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MARIN EMERGENCY RADIO AUTHORITY 
c/o Novato Fire Protection District 

95 Rowland Way, Novato, CA  94945 

PHONE:  (415) 878-2690  FAX:  (415) 878-2660 

                                                                                                                                DRAFT:  6-13-11 
 

MERA Finance Committee 

Minutes of May 25, 2011, Meeting 
 

A. Call to Order 

 

The meeting was called to order by Chair Hymel at 3:34 p.m. on May 25, 2011, in the Cavallero 

Conference Room at the Novato Fire Protection District Administration Office, 95 Rowland Way, 

Novato, CA  94945.   

 

Committee Members Present:  

City of Belvedere George Rodericks 

County of Marin Matthew Hymel 

Marin County Transit District David Rzepinski 

Town of Ross Tom Gaffney 

  

Staff Present:  

  

MERA Executive Officer Maureen Cassingham 

MERA Operations Officer Farhad Mansourian 

  

B. Minutes from April 6, 2011, Finance Committee Meeting 

 

M/S/P Rzepinski/Gaffney to approve the minutes from April 6, 2011, Finance Committee as presented. 

 

AYES: ALL 

NAYS: NONE 

Motion carried. 

 

C. Draft Short-Term and Long-Term Projects Funding Matrix 

 

Gaffney presented his MERA Strategic Plan Funding Alternatives matrix to which he has added 

sales tax as a potential revenue source.  He noted that the task is to raise revenues for current and 

replacement technology projects.  The first two tables of his report lay out the Strategic Plan 

implementation costs and current and proposed project costs using a 25-year payoff.  His funding 

alternatives include grants which the public wants to see.  Mansourian has been successful in 

applying for external funding which will be discussed.  Current member agency contributions are 

proposed to continue.  The funding formula is currently being reviewed which might permit 

additional assessments.  However, a unanimous vote would be required to change it.  He said we 

could have a supplemental formula bifurcating the old and new which would require another 

contract. 

 

Gaffney explained that property taxes are a viable resource for fire and police emergency radio 

services.  To generate $4M per year, it would cost a property owner $36 per year based on $500,000 
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assessed valuation.  Hymel said property taxes are being treated like a G.O. bond.  Gaffney said this 

is the only way you can authorize a property tax for a G.O. bond. Hymel said the G.O. would be 

done as opposed to a parcel tax. Gaffney said this is an alternative. G.O. proceeds could only be 

spent in accordance with ballot wording. Some of the strategic planning and other initial costs might 

be eligible which would require further discussion. Hymel said since MERA cannot issue G.O. 

bonds, the County would have to do so on its behalf. Gaffney said what we want to avoid is 25 

separate financing plans in order to achieve the 60 to 70 % support needed for a bond. He reviewed 

parcel charges/property related fees which would likely have to be run through the County for a 

county-wide vote.  Each parcel would get one vote or two-thirds vote of those who vote. It would 

still be $36 per parcel to generate $4M per year.  He said we could be flexible with the proceeds. 

Hymel said funding could possibly be used for operations. Gaffney said if specified in the measure, 

this might be possible. He said this could be structured to start at $10 per parcel for initial costs and 

increase to $36 as project financing needs dictate.  There is a lot of flexibility with a parcel tax. 

 

Gaffney noted another possibility is a sales tax. A quarter-cent sales tax would generate $9M per 

year county-wide. Currently, Marin County’s sales generates $3.6B per year.  Hymel noted to do 

less than one-quarter cent sales tax would require special State legislation.  The County is currently 

looking at an eighth of a cent, which would raise $4.5M per year for wildfire and vegetation 

management.  Gaffney said possibly MERA and the County could team up to do a quarter cent, 

negating the need for special legislation.  Rzepinski confirmed Marin’s current sales tax is 9.5 %.  

Rodericks said there is a nexus between MERA’s communications system financing needs and 

County wildfire funding needs. 

 

Gaffney reviewed low-interest loan programs that might be available such as the Infrastructure 

Development Bank.  However, they all require a revenue source.  So we are back at the same point.  

For example, a G.O. bond would be paid by a property tax and debt could be issued against a sales 

tax.  These would likely be rated AA and a G.O. bond might be AAA.  He said the most likely 

revenue sources for us are the property tax, parcel charge or sales tax.  Rodericks confirmed that 

$4M per year is debt service for the $50M system project. 

