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Subject 
Oppose Senate Bill 1720 (Alarcon) - Metropolitan water districts:  civil service 

Description 
Senate Bill 1720 (Alarcon) (see Attachment 1) proposes to change existing law to mandate a specific form of 
civil service system for Metropolitan.  AFSCME Local 1902, is the sponsor of this legislation.  The Metropolitan 
Water District Act states that Metropolitan may establish a system of civil service.  In exercising this discretion, 
Metropolitan established a merit-based selection system incorporating a competitive exam process.  This system 
has undergone continuous review and refinement under the direction of executive management and via periodic 
negotiations with the bargaining units.  Metropolitan’s merit-based selection system applies to all classified 
employees (thereby exempting executive level managers and certain employees designated as officers).  This bill 
would require Metropolitan to prescribe a different system of civil service that, with limited exceptions, would 
include practically every officer and employee of Metropolitan.  Specifically, the bill would require Metropolitan 
to establish a civil service commission consisting of 5 members appointed by the Board for 5-year terms. 

In addition, Senate Bill 1720 would direct the following actions: 

• The bill would require the Board to enforce civil service rules and, by majority vote, prescribe 
probationary periods and classifications. 

• The bill would mandate that permanent appointments and promotions be made in accordance with a 
general system based on merit ascertained by competitive examination. 

• The bill would restrict a temporary appointment be made to a position for which there is no 
employment list for a period not to exceed 6 months in a 12-month period. 

• The bill would prohibit Metropolitan from entering into a contract for permanent or temporary 
services if those services, in the judgment of Metropolitan, are of a kind that persons selected through 
its civil service system could perform. 

Staff recommends that Metropolitan oppose this bill for a variety of reasons.  First and foremost this bill 
represents a state mandate of costs and processes on a local agency.  Local public agencies typically elect the form 
of civil service system that works best for their mission and purpose.  Some elect to implement formal civil 
service commissions and hiring practices, while most others have elected to adopt a more streamlined merit 
system such as Metropolitan’s.  Historically, this decision is typically left to an agency’s governing body, rather 
than being a mandate from the state. 

On a substantive level, Metropolitan’s merit-based system provides its employees comparable benefits of a formal 
civil service system, including a property interest in employment, due process rights, grievance procedures, 
competitive examinations, etc.  But, Metropolitan has avoided much of the cost, procedural bureaucracy and 
cumbersome aspects associated with the type of civil service systems directed by Senate Bill 1720, by not 
implementing a civil service commission.  Metropolitan has a long tradition of excellent public service by an 
outstanding work force.  The merit-based system has allowed Metropolitan to consistently hire and promote top-
caliber employees capable of performing at the highest levels.  This results in efficiencies and cost savings that 
are passed on to the public in the form of predictable water rates and to employees in the form of higher wages.  
For instance, Metropolitan compensates its employees at or near the top of the public agency market in most of its 
classifications, while offering extensive benefits.  This is not typically the case with public agencies that have 



April 13, 2004 Board Meeting 8-6 Page 2 

 

formal civil service systems.  As a result, Metropolitan has an extremely low attrition rate, and has been able to 
retain the knowledge base of its top-caliber personnel and avoided the costs associated with high turnover rates.  
Because Metropolitan’s merit system effectively provides the job protection rights generally cited as the chief 
advantage of a civil service system, this bill would not provide new substantive benefits to current employees, 
while generating new procedural burdens and bureaucracy. 

Finally, the bill would prohibit contracting for services that persons in the civil service could perform.  Because of 
the inherent fluctuation in Metropolitan’s capital improvement program, Metropolitan has always supplemented 
its design and engineering staff with contracts with engineering firms for specialized work.  This bill would 
restrict management’s ability to make those efficiency decisions to the detriment of the member agencies and the 
rate-paying public.  It would also inhibit staff’s ability to meet Metropolitan’s goals for contracting with small and 
regionally based businesses. 

For reasons of local control, efficiency and cost-containment, staff recommends that Metropolitan take an oppose 
position to this legislation. 

Policy 
Metropolitan Water District Act § 71 – Granting discretion to the Board to prescribe a system of civil service 

California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) 
CEQA determination for Options #1, #2, and #3: 

The proposed action is not defined as a project under CEQA because it involves continuing administrative 
activities, such as general policy and procedure making (Section 15378(b)(2) of the State CEQA Guidelines).  In 
addition, where it can be seen with certainty that there is no possibility that the proposed action in question may 
have a significant effect on the environment, the proposed action is not subject to CEQA (Section 15061(b)(3) of 
the State CEQA Guidelines). 

