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THIS WEEK 

 

NO BOS MEETING CHRISTMAS/NEW YEARS 

RECESS 

 

SLO TRIBUNE PRESSURING COUNTY TO PAY 

MORE AS RESULT OF STRIKE 
ON THE BASIS OF ABSOLUTELY NO ANALYSIS WHATSOEVER 

 

TRIBUNE AVERAGE JOB PAYS LESS THAN  

 COUNTY PAYS SLOCEA               

  
 

WHERE DO THE STRIKERS THINK THE MONEY 

WILL COME FROM?  
 

 

LAST WEEK 

  

NOISY COUNTY EMPLOYEE STRIKE                  

IGNORES FISCAL REALITIES 

   
STRIKERS OUTSIDE COUNTY COURTHOUSE 
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JAIL MEDICAL OUTSOURCING CONTRACT & 

RELATED NEW STAFFING APPROVED  

 

APPOINTMENT OF BOS MEMBERS TO VARIOUS 

BOARDS AND COMMISSIONS   

 

UPDATED MARIJUANA REGS ADOPTED 
(NEIGHBOR NOTIFICATION PROCESS STRENGTHENED)  

 

 

SLO COLAB IN DEPTH                                                    
SEE PAGE 14 

 

PASO BASIN WATER IS FRONT PAGE FEATURE 

STORY OF THE WALL STREET JOURNAL 

Harvard Quietly Amasses California Vineyards—and 

the Water Underneath 

Making a bet on climate change, the university’s $39 billion endowment has been 

snapping up farmland and the related water rights 

By Russell Gold 

 

  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwia1_KMy6DfAhWTLH0KHQZmAFwQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.usgs.gov/media/images/harvard-university-logo&psig=AOvVaw3vS5l5FlFEYdYiQdSmgCXr&ust=1544920394074368
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ARE STRIKING SLO COUNTY WORKERS 

EXAGGERATING THEIR FINANCIAL 

STRUGGLES? 
By Josh Friedman 

  
   

THIS WEEK’S HIGHLIGHTS 

 

No Board of Supervisors Meetings on Tuesday, December 18; Tuesday, December 25; and 

Tuesday, January 1, 2019. 

The Board’s winter recess provides a 3 week break. Other agencies such as SLOCOG, APCD, 

and LAFCO are also dormant during this  period. As if on cue the San Luis Obsipo Tribune 

rushed out an editorial encouraging the County to meet the strikers demands.   

 

SLO County Employees’ Association (SLOCEA) Strike Over For Now   

 
The 3-day strike was designed to cultivate public and media sympathy for the wage demands by 

the SLO County Employees Association (SLOCEA). As if on cue the San Luis Obsipo Tribune 

rushed out an editorial this past Sunday encouraging the County to meet the strikers demands. 

Neither its news stories nor the editorial contained any analytics about the truth of the matter, let 

alone any ideas for growing revenues without new fees or taxes. Other outlets were not so 

sympthetic, and callers to various radio news shows were pretty skeptical .  

The Board of Supervisors did not appear to be in a rush and indicated that negotiations on a 

successor contract for after 2019 could begin after the Christmas break. However, Hill and 

Gibson were uttering a copious amount of sympathetic blather and were sternly admonishing 

staff to solve the problem. Board members will be meeting with employees to listen to their 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiR8s-OzaDfAhXny1QKHWfAADwQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.slocea.org/stewards.php&psig=AOvVaw0C_mFZ0Cr1oWx3xzjnz67y&ust=1544920899304881
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stories, but absent some public analysis, the risk seems to be that everyone might just succumb to 

emotion. 

Some of the actual facts involved in the issue are outlined below:   

The County Keeps Adding Employees  
The graph below on the next page summarizes the growth since the recession. The County has 

defended this growth, stating that much of it is due to new positions which were added as a result 

of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) – Obama Care. Theoretically  the addition of these employees 

and subsequent annual raises would be offset by Federal and State revenue passed through to 

counties to cover the cost. One problem is that the amounts are capped and may not grow fast 

enough to cover the increased costs attributable to labor negotiations. In any case, by adding 

hundreds of new employee positions (about 500 since the recession ended), the amount of money 

available for raises is severely diluted. Anyone who works in a group medical practice, law firm, 

engineering firm, or other professional organization knows that you can’t have too many doctors, 

or whatever, diluting the income. Moreover the ratio of non-service providing support personnel 

has to be managed tightly.  

From the standpoint of generating money for raises, it would be in the interest of the existing 

employees and management to figure out how to deliver services that require fewer actual 

County employees. These efforts could include tighter scheduling, velocity standards for various 

processes, automated processing, contracting out to less high cost entities, management of lost 

time due to sick days and workers comp (the County  presents no data on the important metric), 

and maximization of actual service hours vs. vacation, sick, training, etc. (again there is no 

published data of these ratios), and hiring and promotion standards that extend beyond basic job 

skills. Otherwise they could be sunk. 
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SALARY AND BENEFIT COSTS ARE RISING RAPIDLY   

From FY 2016-17 to FY 2017-18, these costs increased by $18.4 million. Moreover, from FY 

2017-18 to the current FY 2018-19 year they increased by $18.7 million. Problematically, the 

adopted 2018-19 Budget did not include some raises as outlined in the first quarter Financial 

Report. It was indicated that about $2.3 million for some safety member personnel was not 

included. It is not known if the costs of the raises actually granted to SLOCEA were included, or 

if funding for safety member negotiations that are currently underway were included.  

 

 

Note that the salaries and benefits total $306,713,794. This means that with 2800 employees, the 

average total compensation (salary + benefits) = $109,540 per authorized staff position. 

