability in a cardiac
arrest is the highest when emergency medical care is started within four minutes. Structure fires
grow exponentially during the first few minutes after ignition. Stopping crimes in progress,
especially crimes of violence, require that law enforcement be notified immediately to increase
the chances of intervening and apprehending the suspect.

State Emergency Call Answering Requirements

The Governor’s Office of Emergency Services, Public

Safety Communications, and Californiag-1-1 Emergency The California Office of
Communications Branch (CA 9-1-1 Branch) have Emergency Services 9-1-1
established mandatory standards for emergency call answering policy
communication systems to ensure fast, reliable, and cost- states 9% of all calls

. ) should be answered
effective telephone access to emergency services for any within 15 seconds.

9-1-1 caller in California. The mandatory standard for

emergency call answering, as stated in the 2016 State of
California 9-1-1 Operations Manual (CalOES), is that all
Public Safety Answering Points (PSAPs) answer 95% of all incoming 9-1-1 calls within fifteen
seconds.! The CA 9-1-1 Branch has auditing authority and monitors the handling of 9-1-1 calls
by emergency communications systems to ensure all systems comply with the standards.

National Call Answering Standard

The National Emergency Number Association (NENA) is the only professional organization
solely focused on 9-1-1 dispatch policies, technology, operations, and education issues across
North America. NENA promotes the implementation and awareness of 9-1-1 and international
three-digit emergency communications systems. NENA publishes best practices and standards
for the management, operation, and training of 9-1-1 dispatch centers and dispatchers. The
NENA standard states that 90% of all 9-1-1 calls shall be answered within 10 seconds during the
hour with the greatest call volume and 95% of all calls should be answered within 20 seconds.

Oakland Police Emergency Communications Center

The Oakland Police Emergency Communications Center, located in East Oakland, employs
dispatchers to answer emergency, non-emergency, and some administrative calls for the
Oakland Police Department. The communications center has 20 dispatch consoles for handling

Uhttps: //www.caloes.ca.gov/PublicSafetyCommunicationsSite/Documents/002-CHAPTERIStandards.pdf
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calls as well as large screens scattered throughout the facility that allow the dispatchers to
monitor relevant news and active calls for service.

2017 City Auditor’s Report

The Oakland City Auditor is responsible for ensuring that city government operates with
transparency and is accountable to city residents by conducting performance audits of local
government services. When auditing city operations, the auditor works independently to identify
areas within Oakland’s operations most vulnerable to fraud, waste, abuse, and mismanagement.
The audit reports are filed with the city administrator, the mayor, and the city council.

In 2017, the communications center was audited to determine the efficiency and timeliness of
answering emergency calls. The grand jury examined the city auditor’s findings related to call
answering performance, staffing, and recruitment practices. The auditor’s findings included:

e The communications center fails to meet state and national standards.

e The communications center consistently has unfilled positions and staffing is not aligned
with the call volume.

e The continual reliance on overtime exacerbates turnover.
e The city’s hiring and onboarding process is protracted.

Federal Engineering Inc. Consultant Report

In February 2019, Federal Engineering, Inc., under contract to the Oakland Police Department,
completed an assessment and analysis of the communications center’s operations. The
consultant performed a comprehensive analysis on the communications center’s staffing ratios,
radio procedures, work processes, and call volume. It provided 15 recommendations to improve
the communications center’s performance.

Of particular interest to the grand jury were the consultant’s recommendations related to staffing
and call answering procedures, as follows:

° That OPD find an alternative elsewhere in the department for the time-consuming, and
yet understandably important, officer complaint intake task.

° That OPD consider moving maintenance responsibility for the Pursuit Log and Use of
Force Log elsewhere to a more appropriate area within OPD.
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That OPD add a communications center technology manager with specific knowledge and
expertise in public safety technology and operations to effectively oversee critical PSAP
systems and ensure the technology needs of the communications center are met.

That dedicated supervision be increased to 15 communications supervisors, and that the
communications center’s supervisors not be routinely tasked with any call-taking or
dispatching responsibilities.

That OPD add a dedicated training manager position to effectively and consistently
manage the communications center’s training program and oversee the delivery of high-
quality training for new hire and on-the-job training for communications division
personnel.

That the minimum number of required active (staffed) positions needed to handle the
projected workload is 21 during peak time hours, consisting of three supervisors, and 18

dispatchers.
INVESTIGATION

The grand jury examined the communications center’s
operations in response to a public complaint it received
regarding long delays with answering emergency calls. During
the investigation, the grand jury examined state requirements
and national standards for emergency call response, the 2017
Oakland City Auditor’s report on the 9-1-1 communications
center, the 2019 Federal Engineering, Inc. Communications
Center Report, 2017-2020 Oakland budget reports, city staff
reports, city council agendas and minutes, and emergency and
non-emergency call data. The grand jury also spoke with
emergency communications experts, public officials within the
region, as well as managers in Oakland’s communications
center, and the city’s human resources and information
technology departments. The grand jury investigation focused
on call answering performance, communications center
staffing, and technology issues.

The grand jury examined 2019 performance data provided by

Oakland and compared it to the data from the 2017 city auditor’s report and 2019 Federal

Engineering, Inc. consultant’s report.
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Call Volume

The total number of calls to the emergency communication center, including emergency, non-
emergency and administrative calls, increased by 24% over the past five years, from 587,904
calls in 2015 to 728,647 calls in 2019 (see the following chart).
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In 2019, the estimated population of Oakland was 432,879.2 With 74 budgeted dispatchers, there
was one dispatcher for every 5,850 residents, and for every 9,846 calls. As of January 2020,
operating with only 59 of the authorized 74 dispatchers, the communications center has one

dispatcher for every 12,349 calls.

In 2019 there were
over 1,100 calls each
month that took over

two minutes to
answer. The grand
Jjury heard testimony
that these occurred
during peak call
volume periods.

0-1-1 and 7-Digit Emergency Calls

The number of emergency calls to 9-1-1 jumped 44% over the
past five years, from 144,937 calls in 2015, to 208,876 calls in
2019. This significant increase in call volume was due, in part,
to Oakland receiving most of the mobile 9-1-1 calls that in the
past were covered by the California Highway Patrol (CHP). As
of January of 2020, the CHP was still receiving Oakland’s
mobile 9-1-1 calls from Metro by T-Mobile subscribers. The
number of calls to Oakland’s seven-digit emergency number
decreased between 2015 (151,039) and 2019 (61,898) reflecting
a higher number of calls to 9-1-1.