The CEQA determination is:  Determine that the proposed action is not subject to CEQA pursuant to 
Sections 15378(b)(2) and 15061(b)(3) of the State CEQA Guidelines. 

Board Options/Fiscal Impacts 
Option #1 

Adopt the CEQA determination and oppose Senate Bill 1720. 
Fiscal Impact: None 

Option #2 
Adopt the CEQA determination and support Senate Bill 1720. 
Fiscal Impact: Potentially significant state-mandated costs in implementing full civil service commission 

Option #3 
Adopt the CEQA determination and propose amendments to Senate Bill 1720. 
Fiscal Impact: Unknown 
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Staff Recommendation  
Option #1 
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SENATE BILL No. 1720

Introduced by Senator Alarcon

February 20, 2004

An act to amend Section 71 of the Metropolitan Water District Act
(Chapter 209 of the Statutes of 1969), relating to water.

LEGISLATIVE COUNSEL’S DIGEST

SB 1720, as introduced, Alarcon. Metropolitan water districts:
civil service.

(1) Existing law, the Metropolitan Water District Act, authorizes the
board of a metropolitan water district to prescribe a system of civil
service.

This bill, instead, would require the board of a metropolitan water
district to prescribe a system of civil service that, with certain
exceptions, includes every officer and employee of the district. The bill
would require the district to establish a civil service commission
consisting of 5 members appointed by the board for 5-year terms. The
bill would require the board to enforce the civil service rules and, by
majority vote, to prescribe probationary periods and classifications.
The bill would require permanent appointments and promotions to be
made in accordance with a general system based on merit ascertained
by competitive examination. The bill would authorize a temporary
appointment to be made to a position for which there is no employment
lists for a period not to exceed 6 months in a 12-month period. The bill
would prohibit the district from entering into a contract for permanent
or temporary services if those services, in the judgment of the district,
are of a kind that persons selected through its civil service system could
perform. By establishing these requirements on a metropolitan water
district, the bill would impose a state-mandated program.
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(2) The California Constitution requires the state to reimburse local
agencies and school districts for certain costs mandated by the state.
Statutory provisions establish procedures for making that
reimbursement, including the creation of a State Mandates Claims Fund
to pay the costs of mandates that do not exceed $1,000,000 statewide
and other procedures for claims whose statewide costs exceed
$1,000,000.

This bill would provide that, if the Commission on State Mandates
determines that the bill contains costs mandated by the state,
reimbursement for those costs shall be made pursuant to these statutory
provisions.

Vote: majority. Appropriation: no. Fiscal committee: yes.
State-mandated local program: yes.

The people of the State of California do enact as follows:

SECTION 1. Section 71 of the Metropolitan Water District
Act (Chapter 209 of the Statutes of 1969) is amended to read:

Sec. 71. (a) The board may shall prescribe a system of civil
service  in accordance with this section.

(b) The civil service includes every officer and employee of the
district, except as otherwise provided in this section.

(c) In the civil service, permanent appointments and
promotions shall be made in accordance with a general system
based on merit ascertained by competitive examination.

(d) The board shall establish a civil service commission
consisting of five members appointed by the board for five-year
terms and until their successors are appointed and qualified.
Appointment to fill a vacancy is for the unexpired portion of the
term. Each year the commission shall elect one of its members as
presiding officer.

(e) The board shall enforce the civil service rules and, by
majority vote of all its members, shall prescribe probationary
periods and classifications, and adopt other rules authorized by
statute.

(f) The positions of chief executive officer, chief operating
officer, chief financial officer, and general counsel are exempt from
civil service.

(g) A temporary appointment may be made to a position for
which there is no employment list. A person may serve in one or
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more positions pursuant to a temporary appointment for not more
than six months in a 12-month period.

(h) The district may not enter into a contract for permanent or
temporary services, if those services, in the judgment of the
district, are of a kind that persons selected through its civil service
system could perform.

SEC. 2. Notwithstanding Section 17610 of the Government
Code, if the Commission on State Mandates determines that this
act contains costs mandated by the state, reimbursement to local
agencies and school districts for those costs shall be made pursuant
to Part 7 (commencing with Section 17500) of Division 4 of Title
2 of the Government Code. If the statewide cost of the claim for
reimbursement does not exceed one million dollars ($1,000,000),
reimbursement shall be made from the State Mandates Claims
Fund.

O
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