Shedding further light on the situation is a table prepared by the SLO County Pension Trust’s 

consulting actuaries (the County retirement system). It indicates that actual payroll is $196.8 
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million, the difference being $109.9 million for benefits such as the County’s pension 

contribution, health insurance, disability insurance, and so forth. This pegs the average salary at 

$72,317 per year per employee. 

 

This is well above the median household income for the County of $64,000 per year, an income 

amount which for many households reflects multiple breadwinners.  

Median household income for all households in the County, the State, and the nation are 

displayed in the table below: 

ARE ALL THESE EMPLOYEES BEING PAID THAT BADLY? 

By way of further refinement, the table below on the next page from the Pension Trust’s 2018 

Actuarial Study  breaks down the average salary by broad category of employee. The category, 

miscellaneous members, include most of the people represented by SLOCEA. It can be seen 

from the table that the average salary is $69.9 thousand, or a little less than the overall County 

average because the safety employees make higher salaries.   

Note that the miscellaneous employees’ salaries rose on average 5.2% from 2017 to 2018. It 

should be noted that the averages may be somewhat top heavy, as non-safety general 

management and executive employees, as well, are included in the miscellaneous group for 

actuarial purposes. Seniority is also a factor in determining pay.  
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As can be observed from the top chart above on the previous page , the miscellaneous member’s 

actual payroll is around $163.8 million per year as of January 1, 2018. This includes more 

employees than are contained in the SLOCEA group (for which we cannot find an actual payroll 

number). However it provides a good approximation of the impact of pay ranges, since raises for 

the non-SLOCEA members of this group generally track the SLOCEA percentages. 

Accordingly, each 1% of increase would cost the County about $1,638,000 per year. A 3% raise 

would cost $4.9 million. A 3% raise in 2 consecutive years would add $9.8 million, or around 

$10 million with compounding. Additionally, the raise would increase both the employees’ and 

County share of pension costs. The County’s share for the miscellaneous employees would be 

about 23.83% of payroll, or $2,383,000. Consequently, all in, 2 consecutive 3% increases would 

cost the budget $12,383,000 over a 2-year contract. 
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WHAT ABOUT THE APPARENT DEFICIT?  

The CEO indicates that the County is already facing a $4 to $10 million potential deficit for FY 

2019-20. The County has already accepted obligations for jail medical services, behavioral 

health, and unbudgeted raises for other groups. It is also in labor negotiations with other groups.  

AND PENSION COSTS? 

The overall pension unfunded liability is now $616 million, and after the recent stock market 

collapse in the 4
th

 quarter of 2018, the news will not be great.  Rate increases are likely to keep 

eating away at the service budget, including the ability of the County to provide raises. 

IS THERE A PENDING RECESSION?  

Many analysts expect a recession to occur in the first half of 2019.  

COUNTY AND STATE ECONOMIC, DEVELOPMENT, ENVIRO, AND WEALTH 

TRANSFER POLICIES DOOM THE EMPLOYEES TO CONSTRAINED INCOMES  

The announced closure of Diablo; the relocation of Weatherby Firearms to Colorado; attacks on 

the oil and gas industry; the denial of the Phillips 66 rail facility; the closure of many long time 

retail business in the City of SLO; the denial of the Laeticia Ag Cluster Subdivision; the denial 

of the Santa Margarita Quarry; the  need for expedited production of homes; the departure of 

many long term residents to Texas, Arizona, Idaho, Nevada, and even North Carolina; the five- 

year time line for processing a plan amendment and permit application for a 5-star resort on the 

former Avila Beach Chevron site; a stated advisory committee preference for the Diablo site to 

be used as a restricted open space preserve; the County’s so-called EnergyWise Plan; the 

County’s Conservation and Open Space Element; and the lack of an aggressive water 

development policy are examples of the shackling of the economy.  

At the State level, high taxes, regulatory barriers, and now impending massive wealth transfer 

schemes in education, housing, and medical care will drive more businesses and affluent 

residents from the state. Where are the income flows to be generated to provide raises? Where is 

SLOCEA on these critical policy matters, which have doomed its members to less robust pay? 

 

WHAT DOES MCCLATCHY (WHICH OWNS THE TRIBUNE) PAY?      
 

According to Glassdoor (a job analysis and rating service), Mcclatchy pays 

per the summary below: 

Publishing, Newspaper, Newspaper Publishers 

How much does Mcclatchy Company pay? 
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Mcclatchy Company pays its employees an average of $62,870 a year. Salaries at Mcclatchy 

Company range from an average of $39,928 to $107,613 a year. Mcclatchy Company employees 

with the job title Human Resources Senior Vice President (SVP) make the most with an average 

annual salary of $304,562, while employees with the title Investigative Reporter make the least 

with an average annual salary of $37,056. 

POT CALLS THE KETTLE BLACK? 

So Mcclatchy pays an average of $62,870 per year, or $7,030 less than the $69,900 average 

for a SLOCEA member in SLO County. It appears that Mcclatchy’s senior management is 

compensated way above anything in the County. Remarkably, they seem to pay their most 

important front line soldier, the Investigative Reporter, less than any other position in the 

company. 

 

LAST WEEK’S HIGHLIGHTS  

Item 37 - General Public Comment for matters not on the agenda.  The morning portion of 

the meeting was largely devoted to public comment by SLOCEA members concerning the strike 

and their demands for higher pay. There was no analysis, but instead simply emotional appeals 

about housing costs, emergency call outs to serve clients, and claims that some members were on 

food stamps, receiving Federal Section 8 rental subsidies, and had children on Medi-Cal. 

You would think that since many members are university trained specialists with analytical skills 

(including many in finance, regional and economic planning, and business management) that 

they would have presented a PowerPoint showing exactly how the County could afford their 

demands. 