2 According to the California Department of Finance
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Oakland does not have an internal policy on how quickly dispatchers must answer 9-1-1 calls. In
contrast, the Fremont Police Communications Center has a three-ring policy and the Alameda
County Sheriff’s Office has a seven-ring policy. The average 9-1-1 call-answering time has not
changed from 2015 (27.2 seconds) to 2019 (27.5 seconds) and remains longer than the state
standard of 15 seconds. Performance standards data shows 37% of 9-1-1 calls were answered
within 15 seconds in 2015 and 55% of 9-1-1 calls were answered within 15 seconds in 2019. While
there was some improvement since 2015, the communication center’s call-answering time
remains far below the federal and state standards of 95% of calls answered within 15 seconds.

In 2019, there were over 1,100 calls monthly that took over two minutes to answer. The grand
jury heard testimony that these occurred during peak call volume periods.

Abandoned Emergency Calls

When no dispatcher is available to answer a 9-1-1 call, the caller hears a message saying,
“all operators are busy, please stay on the line,” followed by a message in Spanish to press 9 for
an operator, and finally a loud tone alerting TTD/TTY users to transmit their message. These
pre-recorded messages simply cover up the fact that the center is understaffed and dispatchers
are not available to answer emergency calls. The recordings related to Spanish and TTD/TTY
calls are unnecessary due to technology improvements. Traditional TTD/TTY callers who
previously used that system prefer to use other technology to communicate with emergency
dispatchers. Other dispatch centers in the region do not use recordings to answer 9-1-1 calls.

Due to delays in answering 9-1-1 calls, callers may hang-up, abandoning the call. In 2019, the
communications center had 13,033 abandoned 9-1-1 calls and 19,207 abandoned seven-digit
emergency calls (see chart, below). Abandoned calls require additional work for dispatchers, who
must call each number back to determine if there is an emergency.

Abandoned Emergency Calls
25000
19207
20000 17106
15000 13033
10000 6970
0
9-1-1 Calls 7-digit Emergency
2018 m2019
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The data on abandoned calls also show that:

e The number of abandoned emergency and non-emergency calls increased by 185%
between 2015 (51,887) and 2019 (147,853).

e The number of abandoned 9-1-1 calls between 2018 and 2019 nearly doubled, from 6,970
to 13,033 calls.

e The number of abandoned seven-digit calls also increased between 2018 and 2019 from
17,106 calls to 19,207 calls.

Non-Emergency Calls

The communications center’s dispatchers also are required to answer a 24-hour complaint line
about police department services. In 2019, the center fielded 24,107 complaint-line calls.

In addition, communications supervisors spend an inordinate amount of hours processing public
records requests. This often prevents supervisors from providing necessary training and
oversight of dispatchers. It also contributes to longer times to answer emergency calls.

Budget and Staffing
The grand jury learned
that understaffing The Oakland Police Department’s FY2019—20 total
issues have persisted operating budget was $290 million. OPD allocated
feears. As a result, the approximately $15.7 million (5.4% of its budget) to fund
communications center MR ) R ,
required dispatchers to the communications center. The communication center’s
work up to FY2019—20 budget authorized a total of 74 dispatchers,
80 overtime hours one communications manager, and seven supervisors.
a month. In 2018,
the communications .
e’ overtime As of January 2020, there were only 59 dispatchers
costs reached staffing the communication center. The city administrator
$2 mullion. authorized OPD to hire an additional 10 unbudgeted
positions so the communications center, if fully staffed,

would have 84 dispatchers.3 Despite the increase in call
volume and expansion of authorized positions, the communications center continues to be
understaffed. As of March 2020, it had eleven vacancies, six personnel in training that could not
yet function as a dispatcher or operator, and five personnel on extended leave.

The grand jury learned that understaffing issues have persisted for years. As a result, the
communications center required dispatchers to work up to 80 overtime hours a month. In 2018,
the communications center’s overtime costs reached $2 million. The high dependency on
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overtime leads to burnout, fatigue, and performance issues of dispatchers. The grand jury also
heard testimony that these overtime mandates likely contribute to disproportionally high sick
leave and disability claims.

Understaffing is the reason the communications center is forced to depend on outside support
to answer some mobile 9-1-1 calls. While the communications center now answers mobile calls
from AT&T, Verizon, and T-Mobile phone subscribers, it still must rely on CHP to answer mobile
9-1-1 calls from Metro by T-Mobile. The communications center’s managers believe the high
number of Metro by T-Mobile subscribers in Oakland would further overwhelm the available

dispatchers.

Recruitment Process and Hiring Barriers

The city’s cuambersome hiring policies and civil service rules are formidable to navigate and pose

unnecessary roadblocks to filling open positions.

The grand jury learned that it takes a minimum of eight
months to hire a 9-1-1 dispatcher in Oakland. The 32-step
city hiring process requires, among other things, the
police and human resource departments to complete a
requisition for approval to hire, conduct a job analysis,
establish an application period, review applications for
minimum qualifications, set up pre-employment testing,
establish an eligibility list, conduct multiple panel
interviews, notify candidates of conditional job offers,
conduct psychological, polygraph, and drug testing,
background checks, and job offer processing.

The training of a dispatcher takes 35-38 weeks. The
training includes a three-week academy, eighteen weeks
of call-taking procedures, six weeks of radio procedures,
and ten weeks of training on primary police channels. It
was reported that the failure rate of the entry-level
candidates is approximately 50%.

The City of Oakland Human Resources Department
(HRD) supports OPD with the recruitment, testing, and
establishment of the police dispatcher eligibility list. The
city’s 32-step hiring process relies, in part, on civil service
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rules to establish the job specifications, application process, and scoring of applicant test results.
The HRD has one senior human resources analyst assigned to the police department to support
all of the police department’s recruitment and promotional examination processes.

For a given hiring event, the pool of applicants who meet the minimum qualifications for police
dispatcher are invited to take a written dispatcher selection test. The test measures cognitive
abilities and performance of a candidate, and identifies if a candidate has the capabilities to be a
dispatcher. The test does not require any special dispatcher training or knowledge. Once the
testing is completed, the HRD establishes a pass point based on the distribution of test scores
and those candidates who have a passing score of 70 or higher are placed on an eligibility list.

Many candidates withdraw or find other jobs long before they are interviewed. During the most
recent recruitment process in June 2018, entry level testing did not even take place until four
months into the process. By then, 40% of candidates had withdrawn.

Amending the city’s antiquated civil service rules to meet the needs of today’s technology and
labor force necessitates political courage from labor, management, and elected officials. There
have been many failed efforts in the past to update Oakland’s civil service hiring rules.