There is a pointed CALCOASTNEWS article in the COLAB IN DEPTH section on page 23, 

which questions some of the public speakers’ claims. In fact the reporter looked up their actual 

salaries from last year . 

Item 31 - Request to 1) approve a FY 2018-19 through FY 2021-22 contract, with the option 

to renew for two additional years, with California Forensic Medical Group (now 

“Wellpath”) in the amount of $6,763,491 annually (excluding any CPI increases) to provide 

Jail health care services, including a Jail Based Competency Treatment Program. 2) Add 

various Corrections Officer positions and support positions necessary to implement the 

overall program and a new mental health unit for felons.  The Board approved the contract 

and additional positions unanimously.  

Background:  Per prior Board direction, the staff has completed a procurement and contract 

negotiation process and recommends Wellpath as the jail medical contractor. In depth analysis 

conducted earlier in the year indicated that 26 County existing positions responsible for jail 
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medical services are to be reduced or transferred to other existing vacancies as the transition 

takes place, which will provide offsetting savings. 

It is not clear if the new corrections and staff support positions required were as clearly forecast 

in the past as they are requested here. The cost is estimated to start out at $973,000 per year. 

Transition Period:  The write-up states in part with respect to the last 5 months of the current 

fiscal year:   

The expense of the contract for the remaining five months of FY 2018-19 is estimated at 

$2,818,121 and the expense for the requested positions for FC 184 - LEHC and FC 136- 

Sheriff’s Office is $135,061 and $255,695, respectively. The FY 2018-19 budget for FC 184-

LEHC is estimated to have enough appropriation to cover the contract and positions, and the 

ongoing expenses will be built into the budget in future fiscal years. If additional appropriation 

is needed for FC 136 – Sheriff’s Office budget for FY 2018-19 for the correctional positions, a 

request will be made in the third quarter to transfer appropriation from the LEHC budget to the 

Sheriff’s Office budget.  

Some cautions here include: 

a. It will take a while to layoff the 26 employees who are being phased out. Thus there is likely 

to be a period of cost overlap. 

b. Those employees who are being terminated will be entitled to State Unemployment Insurance 

payments, the cost of which will be levied against the County in subsequent fiscal quarters. 

c. The County may have difficulty filling the new or backfill replacement positions for the 

additional Corrections officers and Corrections Supervisors, which could beckon overtime costs. 

d. Per last week’s First Quarter FY 2018-19 Financial Report, it is expected that the Sheriff will 

need at least $2.3 million in additional appropriations at the 3d quarter. The gap is due primarily 

because the County did not budget expected or projected raises for Sheriff Deputies and 

Corrections Officers in the adopted 2018-19 Budget. 

All of this could add up to be a big bite in the 3
rd

 quarter of the current fiscal year. Of course it 

then recurs at higher rates, adding to any issues in the subsequent fiscal year. For example a $4 

million problem in year 1 becomes an $8 million dollar problem in year 2 since you are already 

short $ 4 million in the base, which was never included in your multi-year projections. 

Item 38 - Appointment of Board Members to Various Boards and Commissions.  The table 

below depicts the current assignments and individual member preferences for 2019. It would 

appear that both Lynn Compton and Bruce Gibson have expressed interest in the appointment to 

be the County’s representative to the California State Association of Counties (CSAC). The 
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position is important because CSAC adopts political positions on major legislation and ballot 

measures such a tax measures. 

Item 41 - Cannabis Regulatory Ordinance Revisions: Hearing to consider amendments to 

Title 22 of the County Code (LRP2018-00004), and Title 23 of the County Code, Part I – 

Framework for Planning and Part II – Area Plans (LRP2018-00005) as applicable to 

Cannabis Activities. The proposed amendments will clarify terminology and definitions, 

add two new use types (Cannabis Processing Facilities and Cannabis Transport Facilities), 

revise the limitation on cannabis cultivation from 141 operations to 141 sites, modify 

standards for certain cannabis activities including but not limited to, fencing, screening, 

and outdoor lighting, allow for procedures for modification of certain development 

standards, and modify noticing requirements for all Cannabis Activities; exempt from 

CEQA. Also to be considered is extension of the temporary abeyance resolution relating to 

cannabis.  The Board approved the recommendations of the Planning Commission unanimously. 

The required notification distance from a grow to the neighbors property was increased to 1000 

ft. 

Adoption of the item amended various regulations pertaining to the cultivation, processing, 

manufacturing, and distribution of cannabis products. It is the result of both County and industry 

dissatisfaction with the initial adopted ordinance. 

Because the regulation of marijuana is a whole new and complicated field, it was expected that 

the original regulations would have to be modified over time as the staff and people in the 

industry gained practical experience. The staff and Planning Commission parsed through the 

complex 53-page ordinance one page at a time as it prepared its recommendations to the Board.  

At The Meeting:  For the first time in 2 years and since the legalization of recreational 

marijuana, there are increasing signs the neighbors of specific permit application sites as well as 

people in general are beginning to pay attention. They are opposing particular projects and 

expressing concerns about the location of the industry in their area. 

As we have noted in the past, the whole policy discussion of legalized recreational marijuana 

over the past 2 years has focused primarily on the land use, odor, and economic impacts. The 

health, social, and educational impacts are yet to be detected, let alone measured. After several 

years, these will become apparent. 

The full text of the ordinance as presented at this stage can be viewed at the link: 

http://agenda.slocounty.ca.gov/agenda/sanluisobispo/9448/MDNfUEMgSW5sYW5kIFJlZGxpbmUgVm

Vyc2lvbiBmb3IgQS5OZXRfMTEtMTkucGRm/12/n/102829.doc  

 

 

http://agenda.slocounty.ca.gov/agenda/sanluisobispo/9448/MDNfUEMgSW5sYW5kIFJlZGxpbmUgVmVyc2lvbiBmb3IgQS5OZXRfMTEtMTkucGRm/12/n/102829.doc
http://agenda.slocounty.ca.gov/agenda/sanluisobispo/9448/MDNfUEMgSW5sYW5kIFJlZGxpbmUgVmVyc2lvbiBmb3IgQS5OZXRfMTEtMTkucGRm/12/n/102829.doc
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COLAB IN DEPTH 

IN FIGHTING THE TROUBLESOME, LOCAL DAY-TO-DAY ASSAULTS ON OUR 

FREEDOM AND PROPERTY, IT IS ALSO IMPORTANT TO KEEP IN MIND THE LARGER 

UNDERLYING IDEOLOGICAL, POLITICAL, AND ECONOMIC CAUSES AND FORCES  
 

PASO BASIN WATER MAKES FRONT PAGE OF 

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL FEATURE STORY 

Harvard Quietly Amasses California Vineyards—and the 

Water Underneath 

Making a bet on climate change, the university’s $39 billion endowment has been 

snapping up farmland and the related water rights 

By Russell Gold 

SHANDON, Calif.—Steve Sinton, a rancher, was baffled when a company he’d never heard of 

began buying large tracts of agricultural land near his pastures at above-market prices. The firm, 

Brodiaea Inc., over a few months in 2012 acquired more than three square miles of a flat-bottomed 

valley. 

“It was surprising, the prices they were willing to pay,” says Mr. Sinton, a partner in a family-

owned ranch that raises cattle and grows grapes. A conventional agricultural business’s returns 

couldn’t have justified those prices. “It didn’t make sense to me.” 

Brodiaea’s drilling permits and property purchases were signed by Matt Turrentine, a local who had 

recently left his family’s grape-brokerage business. He wouldn’t say who was behind the 

investment, Mr. Sinton and other locals say. The firm bought more acreage, drilled deep-water 

wells and began planting vineyards capable of producing billions of grapes annually. 

One thing was clear. Brodiaea was willing to pay a premium for land that had good access to 

groundwater, an increasingly valuable resource given that aquifer levels elsewhere in San Luis 

Obispo County had fallen steeply. “We didn’t know who Brodiaea was,” says Sue Luft, a retired 

environmental engineer who lived nearby, “but we knew it was big money.” 

They got the answer in 2014, in a real-estate newsletter article about the buyer. It was Harvard. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/california-drought-squeezes-wells-1409268495?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/california-drought-squeezes-wells-1409268495?mod=article_inline
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Since 2012, Harvard has bought thousands of acres of California vineyards. It now estimates the 

properties are worth $305 million. 

Notice how green they are? Harvard targeted acreage atop healthy groundwater deposits, even as 

nearby groundwater levels plunged. 

The university’s endowment manager, Harvard Management Co., was stealthily building a sizable 

grape-growing business on the Central Coast through entities including Brodiaea. With the land, it 

was acquiring rights to vast sources of water in a region where the earth’s warming is making the 

resource an ever-more-valuable asset. 

Drought has plagued California in recent years, hitting farmers particularly hard. The Central Coast 

experienced drought conditions for 30% of the past two decades, compared with 14% of the prior 

100 years, a 2015 study found. Droughts have led to spikes in withdrawals from aquifers, many of 

which aren’t recharging as much during rainy season, says study co-author Noah Diffenbaugh, a 

Stanford University professor. 

Harvard’s bet has proven prescient. The $39 billion fund, among America’s biggest endowments, 

now values its vineyards at $305 million, up nearly threefold from in 2013, while its overall natural-

resources investments have done poorly. 

The wager has also earned backlash from some farmers and other locals who fear Harvard 

eventually will use up groundwater and unduly influence water-use regulations. “Should they be 

controlling our groundwater plans?” says Debbie Arnold, a San Luis Obispo County supervisor. “I 

don’t think so.” 

Others, like Mr. Sinton, are less concerned, pointing out that some earlier crops were thirstier than 

grapes. “When I was a kid,” Mr. Sinton says, “they were growing alfalfa and sugar beets there.” 

A Harvard Management spokesman says it is the endowment’s policy not to discuss individual 

investments. In its financial report issued in 2012, the year Brodiaea began buying, Harvard said it 

liked the natural-resources asset class “because we believe its physical products are going to be in 

increasing demand in the global economy over the coming decades.” 

In a warming planet, few resources will be more affected than water, as more-frequent droughts, 

storms and changes in evaporation alter a flow critical for drinking, farming and industry. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/harvard-endowment-chief-pushed-for-steeper-devaluation-of-assets-1513252800?mod=article_inline&mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/water-water-everywhere-cant-quell-a-western-drought-1517749201?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/water-water-everywhere-cant-quell-a-western-drought-1517749201?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/california-drought-leaves-few-farmers-unscathed-1436809802?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/california-orders-unprecedented-mandatory-water-cuts-1427913893?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/california-orders-unprecedented-mandatory-water-cuts-1427913893?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/harvards-investment-gain-trails-rivals-1538150400?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/harvard-endowment-chief-pushed-for-steeper-devaluation-of-assets-1513252800?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/harvard-endowment-chief-pushed-for-steeper-devaluation-of-assets-1513252800?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-government-report-warns-of-economic-losses-from-climate-change-1543009853?mod=article_inline
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Even though there aren’t many ways to make financial investments in water, investors are starting 

to place bets. Buying arable land with access to it is one way. In California’s Central Coast, “the 

best property with the best water will sell for record-breaking prices,” says JoAnn Wall, a real-

estate appraiser who specializes in vineyards, “and properties without adequate water will suffer in 

value.” 