Other policies can be changed internally. For example, Oakland has traditionally conducted in-
house testing for the dispatcher position on a single date. The grand jury learned that many
applicants are disqualified because they cannot appear on the test date chosen by the city. Other
jurisdictions have avoided this problem by accepting test results from outside agencies or
regional testing centers. These outside testing centers provide many test date options, and
potential applicants that use them can provide their test scores shortly after they apply avoiding
long delays waiting to take the city’s version of the test. While the Oakland’s human resources
department indicated it is open to using tests from outside agencies or regional testing centers,
they contend further research is needed before change is adopted.

The human resources department’s own staffing issues provide additional obstacles for the
communications center’s hiring. New job classifications (newly created positions) can take two
years to process through the civil service commission. Amending job descriptions can take well
over six months and required going through the meet-and-confer process with labor signoff as
well as civil service commission approval. As a result of the HRD workload, HRD asks city
departments to prioritize recruitments and job classification changes. The police department has
ranked dispatcher recruitment ninth in order of priority behind other police position
recruitments. This is, in part, because labor agreements require that promotional exams take
priority causing the communications center to wait in line.
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Technology

Telephone System

The communications center upgraded its phone system in 2019 to better manage incoming
emergency calls and track call data. The previous phone system was reported to have frequent
technical issues resulting in dropped calls.

Computer-Aided Dispatch (CAD) System

The CAD system is a specialized software and records management system used by dispatchers
to track and dispatch emergency calls as well as to send information to the responding police
units. The communication center’s current computer-aided dispatch (CAD) system has been in
place since 2002 and is outdated and inefficient at data and report generation.

In July 2017, the city council authorized $12.8 million dollars to install a new 9-1-1 public safety
IT system including next-generation CAD and court-mandated reporting systems. A vendor
contract to install the new CAD system was finalized in October 2018 but has been delayed since
April 2019. The additional delays with the configuration of the CAD system are expected to push
project completion well into 2021. The delays have been caused in part by the communications
center not having a dedicated team to coordinate with the vendor building the CAD system and
help move the project forward. The system configuration requires input from the dispatchers
and first responders. The dispatchers assigned to the project team are frequently not available
because they are needed to staff the communications center. Additional training will be required
of the dispatchers prior to the implementation of the new CAD and technology systems, which
will impact staffing levels.

The communications center plans to begin receiving text-to-9-1-1 calls in 2020. Callers will be
able to send text messages requesting help when the caller needs to be discrete, for instance, in
an active shooting scenario or when the caller is hearing impaired.

CONCLUSION

The City of Oakland Emergency Communication Center does not meet the national or state
standards to answer emergency calls. As a result, each year thousands of 9-1-1 callers abandon
their attempts to reach out for help from first responders. Even more callers wait for over two
minutes before being connected to a live 9-1-1 operator. Simply put, Oakland’s underfunded and
understaffed 9-1-1 communications center cannot manage the volume of emergency and non-
emergency calls it receives, placing the public’s safety at risk.
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While the grand jury acknowledges that Oakland faces an on-going financial crisis now
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, the city’s failure to address staffing shortages within
the communications center is inexcusable. The city was advised twice in recent years of these
shortfalls in separate independent reports. The 2017 city auditor’s report and a city-sponsored
consultant’s report in 2019 both concluded that the communications center was woefully
understaffed. They both made comprehensive recommendations, many of which the city has
ignored. The grand jury is disappointed that the city has done so little to address these persistent
problems. City leaders must take immediate actions to rectify this negligent oversight of public
safety service and operations.

FINDINGS

Finding 20-16:
Oakland’s communications center fails to meet the CalOES Standard of answering 95% of all
emergency calls within 15 seconds, jeopardizing public safety.

Finding-20-17:

The communications center continues to operate under-staffed and has not conducted a
dispatcher recruitment since June 2018, placing an unacceptable burden on dispatchers working
excessive overtime hours.

Finding 20-18:
The amount of overtime paid to dispatchers in 2019 reached $2 million. This amount of money
could be used to fund up to 15 permanent dispatcher positions.

Finding 20-19:
Delays in completing the new CAD project are due, in part, to lack of available staff dedicated to
provide project management and comprehensive configuration input to the vendor.

Finding 20-20:

The responsibilities to manage Public Records Acts requests and staff the Oakland Police
Department’s complaint line creates an unacceptable burden on an understaffed
communications center and diverts staff away from answering emergency calls.

Finding 20-21:
The communications center’s failure to establish a call-answering policy or standard contributes
to a lack of accountability to the Oakland community.
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Finding 20-22:
The communications center’s recorded messages that callers are greeted with when call takers
are busy unnecessarily increases the number of abandoned calls.

Finding 20-23:
Hiring of communications center staff has lagged because of an overly complicated hiring
process.

Finding 20-24:
The recruitment of dispatchers is set as an unacceptably low priority by OPD.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation 20-14:
The City of Oakland must establish a call-answering policy for the communications center to
meet the CalOES requirement to answer 95% of all incoming 9-1-1 calls within fifteen seconds.

Recommendation 20-15:
The City of Oakland must conduct dispatcher recruitments on a continuous basis until
dispatcher vacancies are filled.

Recommendation 20-16:
The City of Oakland must modify human resource and department policies to accept regional or
allied agency dispatch testing scores to meet pre-employment requirements.

Recommendation 20-17:
The City of Oakland must increase the authorized and budgeted number of dispatchers and
supervisors to meet state call answering standards as recommended by the city’s consultant.

Recommendation 20-18:
The City of Oakland must publish on the city’s website quarterly communications center
performance data relating to emergency call processing.

Recommendation 20-19:

The Oakland Police Department must assign the responsibilities of managing Public Records Act
requests and staffing of the OPD complaint line to another division as recommended by the 2019
consultant’s report.
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Recommendation 20-20:
The Oakland Police Department must assign a senior dispatcher or supervisor full-time to work
on the CAD configuration until the CAD system is operational.

Recommendation 20-21:

The Oakland Police Department must change the outgoing recorded message to one that informs
9-1-1 callers that all available dispatchers are busy answering other 9-1-1 calls, when callers are
on hold.

REQUEST FOR RESPONSES

Pursuant to California Penal Code sections 933 and 933.05, the Grand Jury requests each
entity or individual named below to respond to the enumerated Findings and
Recommendations within specific statutory guidelines, no later than 9o days from the public
release date of this report.