Investors who see agriculture as a proxy for betting on water include Michael Burry, a hedge-fund 

investor whose wager against the U.S. housing market was chronicled in the book and movie “The 

Big Short.” In a 2015 New York Magazine interview, Mr. Burry was quoted as saying: “What 

became clear to me is that food is the way to invest in water. That is, grow food in water-rich areas 

and transport it for sale in water-poor areas.” Mr. Burry declined to comment. 

David Gladstone, chief executive of Gladstone Land Corp. , a publicly traded farmland-investment 

trust, says the recent California drought was profitable for his company and tenant farmers because 

they had access to water while others didn’t. The changing climate has made control of water more 

valuable, he says. “That is certainly true in most of the U.S., but very true in California.” 

Thirsty California 

In California vineyards, the water-proxy math is compelling. When grapes are harvested, about 

75% of their weight is water. California’s wine is a globally coveted product, so owning vineyards 

effectively turns water into revenue. 

“You can’t farm without water. Period,” says Madeleine Fairbairn, an assistant professor at 

University of California Santa Cruz who studies the phenomenon of investors buying farmland. 

“California land values are therefore very linked to water rights.” 

Water has long been contentious in California. Los Angeles used subterfuge to acquire water rights 

from the Owens Valley, a deal that helped inspire the movie “Chinatown.” More recently, farm 

irrigation has raised concern among some environmentalists who argue that crops such as almonds 

use excessive water. 

Climate change is making the situation worse, scientists and state officials say. The Sierra Nevada 

snowmelt that satiates much of the state has become harder to count on, sometimes coming earlier 

in the season and overwhelming the capacity of reservoirs to contain it before it goes to sea—or 

barely coming at all. 

https://www.wsj.com/graphics/climate-change-forcing-insurance-industry-recalculate/?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/graphics/climate-change-forcing-insurance-industry-recalculate/?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/what-the-big-short-movie-gets-rightand-wrongabout-the-financial-crisis-1449843231?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/what-the-big-short-movie-gets-rightand-wrongabout-the-financial-crisis-1449843231?mod=article_inline
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2015/12/big-short-genius-says-another-crisis-is-coming.html?mod=article_inline
https://quotes.wsj.com/LAND
https://www.wsj.com/articles/book-review-water-to-the-angels-by-les-standiford-1429657487?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/an-end-to-californias-drought-isnt-cut-and-dried-1488537007?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/an-end-to-californias-drought-isnt-cut-and-dried-1488537007?mod=article_inline
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A year before Harvard began acquiring property, local officials began worrying about declines in 

the region’s groundwater basin. It was once celebrated as one of the largest freshwater aquifers west 

of the Mississippi River, but the level in certain wells had fallen significantly. 

In early 2011, San Luis Obispo County issued a report with a map showing in deep red—a “red 

zone” or “red spot,” locals call it—where groundwater had fallen more than 70 feet. “We’re having 

more heat and more drought,” says Willy Cunha, a vineyard manager in the county. That has put a 

premium on land with good water, he says. “It is like California beachfront property. God isn’t 

making any more of it.” 

Harvard’s Vineyards 

There are no tourist markers or plush tasting rooms at Harvard’s vineyards, just “no trespassing” 

signs, rutted roads and farming equipment. Harvard Management’s agricultural operation sells 

grapes to winemakers. 

Harvard’s foray harks back to 2012, when Mr. Turrentine and James Ontiveros, a local vineyard 

manager, founded an agricultural investment advisory firm named Grapevine Capital Partners LLC 

and pitched the idea to Harvard. Harvard signed on. 

Grapevine Capital “identified an area where the groundwater is very good, and it’s outside the red 

zone,” says Tony Correia, an agricultural-land appraiser specializing in vineyards. Wine-industry 

writer Rusty Gaffney wrote in 2015 that Mr. Ontiveros had spoken to him of the land Grapevine 

steered Harvard toward, telling him “the region had sufficient underground water aquifers to be 

successfully farmed despite recent climate changes and drought conditions.” 

Mr. Turrentine says he doesn’t have permission from Harvard to discuss the investments. Mr. 

Ontiveros didn’t respond to requests for comment. 

The land Grapevine identified for Harvard was in a flat-bottomed valley south of Shandon, 190 

miles northwest of Los Angeles, county records show. The groundwater in this area was much 

easier to tap than in other grape-growing operations that form the heart of the Paso Robles wine 

region, according to reports from the local groundwater agency. It was relatively close to the 

surface and had fallen less than 30 feet. 

In addition, a giant aqueduct passed through the valley on its way to Santa Barbara. Local officials 

had negotiated rights to tap into it. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/california-orders-unprecedented-mandatory-water-cuts-1427913893?mod=article_inline
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In June 2012, Mr. Turrentine filed paperwork to create Brodiaea—the scientific name for a type of 

lily—which was wholly owned by Harvard, although those filings didn’t show that. In July, 

Brodiaea bought its first property in the county. It generally bought unlisted properties, many of 

them carrot farms, local brokers say. 

By autumn, Brodiaea had pieced together about 3,000 acres, county records show, and started to 

plant vineyards. The firm eventually became one of San Luis Obispo County’s 10 largest property 

owners by taxable value. 

In the summer of 2013, several residential wells ran dry between Paso Robles and Shandon, 

roughly 10 miles west of Harvard’s vineyards. The general consensus was that the drought led 

vineyards to pump more well water. Residents began attending county meetings demanding action 

in the groundwater basin, which included Harvard’s land. 

Local resident Lindsay Pera told elected officials at a county meeting in July 2013 that her home 

was surrounded by green vineyards and “that green is the water we are trucking, from our ground, 

out of the county in the form of wine.” She says she still worries about the large-scale extraction of 

water from the Paso Robles basin. 