Responses to Findings shall be either:
eAgree
«Disagree Wholly, with an explanation
«Disagree Partially, with an explanation

Responses to Recommendations shall be one the following:
«Has been implemented, with a brief summary of the implementation actions

+Will be implemented, with an implementation schedule
eRequires further analysis, with an explanation and the scope and parameters of an
analysis or study, and a completion date that is not more than 6 months after the
issuance of this report
+Will not be implemented because it is not warranted or is not reasonable, with an

explanation
RESPONSES REQUIRED
City Council, City of Oakland Findings 20-16 through 20-24
Recommendations 20-14 through 20-21
Mayor, City of Oakland Findings 20-16 through 20-24

Recommendation 20-14 through 20-21
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DISASTER PREPAREDNESS:
HOW READY IS ALAMEDA COUNTY?

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The history of California is in large part a history of its disasters. Earthquakes are frequent and
often destructive; catastrophic wildfires are a constant threat; and there are floods, landslides,
even volcanic eruptions and tsunamis. Alameda County has seen more than its share of these,
including the 1923 Berkeley hills fire that destroyed over 600 structures, and the 1991 Oakland
firestorm that destroyed 2,843 houses and killed 25 people. Even as this report is being written,
the county and the world are confronting the coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19). The future
looks no more promising than the past: with the advent of climate change, wildfires are predicted
to be more frequent and destructive; and the Hayward Fault Zone, which lies under six cities in
Alameda County, is overdue for what might be a catastrophic earthquake.

The California State Emergency Plan was created to prepare for such disasters and directs cities,
counties, and other agencies to create their own individual emergency operations plans following
state and federal guidelines. The purpose of these plans is to respond to emergencies, reduce loss
of lives and property, and to recover from catastrophic events.

In order to assess the efforts being made in Alameda County to prepare for disasters, the grand
jury investigated how the 14 cities in the county and the county itself comply with the emergency
planning directive. Our intent was to investigate whether these jurisdictions have emergency
plans in place as well as their readiness to implement their plans. We sought information from
all jurisdictions within Alameda County inquiring about the readiness of their various emergency
operation plans, emergency operations centers, regular exercises, employee training, follow-up
reports (also known as after-action reports), and related preparations.

The responses, most of which were received in early December 2019, indicated a wide range of
achievement. All the jurisdictions have emergency operations plans but only a handful have
designated lines of succession for their elected officials in the case of an emergency or have
trained these officials in disaster preparedness. The county of Alameda and the city of Berkeley
are far ahead of the others in the number of exercises conducted and the training of employees
and officials. Other cities admitted that they would be overwhelmed in the case of a major
disaster and would be relying on the county for leadership and aid.
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BACKGROUND

The disasters that have struck California during its history have been many and varied: the 1906
earthquake and fire that devastated San Francisco; the Loma Prieta earthquake in 1989 that
destroyed freeways and buildings; the 1918 influenza pandemic; countless wildfires; and the
floods that regularly swell rivers and flood valleys. Perhaps less well known was the tsunami that
occurred after the 1964 Alaska earthquake that killed 12 people and destroyed 30 blocks in
Crescent City, California; the volcanic eruptions of Mount Lassen from 1914 to 1917; and the
Great Flood of 1862, when the equivalent of 10 feet of precipitation fell over several weeks,
submerging the Central Valley in up to 30 feet of water and covering an area 300 miles long and
20 miles wide.

Several things inspired the grand jury to look at how local
jurisdictions are prepared for future emergencies and

The grand jury undertook disasters. One was the recent fires in Northern California,
this investigation in order which consisted of a series of devastating fires in Napa,
to determine just how Lake, Sonoma, Mendocino and Butte counties. The

well-prepared local
Jjurisdictions are to
respond to disasters.

county of Sonoma prepared an after-action report and
improvement plan, assessing the response of its various
emergency services during the 2017 Complex fires. The
report made numerous findings, noting confusion about
the role of public officials, inadequate staffing of the
emergency operations center, and insufficient training and exercise programs. One consequence
of these wildfires was the initiation of a Public Safety Power Shutoff (PSPS) plan by PG&E, an
attempt to preempt the possibility of fires caused by power lines and failing equipment by
shutting off power to certain fire-prone areas when fire danger is high. These shutoffs in 2019
left many without electricity for days, and residents with medical needs were forced to find
emergency shelters equipped to power their medical devices.

Another motivation for the grand jury’s investigation was the 2018 U.S. Geological Survey report
entitled “The HayWired Earthquake Scenario,” which imagined a hypothetical magnitude 7.0
earthquake on the Hayward Fault. The predictions of the HayWired report were dire: 800
deaths, 18,000 non-fatal injuries, 77,000 households displaced, and up to 210 days without
water service in some areas in Alameda County.

Finally, in early 2020, the coronavirus threat brought home to all of us how quickly an emergency
can arise, and how dramatically it can change our lives. Store shelves are empty and emergency
rooms are overwhelmed, and the need for supplies and accurate information becomes a matter
of life or death. The United States Department of Health and Human Services conducted
exercises from January to August of 2019, code-named “Crimson Contagion,” that simulated an
influenza pandemic that started in China and spread throughout the world, ultimately sickening
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110 million Americans with 7.7 million hospitalized and 586,000 dead. An unreleased draft
report of the exercise’s findings concluded that there was insufficient funding for a response to
the pandemic, confusion regarding the roles of various federal agencies, and a lack of production
capacity for protective equipment and medical devices.

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, all the surveyed cities and the county activated their
emergency operations centers or participated in daily conference calls in order to obtain
information or provide resources to the Alameda County Public Health Department, the city of
Berkeley Public Health Division, hospitals, and local first responders.

The grand jury undertook this investigation in order to determine just how well-prepared local
jurisdictions are to respond to disasters.

Emergency or Disaster

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) defines an emergency as any incident,
whether natural, technological, or human-caused that requires responsive action to protect life
or property. A disaster is an occurrence of a natural catastrophe, technological accident, or
human-caused event resulting in injuries, deaths, or severe property damage.

When an emergency occurs, a local jurisdiction may be able to handle that emergency event with
its own resources (staffing, supplies, facilities, expertise, funding, etc.) and will not seek federal
or state assistance. When a disaster occurs, a local jurisdiction will not have the resources
available to respond or recover from the event. In such cases, a local jurisdiction will have to rely
on mutual aid and support from other local, county, state or federal agencies, or from private
businesses.

The California State Emergency Plan, SEMS, and NIMS

In 1970, the state enacted the California Emergency Services Act which established the
Governor’s Office of Emergency Services (Cal OES). Cal OES is responsible for the coordination
of statewide emergency preparedness, post-emergency recovery and mitigation efforts, and for
the development of emergency plans.