The county supervisors issued an emergency moratorium on new agricultural wells starting Aug. 

27, 2013—not just wells in the affected areas but also in areas such as Harvard’s holdings where 

groundwater hadn’t fallen as much. 

The day before the moratorium took effect, Harvard’s Brodiaea filed for permits to drill seven wells 

deeper than anything else in that part of the county—enough to fill an Olympic-size swimming pool 

in 90 minutes. One well hit water at 112 feet, but the driller completed the well to 1,200 feet deep, 

county records show. 

This would allow it to keep drawing water, even if droughts dropped the groundwater level further. 

About four months later, Harvard filed paperwork to create a new entity, SLO San Juan Road LLC. 

Messrs. Turrentine and Ontiveros’s firm, Grapevine, acted as the agent for the new entity. Through 

SLO, Harvard continued buying property south of Shandon. In early 2014, Brodiaea bought an 

8,700-acre cattle ranch in the nearby Cuyama Valley. 

Harvard’s firms continued to plant rootstock on its Shandon-area properties. Its new vines would 

soon carpet most of the valley.  

https://quotes.wsj.com/UK/XLON/FPO
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In March 2014, the Farmland Investor Letter revealed that Harvard was backing Brodiaea. Some 

local residents were vocally upset, saying that Harvard and Mr. Turrentine were positioning 

themselves to have an outsize influence on the future of groundwater use, leaving smaller rural 

residents without a voice. 

In early 2016, rigs hired by Brodiaea began to drill 12 water wells on its Cuyama Valley property. 

When they were done, workers began to plant vines there as well, pumping up aquifer water to 

nourish the new plants. 

Digging Deeper 

The land Grapevine identified for Harvard was in a flat-bottomed valley south of Shandon, 190 

miles northwest of Los Angeles, county records show. The groundwater in this area was much 

easier to tap than in other grape-growing operations that form the heart of the Paso Robles wine 

region, according to reports from the local groundwater agency. It was relatively close to the 

surface and had fallen less than 30 feet. 

In addition, a giant aqueduct passed through the valley on its way to Santa Barbara. Local officials 

had negotiated rights to tap into it. 

In June 2012, Mr. Turrentine filed paperwork to create Brodiaea—the scientific name for a type of 

lily—which was wholly owned by Harvard, although those filings didn’t show that. In July, 

Brodiaea bought its first property in the county. It generally bought unlisted properties, many of 

them carrot farms, local brokers say. 

By autumn, Brodiaea had pieced together about 3,000 acres, county records show, and started to 

plant vineyards. The firm eventually became one of San Luis Obispo County’s 10 largest property 

owners by taxable value. 

In the summer of 2013, several residential wells ran dry between Paso Robles and Shandon, 

roughly 10 miles west of Harvard’s vineyards. The general consensus was that the drought led 

vineyards to pump more well water. Residents began attending county meetings demanding action 

in the groundwater basin, which included Harvard’s land. 

Local resident Lindsay Pera told elected officials at a county meeting in July 2013 that her home 

was surrounded by green vineyards and “that green is the water we are trucking, from our ground, 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/california-orders-unprecedented-mandatory-water-cuts-1427913893?mod=article_inline
https://quotes.wsj.com/UK/XLON/FPO


20 
 

out of the county in the form of wine.” She says she still worries about the large-scale extraction of 

water from the Paso Robles basin. 

The county supervisors issued an emergency moratorium on new agricultural wells starting Aug. 

27, 2013—not just wells in the affected areas but also in areas such as Harvard’s holdings where 

groundwater hadn’t fallen as much. 

The day before the moratorium took effect, Harvard’s Brodiaea filed for permits to drill seven wells 

deeper than anything else in that part of the county—enough to fill an Olympic-size swimming pool 

in 90 minutes. One well hit water at 112 feet, but the driller completed the well to 1,200 feet deep, 

county records show. 

This would allow it to keep drawing water, even if droughts dropped the groundwater level further. 

About four months later, Harvard filed paperwork to create a new entity, SLO San Juan Road LLC. 

Messrs. Turrentine and Ontiveros’s firm, Grapevine, acted as the agent for the new entity. Through 

SLO, Harvard continued buying property south of Shandon. In early 2014, Brodiaea bought an 

8,700-acre cattle ranch in the nearby Cuyama Valley. 

Harvard’s firms continued to plant rootstock on its Shandon-area properties. Its new vines would 

soon carpet most of the valley.  

In March 2014, the Farmland Investor Letter revealed that Harvard was backing Brodiaea. Some 

local residents were vocally upset, saying that Harvard and Mr. Turrentine were positioning 

themselves to have an outsize influence on the future of groundwater use, leaving smaller rural 

residents without a voice. 

In early 2016, rigs hired by Brodiaea began to drill 12 water wells on its Cuyama Valley property. 

When they were done, workers began to plant vines there as well, pumping up aquifer water to 

nourish the new plants. 

Claim on Water’ 

Cindy Steinbeck is a vineyard owner whose family had grown grapes in the area for five decades. 

She wrote to Harvard Management’s president in March 2016 saying its use of limited-liability 

companies “seems designed to obfuscate Harvard’s activities in the area.” 
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“Such an investment does not make economic sense,” she wrote, noting above-market prices 

Harvard was paying, “if your intent is simply to grow and sell grapes. It would, however, make 

perfect sense if the investment wasn’t for farming but rather for the brokering of water.” 

A Harvard official responded that its investment was “purely agricultural in nature” and that the 

vineyards prioritized water conservation. She says she remains concerned. 

Kat Taylor, an environmentalist and wife of hedge-fund billionaire and liberal activist Tom Steyer, 

resigned earlier this year from Harvard’s board of overseers in protest of the endowment’s 

investments in things such as fossil fuels and water holdings she says threaten the human right to 

water. The board helps run the university but doesn’t have direct responsibility for the management 

company. 

“It may, in the short run, be about developing vineyard property,” she says of Harvard’s California 

investments. “In the long run, it was a claim on water.” 

Harvard’s investing guidelines say respecting local resource rights are of increasing importance 

“in the coming decades as competition for scarce resources, such as arable land and water, 

intensifies due to increasing global population, climate change, and food consumption.” All 

plans Harvard has filed indicate it intends to use its water to grow grapes. 

In 2014, California experienced its warmest year on record. Gov. Jerry Brown, seeking to preserve 

groundwater, signed sweeping legislation to prevent depletion. The Sustainable Groundwater 

Management Act identified 20 “critical” basins, including those under Harvard’s vineyards, that 

needed to develop plans by 2020 to limit groundwater drawdowns. 

To help write those water plans, large landowners in Shandon voted in 2017 to create their own 

water district governed by a five-member committee. Mr. Turrentine was elected to the committee, 

giving Harvard a voice in the planning. 

The groundwater basin in nearby Cuyama Valley was also on the “critical” list. Mr. Turrentine’s 

Grapevine hired hydrologists to argue to the state that there was a geologic fault separating 

Harvard’s Cuyama vineyards from the rest of the basin. 

So far, the state has disagreed with Harvard’s request to designate a new basin—a designation that 

would mean it wouldn’t have to compete with some big farms for limited water allotments. 

http://graphics.wsj.com/californias-long-challenge-with-drought/?mod=article_inline
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“If they start to pull on what I got,” says Jon Jones, a farmer near the Harvard vineyard, “there’s 

going to be an issue.” 

Roberta Jaffe, who with her husband, Steve Gliessman, runs a small family vineyard and olive 

orchard nearby, is concerned warming weather is already making water more scarce and valuable. 

She worries Harvard could seek to send water toward cities in Southern California. As a precedent, 

she points to Cadiz Inc., a California water-supply company that has obtained county and federal 

permission to build a pipeline from under the Mojave Desert to sell 16.3 billion gallons a year to 

coastal cities. 

“The most unimaginable things can happen,” she says. 

Harvard has applied to build three large lined reservoirs on its Cuyama Valley vineyard and is 

waiting to hear from county officials. Each could hold 16 million gallons. Ms. Jaffe and others have 

argued against it. 

At a meeting this autumn of the local planning commission, Brodiaea consultant David Swenk said 

the company was within its rights to develop the water resources. “A farmer has a right to farm,” he 

said, “and can utilize the water under their property.” 

Russell Gold is a senior staff reporter at the Wall Street Journal. This article first appeared in the 

Wall Street Journal of December 10, 2018. 

Large Agricultural wells in San Luis Obispo County. 

 

https://quotes.wsj.com/CDZI
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The red dots are Harvard’s Wells.

  

Are striking SLO County workers exaggerating their 

financial struggles? 

By Josh Friedman 
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By JOSH FRIEDMAN 

A group of striking San Luis Obispo County government workers claimed Tuesday they do not 

make livable wages, yet many, if not most, of the employees currently on strike collect between 

$50,000 and $100,000 in annual pay plus five-digit benefit packages. [Cal Coast Times] 

On Tuesday, the first day of a three-day strike, San Luis Obispo County Employees’ Association 

(SLOCEA) members picketed outside the county building. Dozens of union members packed the 

board of supervisors chamber, where some held signs and spoke during public comment. 

Some speakers cried as they discussed their financial hardships and asked for higher pay. Several 

speakers said they are currently on Medi-Cal, and one said she is in Section 8 housing, raising 

questions as to whether the workers are giving factual public testimony or possibly providing 

false information when applying for government assistance. 

“Very much pride and humility to admit the fact that even after a five-year (employment), me 

and my two children, we still qualify for Medi-Cal and Section 8,” Cassandra DeSpain, a county 

employment/resource specialist, said during public comment. “If my wages were fair living 

wages, there is absolutely no reason I should qualify for those programs.” 

Yet in 2017, DeSpain received $58,626 in pay and $74,828 in total compensation, according to 

the Transparent California database. 

In order to qualify for Section 8 housing in SLO County, a three-person household must have a 

gross income of no more than $37,450, according to the HUD income limits listed on the 

Housing Authority of San Luis Obispo’s website. 

Cal Coast Times reviewed the pay received by about half of the county workers who spoke 

during public comment at the board of supervisors meeting. Of those employees, in 2017, most 

received pay of more than $50,000. On the low end, one worker was paid only $44,200 while 

receiving $59,448 in total compensation. 

On the high end, one speaker received $101,035 in pay and more than $130,000 in total 

compensation. 

When factoring in overtime and other pay, as well as benefits, multiple individuals who spoke 

during public comment receive more than $100,000 annually in total compensation. 

In 2017, Clark Guest, a drug and alcohol program supervisor, received $134,809 in total 

compensation. James Mallon, a supervising appraiser, received $132,403; Allison Mee, a social 

worker, received $116,905; and Amber Trigueros, a mental health therapist, received $116,619. 

“We are underpaid,” Mee said during her public comment. “You took away our callback time.” 

https://calcoasttimes.com/2018/12/13/are-some-slo-county-workers-exaggerating-their-financial-hardship/
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Mee, as well as other social workers, criticized the county for reducing the amount of pay they 

receive for answering the phone during on-call overnight shifts. The social workers contend they 

are not fairly compensated for getting woken up at night, sometimes repeatedly, before going to 

work the next morning. 