Central to this are the requirements of California’s Standardized Emergency Management
System (SEMS) and the federal National Incident Management System (NIMS). SEMS sets out
the requirements for emergency preparation in California, and local government entities must
use SEMS in order to be eligible for any reimbursement of costs under the state’s disaster
assistance programs. NIMS has similar requirements for coordinating the efforts of the various
entities in disasters anywhere in the United States. It is important to recognize that compliance
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with SEMS and NIMS is also necessary in order to receive state and federal funding, respectively,
for preparedness and expenses incurred responding to disasters.

Emergency Operations Centers

An emergency operations center is a centralized location for emergency management
coordination and decision-making by a city, county or other public entity during a critical
incident or disaster. The mission of an emergency operations center is to support field
responders, collect and disseminate information, track and order resources, and coordinate
response and recovery efforts.

Emergency centers are staffed by personnel from
multiple departments including police, fire, planning,
The o of an emergency public works, and health. It is vital that personnel
R iions center 1s to assigned to these centers receive training and regular
i jield resp or'zders, exercises to keep their skills up-to-date and allow
collect and disseminate . . .
A | them to function effectively when the center is
information, track and order ; di Th ¢ Californ;
resources, and coordinate actl'vat(? In an emergency. e state o. alifornia
response and recovery efforts. maintains anfi operates the state operatlons center
and three regional emergency operations centers.

When an emergency or disaster occurs or has the
potential to occur, Cal OES can activate the state center and affected regional centers to support
the operational area where the emergency is taking place. An operational area is simply a county
and its political subdivisions, such as cities, utility districts, etc. Alameda County is the
operational area coordinator responsible for all jurisdictions within the county, including the 14
cities and all unincorporated areas.
A description of its emergency operations center can be found later in this report.

Local Governments

The California Emergency Services Act states “counties, cities and counties, and cities may create
disaster councils by ordinance. A disaster council shall develop plans for meeting any condition
constituting a local emergency or state of emergency, including but not limited to, earthquakes,
natural or manmade disasters....” While creating a disaster council is optional, once it is created
an emergency operations plan is mandatory. All the cities in Alameda County and the county
itself have created these councils; therefore, all are required to have emergency plans. During an
emergency, local governments implement their plans, which may include deploying emergency
response personnel, activating emergency operations centers, and issuing orders to protect the
public.
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INVESTIGATION

In order to assess the state of preparedness of the cities and county of Alameda, the grand jury
selected eight assessment criteria that we believed would indicate a jurisdiction’s state of
readiness:

1. The existence and latest date of its emergency operations plan.

2. Emergency operations center exercises that have taken place during the
previous two years.

3. Emergency operations center activations that have taken place during the
previous two years.

4. Emergency operations center training that have taken place during the

previous two years.

After-action reports pertaining to the above.

Designation of standby officers.

Elected officials training.

Direct line of succession for the director of emergency services.

®N 0w

The grand jury reached out to the county of Alameda and the 14 cities in the county requesting
this information in November of 2019 and received responses in December from all but one of
the jurisdictions, with Oakland responding in February 2020.

Emergency Operations Plans

To help local governments prepare their own emergency operations plans, Cal OES prepared a
checklist of emergency plan elements referred to as a “crosswalk,” which is designed to ensure
that the requirements of SEMS and NIMS are met. These requirements include an overview of
the steps taken to prepare for disasters; an emergency organization chart; communication
protocols; the organization and operation of the emergency operations centers; a description of
the persons who would succeed key government officials; the submission of after-action reports;
and a description of the necessary training and exercise programs. Local plans should address
response activities that are specific to all hazards that pose a threat to the jurisdiction, such as
earthquakes, floods, tsunamis, and terrorism. It should also name a director of emergency
services and identify successors to that director.

For its part, FEMA also publishes a guide on developing and maintaining emergency operations
plans. This guide provides background and resources for creating plans and recommends that
each component of the plans be reviewed and revised regularly, at a minimum of every two years.
The grand jury took this two-year recommendation as a basis for our investigation and in
framing our questions to the cities and county.
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The grand jury found that all jurisdictions in Alameda County have existing emergency
operations plans. The cities of Dublin, Piedmont, San Leandro, and Hayward, along with
Alameda County, are either in the process of updating their emergency operations plans or
should take steps to update their plans, as they may be outdated.

e Alameda County adopted its plan in 2012 and is projected to update its plan in 2020.

e The city of Dublin adopted its plan in 2004 and is projected to update its plan in 2020.

e The city of Hayward does not state when its plan was drafted.

o The city of Piedmont adopted its plan in 2015 and is planning to update it in 2020.

e The city of San Leandro adopted their plan in 2015 and is in the process of updating it
with no specific timeline.

Emergency Operations Exercises

Emergency exercises are important in order to test capabilities, familiarize personnel with roles
and responsibilities, and establish interaction and communication with other organizations.
Exercises can also bring together and strengthen the whole community to prevent, protect
against, mitigate, respond to, and recover from all hazards.

Two types of exercises are used for emergency center training:

1) Discussion-based exercises are tabletop simulations, seminars, or workshops. They are
used to familiarize participants with plans and procedures.

2) Operations-based exercises are drills, which can be either functional or full-scale. These
test plans, policies, agreements and procedures, clarify roles and responsibilities, and
identify resource gaps in an operational environment.

There are three types of operations-based exercises:

e Drills: A coordinated, supervised activity usually employed to test a single, specific
operation or function within a single entity, such as a fire department conducting a
decontamination drill.

e Functional Exercises: These exercises examine the coordination, command, and control
between various multi-agency centers such as an emergency operation center or a joint
field office. A functional exercise does not involve first responders or emergency officials
responding to an incident in real time but does allow participants to physically run
through elements of the response to become familiar with it.

e Full-Scale Exercises: A multi-agency, multi-jurisdictional, multi-discipline exercise
involving both emergency operations centers and rehearsed emergency responses
(e.g., multiple departments in the field doing live activities and communicating results
and resource needs to their emergency operation centers).
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Many of the exercises, especially if funded by federal grants, are required to be conducted in
accordance with FEMA’s Homeland Security Exercise and Evaluation Program. In order for a
jurisdiction to be considered compliant with these principles it must conduct annual training
and exercises, submit after-action reports, and take corrective actions.

The grand jury found that the cities of Alameda, Hayward, Newark, Piedmont, San Leandro and
Union City performed no emergency training exercises within the last two years. Other cities,
including Albany, Emeryville, and Pleasanton only performed tabletop exercises. The city of
Berkeley conducted the most exercises (27), both functional and tabletop, and the county of
Alameda conducted 18 exercises, both functional and tabletop. It should be noted some exercises
included numerous jurisdictions. Notably, the Urban Shield multi-jurisdictional exercises
conducted in September of 2018 included a full-scale earthquake and other emergency
scenarios. Participants included Cal OES, various state departments, the county of Alameda, and
five of the 14 cities in the county: Berkeley, Dublin, Fremont, Livermore, and Oakland. It should
be noted, however, that funding for these exercises, provided by the Department of Homeland
Security, was lost when the county board of supervisors ignored warnings of the Alameda County
Sheriff’s Office and set conditions in its application that were unacceptable to the grant funders.!

Other exercises, such as “The Great Shakeout,” the “Big Wave” (for tsunamis), and “Mass Care”
(to deal with the care of the displaced) were also attended by a number of cities. The Alameda
County Public Health Department sponsored two exercises anticipating an emerging infectious
disease outbreak: a tabletop exercise in October of 2018 and a functional exercise in November
2018. The purpose was to understand individual and coordinated response roles for the public
health department and other local agencies and healthcare providers. Participants included
various county agencies including the department of emergency services and a large number of
healthcare providers, including Kaiser Permanente, Sutter Health, and a number of assisted and
senior care centers. The only city to participate was Berkeley, which alone among the cities in
Alameda County has its own public health agency. As we have seen with the coronavirus
pandemic, the public response to the outbreak (such as ordering citizens to shelter-in-place) was
made at the county level by the county public health department, as well as by the city of
Berkeley public health office.

The after-action reports for both of these outbreak exercises found strengths and areas in need
of improvement and recommended further free FEMA courses for healthcare providers. The
grand jury recommends that these exercises be repeated on a regular basis and after-action
reports be prepared to assess the readiness of what would be a wide-ranging collection of
healthcare providers responding to an outbreak.

' The Alameda County Grand Jury did an investigation into the loss of this funding in its 2018-2019 report: “County
Mismanagement Loses Millions for Terrorism and Disaster Training.”
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Emergency Operations Center Activation

Activation of an emergency operations center occurs when an emergency or civic event requires
a response or monitoring. Such activation gives the jurisdiction a chance to test the system and
see its capabilities and the need for any changes.

The level of activation is determined by the director of emergency services in consultation with
field responders or emergency management staff. There are three levels of activation:

e Full activation (Level One) involves a full activation of all organizational elements likely
requiring help from the state or Federal government, such as a major earthquake resulting
in significant damage.

e Partial activation (Level Two) is for emergencies or planned events requiring greater
staffing, such as during PG&E’s planned power outages in 2019. Representatives from
other jurisdictions may be requested to assist or provide mutual aid in some aspects of a
partial activation.

e Minimum activation (Level Three) is for situations which initially require minimal
staffing, e.g., alerts of anticipated storms or tsunamis; or monitoring of a low-risk planned
event such as a parade.

No jurisdiction in Alameda County had a full activation of its operations centers during the last
two years. Ten jurisdictions conducted partial activations and two conducted minimal
activations.

Three cities, Emeryville, Newark, and Piedmont have not performed any activations at any level
over the last two years, again because there were no emergencies that triggered them. This
emphasizes the need for training and exercises, specifically functional and full-scale exercises
for emergency centers and staff.

However, in 2020, Alameda County and Berkeley initiated a full activation to deal with the
COVID-19 crisis to support their public health officers and departments. For the other
jurisdictions, some had partial activations to support the care and sheltering operations. All
agencies, special districts, and other state and federal agencies participated in a daily conference
call with the public health officers and Alameda County Office of Emergency Services.

Emergency Operation Training Courses

Cal OES states that training, tests, and exercises are essential to ensure that officials, emergency
responders, and the public are operationally ready, and recommends that personnel with
emergency responsibilities complete courses described by SEMS and NIMS. Cal OES provides
courses for emergency managers and first responders. Some of these courses are available online
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for free. Advanced courses are available through FEMA’s Emergency Management Institute,
Bay Area Urban Area Security Initiative, and the California Specialized Training Institute.

The following agencies were identified as having participated in limited training in SEMS or
NIMS in the last two years:

e Hayward had one training on violent intruder response in 2017 and one all-hazards
incident leadership class in 2018.
e Oakland had two training sessions on mass care and sheltering in 2019.

Grant Funding and Support for Training and Exercises

The grand jury recognizes that disaster preparedness programs require financial resources and
staff support to plan, develop, and implement. All jurisdictions have limited resources and each
jurisdiction should take advantage of grant opportunities to enhance their emergency operations
training and exercises. For example, in 2018 some of the Alameda County jurisdictions
participated in the Urban Shield training that provided a rare opportunity to test the care and
sheltering plans and emergency operations centers in the county. Examples of available grants
that could assist each local agency include:

. Emergency Management Grant

. Urban Area Security Initiative Grant (as noted above, the county has lost this funding)
. State Homeland Security Program

. Homeland Security National Training Program

. Hazard Mitigation Grant

After-Action Reports

California regulations require that an after-action report be completed whenever the local agency
has declared a state of emergency. These reports should make recommendations for correcting
problems discovered during a response/recovery effort, or during exercises and training. The
Sonoma County Complex Fires report is a good example of this. After a comprehensive review
of the fires, the response by emergency personnel, and an overview of the emergency operations
center organization, the report made 68 detailed findings and 55 recommendations ranging from
changes to the operation of the emergency centers, to increased training and preparation, to
clarification of roles of elected officials.

The grand jury found that not all entities in Alameda County provided documentation for the
lessons learned from their exercises or Emergency Operations Center (EOC) activations. Six
cities reported completing no reports at all despite numerous activations and exercises. Only the
city of Emeryville provided after-action reports and improvement plans for all their exercises.

78



2019—2020 Alameda County Grand Jury Final Report

The grand jury strongly recommends that all jurisdictions prepare after-action reports and
corrective action plans. Templates for after-action and improvement plans are available from
FEMA'’s Homeland Security Exercise and Evaluation Program website.

Table 1: Responses Regarding Emergency Operations Plans (EOP),

Emergency Operations Center (EOC) Activations,

Training and Exercises
2018—2019

Jurisdiction | EOP | EOC EOC After- EOC Notes
Plan | Exercises | Activation | Action Training
Date Reports
(AAR)

Alameda City | 2019 4 Several None Yes Notification drills for city staff.
notification | partial and
drills monitoring

Alameda 2012 18 exercises, | 3 partial Yes 26 EOP will be updated in 2020;

County functional Sessions no AAR for partial activations;
and tabletop participated in 2018 statewide

infectious disease functional
exercise. Coordinated 2018
Urban Shield.