County officials recently agreed to give SLOCEA members .5 percent increases for the current 

fiscal year and additional 2 percent raises, effective July 1, 2019. The union members are 

demanding immediate raises of an additional 2.5 percent, to give them 3 percent raises for the 

2018-2019 fiscal year. 

As a result of the strike, the county has temporarily shuttered all public library branches in the 

county, and multiple mental health services are either shutting their doors or cutting their hours 

of operation during the strike. On Tuesday, multiple library workers and social services 

employees spoke during public comment. 

“We do not feel valued,” said Mary Blair, a library branch manager. “They started off offering us 

zero. It is not being part of a team.” 

In 2017, Blair received $65,258 in pay and $82,910 in total compensation. 

In support of the strike, union members said they are vastly underpaid compared to government 

workers in comparable counties as documented in a third-party fact finder report. The report 

recommended the county give SLOCEA members a 3 percent raise. 

However, critics say SLOCEA members are overpaid compared to private sector workers, and 

the constant wage comparisons to other county governments are driving up government 

employee salary and benefit costs at a time SLO County is facing more than $360 million in 

unfunded pension liabilities. 

Prior to Tuesday’s board meeting, SLO County officials said 3 percent raises were not 

affordable. However, public statements made by striking workers appear to have garnered 

sympathy from board members. 

All four supervisors in attendance at Tuesday’s meeting said they are willing to meet with union 

members to discuss their concerns. Supervisor Lynn Compton was absent on Tuesday because of 

a family emergency 

“We will move forward together,” Supervisor Bruce Gibson said. 

Supervisor Adam Hill appeared on both KSBY and KCOY, noting his sympathy for union 

members who Hill said deserved higher wages. 

“It’s painful, to be honest with you,” Hill said to KSBY. “I don’t think that we have been fully 

aware of how difficult it is on many of our employees.” 
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A review of the individual supervisors’ pay shows Hill receives the highest total compensation, 

slightly more than Gibson and more than $40,000 above Supervisor John Peschong, who accepts 

the smallest benefits package of the five board members. 

In 2017, Hill received $141,229 in total compensation, of which benefits accounted for $48,543. 

Hill has received more than $40,000 in benefits each of the last four years, as has Gibson, who 

has collected slightly less than Hill. 

At the other end, in 2017, Peschong received $100,820 in total compensation, of which benefits 

accounted for $18,348. During Tuesday’s board meeting, Peschong said he knew many of the 

comments made by county workers came from the heart. 

Supervisor Debbie Arnold, the median benefits collector among board members, said everyone 

on the dais would like to meet with employees to discuss their concerns. 

Following the meeting, Arnold voiced concerns about the county fiscal woes, including a current 

budget deficit of more than $4 million and the ongoing costs of increased compensation. Since 

2014, the county has paid out more than $40 million in overall compensation increases, Arnold 

said. 

This article first appeared in the December 13, 2018 edition of Cal Coast News. Josh Friedman 

is a reporter for CAL Coast News. 
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 SUPPORT COLAB!                                                                                                                            

PLEASE COMPLETE THE 

MEMBERSHIP/DONATION FORM                           

ON THE LAST PAGE BELOW 

 

  

MIKE BROWN ADVOCATES BEFORE THE BOS 

 

  

 

 

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https://i.ytimg.com/vi/HfU-cXA7I8E/maxresdefault.jpg&imgrefurl=https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HfU-cXA7I8E&docid=HSEK4W0x1Civ2M&tbnid=NICVGZqZ5lbcVM:&vet=10ahUKEwikrJ-euL7VAhVrjVQKHaCPD_sQMwg5KBMwEw..i&w=1280&h=720&bih=643&biw=1366&q=colab san luis obispo&ved=0ahUKEwikrJ-euL7VAhVrjVQKHaCPD_sQMwg5KBMwEw&iact=mrc&uact=8
https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https://i.ytimg.com/vi/T17uSFpWkcw/mqdefault.jpg&imgrefurl=https://calcoastnews.com/2016/07/slo-county-supervisors-put-sales-tax-ballot/&docid=OUqi0WLMze01uM&tbnid=ql40TXlQtctTiM:&vet=1&w=320&h=180&bih=643&biw=1366&ved=0ahUKEwif6I7UuL7VAhVkqFQKHUqaAcc4ZBAzCDsoNTA1&iact=c&ictx=1
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VICTOR DAVIS HANSON ADDRESSES A COLAB FORUM 

 

  

DAN WALTERS EXPLAINS SACO MACHINATIONS AT A COLAB FORUM 

See the presentation at the link: https://youtu.be/eEdP4cvf-zA    

  

AUTHOR & NATIONALLY SYNDICATED COMMENTATOR BEN SHAPIRO 

APPEARED AT A COLAB ANNUAL DINNER 

https://youtu.be/eEdP4cvf-zA
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://cloudfront.mediamatters.org/static/images/item/benshapiro-fox2.jpg&imgrefurl=http://mediamatters.org/blog/2013/06/27/breitbartcoms-shapiro-imagines-churches-will-no/194656&h=596&w=924&tbnid=EJgjcBHeHP0_yM:&zoom=1&docid=jg6l7tHrajWRPM&ei=i2WHVJLMFdHtoASbxYDIBw&tbm=isch&ved=0CFIQMygVMBU&iact=rc&uact=3&dur=498&page=2&start=10&ndsp=21


29 
 

  

NATIONAL RADIO AND TV COMMENTATOR HIGH HEWITT AT COLAB DINNER  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=imgres&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiVqOPwpNTdAhWPCDQIHaC7AVYQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/hugh-hewitt/&psig=AOvVaw2KgvCuZhnzSimJIDCbQjwj&ust=1537900749442226
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