Albany 2018 1 tabletop; 3 partial Yes Yes EOC monitor status for PGE
drill shutoff (PSPS) and civic

events.

Berkeley 2016 27 exercises | 5 partial Yes 39 EOC Participated in 2018 statewide
functional and 3 training infectious disease functional
and tabletop | monitoring sessions exercise and Urban Shield.

Conducted drills and training
for the health and public works
departments.

Dublin 2004 | 2functional | 2 partial and | None Yes EOP to be updated 15t quarter
1 tabletop 1 monitoring 2020. Participated in 2018

Urban Shield.

Emeryville 2014 | 4 tabletop None Yes Yes Established a disaster reserve

fund of $3.45 million

Fremont 2020 | 1tabletop, 2 partial and | Yes Yes One EOC communications
1 functional | 1 “virtual” training class in 2019, 12

classes from 2017—2018;
Urban Shield.
Hayward Un- None 2 partial Yes Notes Several exercises in 2016;
dated training in violent intruder and
all hazard incident leadership

Livermore 2018 | 2 tabletop, 10 partial None Yes All employees required taking

1 full scale NIMS and SEMS training.
Assigned staff receives
advanced EOC training
annually. 2018 Urban Shield.
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Table 1, Continued: Responses Regarding Emergency Operations Plans (EOP),
Emergency Operations Center (EOC) Activations,
Training and Exercises
2018—2019

Jurisdiction | EOPP | EOC EOC After- EOC Notes
Plan | Exercises | Activation | Action Training
Date Reports
(AAR)
Newark 2013 None None None Yes
Oakland 2012 1 functional | 6 partial None Yes Activation for PG&E PSPS, 2

civic activities; AAR for PG&E
PSPS in development. 2018

Urban Shield.

Piedmont 2015 None None None Yes EOP to be updated in 2020.
One EOC training class for all
employees.

Pleasanton 2018 | 3 tabletop 2 partial Yes Yes

San Leandro 2015 3 drills 2 partial Yes Yes EOP in process of update; AAR
for one drill. Drop, Cover and
Hold and Evacuation drills.

Union City 2014 1 tabletop 1 partial None Yes Activation for cyber outage and
PG&E PSPS

Standby Officers

Standby officers are officials designated to fill the post of any member of a governing body who
is unavailable during a state of emergency. Such standby officers would serve either until the
elected members return or until the next election. Although not mandatory by state law, it is
prudent and a best practice to appoint standby officers for each member of a governing body in
Alameda County before a disaster occurs to ensure continuity of government and representation
of the electorate during a crisis. Having no standby officers means that should the regular
members of the governing body be unable to fulfill their duties during an emergency (e.g.,
incapacitated during a pandemic, injured or burned out of their homes) there would be no one
to take their places during that emergency.

In Alameda County, the cities of Berkeley and Emeryville have adopted resolutions designating
standby officers for their elected governing bodies. The city of San Leandro identifies standby
officers by assignment to specific commissions according to the elected official’s date of
appointment. San Leandro should modify their designated standby officer list to be specific to
the individual councilmember in succeeding order. All other jurisdictions including the cities of
Alameda, Albany, Dublin, Fremont, Hayward, Livermore, Oakland, Piedmont, Pleasanton,
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Union City, and Alameda County should adopt resolutions designating up to three standby
officers for each member of the governing body in succeeding order.

Elected Official Training

To effectively deal with an emergency and for the proper management of an emergency
operations center, it is important to have the governing body and standby officers trained in
advance of a disaster. They will be better informed when making funding decisions related to
stockpiling essential supplies (e.g., gloves, masks, ventilators), and they will know which experts
to rely on when making emergency decisions such as closing schools and public areas. During
any crisis, they will have the responsibility to communicate with the public. Inconsistent or false

information can complicate relief efforts. As we have seen during

the recent COVID-19 crisis, a slow response or misinformation by
public officials can cause dangerous delays and even loss of life.

The grand jury
found that eight
cities have not FEMA and the state of California offer free training for elected
had emergency officials. The Sonoma County Complex Fires report noted that
training for their « . . . . .
elected officials elected officials were not effectively integrated into the
during the past emergency management organization and emergency operations
two years. center functions” and recommended developing an elected

official’s disaster handbook, along with training specifically for
elected officials.

Given the turnover in elected officials, it is likely that numerous officials have had no training
at all and would presumably not know what actions to take in a disaster.

Director of Emergency Services Line of Succession

A line of succession for the director of emergency services needs to be identified in the
emergency operations plans. The California Emergency Services Act recommends that a line of
succession of three persons be identified in succeeding order to ensure a designated person can
provide direction should the director be unavailable. Without a line of succession for the
director of emergency services, the emergency operations center staff could be left leaderless.
The grand jury recommends that since Dublin, San Leandro, and Union City do not have
established lists for their directors of emergency services identified in their emergency
operations plans, they need to identify alternates. Albany identifies the line of succession as the
“police chief or fire chief” but this should be amended to designate a specific line of succession
for alternates. Hayward lists only one alternate (fire chief) to succeed the city manager, and the
city should therefore modify their emergency operations plan to identify three individuals in
succeeding order.
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Table 2: Responses regarding Standby Officer List, Elected Official Training,
and Director of Emergency Services Lines of Succession
Jurisdiction Standby | Elected Director Notes
Officers | Officials | Line of
Training | Succession
Alameda City No No Yes Succession plan for mayor only.
Alameda County No Yes Yes
Albany No Yes Yes Line of Succession is not in specific order for
Director of Emergency Services (Police or
Fire Chief)
Berkeley Yes February | Yes
2018
Dublin No April 2018 | No
and April
2019
Emeryville Yes 2015 Yes City Council training scheduled for 2020
Fremont No Yes Yes Standby Officers to be addressed in Spring of
2020
Hayward No No Yes Only 1 Director alternate — Fire Chief
Livermore No Yes Yes Elected officials required to take SEMS
training
Newark No No Yes
Oakland No No Yes
Piedmont No No Yes
Pleasanton No No Yes
San Leandro Yes No No Lists standby officers using commission;
need to modify
Union City No No No

Alameda County Emergency Operations Center

The grand jury visited the Alameda County Emergency Operations Center in February of 2020
to see what is in place to be activated in the event of an emergency or disaster requiring an
immediate response.

The Alameda County Sheriff’s Office operates the center in Dublin, California. Created in 1996,
the center maintains a two-hour response capability. The center consists of a central operations
room with tiers of desks, phones, and computers for such stakeholders as Cal OES, public works,
volunteer organizations (such as the Red Cross), and PG&E (which also has its own emergency
center). The center also has a wall of TVs showing news, weather, and other strategic
information. This room is surrounded by other rooms dealing with such things as fire rescue,
public works, social services, and logistics, as well as a media room that keeps track of ongoing
public information such as TV news and social media. A radio dispatch center provides a backup
radio system that may be used in an emergency. The center also has a backup power generator.
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In addition to its standby status for emergencies, the county emergency center also conducts
training and information sessions. According to the Alameda County Sheriff’s Office, it is one
of the busiest emergency centers in the state.

The Alameda County Emergency Operations
Center is important to local emergency and
disaster response for two reasons. First, the
county’s center will coordinate with the state and
regional emergency operations centers in
responding to an emergency, as well as with other
entities such as cities and water districts within its
jurisdiction. Second, as noted by several of the
smaller cities in their responses to the grand jury
inquiry, a major disaster may overwhelm local
emergency centers and responses, and those
jurisdictions may rely heavily on the county for
support and resources to respond to the
emergency.

Alameda County Emergency Operations Center

Public Preparedness

The grand jury emphasizes the public’s role in all emergency preparation, whatever the
anticipated disaster. Residents play an important role in emergency management by ensuring
they and their families are well-prepared. Before an emergency occurs, citizens can assist the
emergency management effort by taking first aid, Ham radio or Community Emergency
Response Team training, maintaining home emergency supplies, and being prepared to
evacuate or shelter-in-place for several days or weeks.

During an emergency, citizens should monitor emergency communications by signing up for
the Alameda County Emergency Alert Notification System (AC Alert) and carefully follow
directions from authorities. By being prepared, citizens can better serve their families and
communities and reduce demands on first responders. Many local government agencies,
particularly county offices of emergency services, have individual, family, and community
preparedness initiatives. California Volunteers is a state office that provides information and
tools to support individual and community emergency planning and matches volunteers to
opportunities.

Cities can also prepare their communities by creating community-based emergency scenarios.
For example, the cities of Berkeley and Albany conducted a drill with residents in 2019 to
develop and test their evacuation plans. The public health departments of Alameda County and
Berkeley conducted mass vaccination and point-of-distribution drills simulating the delivery of
supplies in the case of a pandemic event.
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CONCLUSION

We are all aware that disasters can happen, but most of us are unaware of how an emergency
can affect our daily lives. Emergencies range in unpredictability and in the amount of time they
allow us to prepare ourselves. We can see epidemics start overseas, develop into worldwide
pandemics, and when it reaches our shores, we can only hope that the government is prepared
to help us deal with it. We know that wildfires are endemic to our region, but we forget the speed
with which they can move and that they can leap eight-lane freeways with ease and wipe out
neighborhoods in minutes. And the earthquake that will wreak massive destruction, cause a
large loss of life, and change our cities and our way of life for years, will be the last thing on
anyone’s mind moments before it happens. Faced with these potential disasters, the one thing
that can help us is preparation.

The jurisdiction that will have the greatest responsibility to

deal with any disaster or emergency is the County of

Alameda itself. As the operational area coordinator, they will Faced with these
have to support not only the unincorporated areas of the potential disasters,
county, but also the 14 cities in the event of a regional the one thing that
disaster. Alameda County has a state-of-the-art emergency can help us is
operations center and coordinates training programs that preparation.
are attended by not just local cities, but also by water and

utility districts, hospitals, and other stakeholders. Two

cities—Emeryville and Newark—indicated they will likely be overwhelmed by any large disaster
and intend to rely on the county in an emergency. In truth, major disasters will require all the
jurisdictions to rely on the State and Federal government to provide resources and staff to
respond to and recover from an emergency.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic there had not been an emergency or disaster of sufficient
magnitude in the last several years to require a full level activation of any local emergency
operations center. Furthermore, as our investigation showed, three cities—Emeryville, Newark,
and Piedmont—had no activations at all in the last two years. Eight cities conducted no training
of their elected officials who will be called upon to make decisions in times of crisis. It is
imperative that all jurisdictions hold frequent exercises and training, involving not just
employees but also elected officials. Decisions that they make during their time in office must
be informed by an understanding of what can happen when disaster strikes and what we must
do to prepare for a major emergency.

Only two cities in Alameda County have designated standby officers, and while this is optional,
it is an easy step to take. The emergency director line of succession is also easy to establish, and
although only three cities failed here, one city was less than clear on the actual order of
succession, and another city only had one alternate. Given the relative simplicity of these
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matters, it is surprising that all the cities and the county have not designated emergency stand-
by officers and a line of succession for their directors of emergency services.

The grand jury calls upon individual cities and the county to update emergency plans; conduct
regular exercises; establish standby officers for elected officials; and create lines of succession
for the directors of emergency services. In addition, the grand jury recommends that the cities
and county make available online all emergency operations plans, after-action reports for
activations and exercises, and other materials related to emergency preparation.

FINDINGS: None
RECOMMENDATIONS: None
RESPONSES REQUIRED: None
REFERENCES

State of California Emergency Plan (2017) with Crosswalk (attachment D):
https://www.caloes.ca.gov/PlanningPreparednessSite/Documents/California State Emergency Plan 2017.pdf

State of California Standardized Emergency Management System Regulations (SEMS):
https://www.caloes.ca.gov/cal-oes-divisions/planning-preparedness/standardized-emergency-management-

system

California Emergency Services Act (Yellow Book):

https://www.caloes.ca.gov/Legal AffairsSite/Documents/Cal%200ES%20Yellow%20Book.pdf

National Incident Management System (NIMS):
https://www.fema.gov/national-incident-management-system

HayWired Report:
https://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2018/3016/fs20183016 .pdf

Sonoma County October 2017 Complex Fires After-Action Report:
https://www.sonomacity.org/october-2017-fires-after-action-report/

Complex Fire After-Action Report — Recommendations:
https://srcity.org/DocumentCenter/View/24160/Tubbs-Nuns-Fire-After-Action-Review-Findings-and-

Recommendations-Improvement-Plan

2018 Sonoma County Grand Jury Report on the October Firestorm Emergency Response:
http://sonoma.courts.ca.gov/sites/all/assets/pdfs/general-info/grand-jury/2017-
2018/GrandJuryOctoberFireEmergencyReport6-05-18.pdf

Homeland Security Exercise and Evaluation Program (HSEEP):
https://www.fema.gov/hsee

California Volunteers:
https://californiavolunteers.ca.gov/
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