 

Gaffney said the day Proposition 218 passed in June 1996, he assisted MMWD in getting a $75 per 

year parcel charge with a 92 % yes vote to fund fire flow and seismic retrofitting.  It had a sunset 

which is very helpful to passage.  He asked the Committee to look at his matrix, which does not 

have all the details at this point, and provide him feedback. 

 

Hymel asked Mansourian about what MERA could project from grants.  The Committee discussed 

the need for at least three revenue sources including grants, member contributions, and an additional 

source.  Mansourian clarified that he would not need $50M on Day One to initiate the next gen 

system project.  Once the Board makes a policy decision to proceed, his plan is to fund the initial 

pieces through smaller grants.  While he might be able to secure $800,000 for one piece of the 

system, it is unlikely he can get $5M to do more.  He has received funding for the consultant and a 

technical study followed by a third grant.  MERA would operate the current system while a parallel 

system is being constructed.  Hymel asked about a cash flow schedule.  Mansourian said when 

Motorola and Harris were interviewed, they were asked to provide financing proposals.  Harris 

declined.  Motorola developed a customer financing plan which now needs to be updated if MERA 

requests it.  Mansourian reprised the proposed lease payment options and terms.  Hymel confirmed 
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that the options were based on an estimated $50M project cost. Gaffney said this brings us back to 

developing annual revenues to pay the financing. This could be part of a “pay as you go” funding 

plan. 

 

Mansourian reported that there is less and less grant funding and Homeland Security has been cut 

20%.  Also, grants have specific timelines for implementation. This is challenging for our project. 

Once the Board decides to go forward, he will divide the project into smaller projects for easier 

financing. Any new financing will require, unlike the original system, all members to be on board at 

the outset. Mansourian has reviewed UASI funding and believes our County has access to $300,000 

per year. Marin has five seats including the Sheriff, two Fire Chiefs, Law Enforcement (Cronin) and 

the Health Officer. All are MERA and Mansourian has consulted with two about relinquishing their 

shares to MERA for the next ten years versus spending their shares on equipment and other needs. 

They indicated their support for spending on MERA. The issue is there is a spending deadline of 18 

to 24 months. Therefore, a project and cash flow timeline is needed to plan for project phases and 

related expenditures.  Rzepinski asked if this strategy will take long and will it address the peaks and 

valleys of project activity.  Mansourian said yes and even if funding was available today, he would 

need lead time for the EIR process and site analysis, acquisition of any new sites and dealing with 

any related politics with the replacement technology.  Implementation can be done in segments 

unlike the current system, which was done en masse.  Gaffney said spreading the project out would 

allow time for segment-related grant funding.  Mansourian said we will need five to six more sites 

for the new technology versus the thirteen previously thought.  More sites are required for 700 MHz.  

The EIR will be controversial.  He said there can be no election without an EIR at an early-on cost 

of $1M and CEQA compliance.  Rzepinski said this will be a challenging public process with new 

sites.  Mansourian said CEQA says if you have a project, it must be compliant.  Regarding the 

County’s flood control project, it was approached as a program leading to specific projects that must 

comply with CEQA. 

 

Hymel said it seems a parcel tax up to a certain amount like $36 per parcel is the best approach.  

This would allow us to vary it based on obtaining grants.  Gaffney said we can estimate the amount 

of grant funding for the voters and that it would be best to go for the vote.  A source of revenue will 

still be needed to pay for any financing. 

 

Rzepinski said we should consider vendor financing if they are still interested as they have the 

capital to do this.  Hymel and Gaffney asked how would we pay a vendor financed system without a 

revenue stream.  Mansourian said member contributions would be required without new revenues.  

Hymel responded that members would continue to pay for operating and a parcel tax would have to 

pay for the capital.  Rodericks said we really have to go to a vote since this can’t all be done with 

member contributions. 

 

Mansourian suggested a locally legislated 911 phone tax, which some agencies have but it is subject 

to legal challenge.  Hymel noted phone companies have fought this.  It should be added to our 

revenue source matrix like a Utility Users Tax.  Gaffney noted he had assumed 110,000 parcels in 

the County for calculation purposes.  Hymel said he would check this and supported including 

commercial parcels.  Mansourian said once we decide to go forward, we should involve John 

Roberto early on from an environmental perspective.  Cassingham, in responding to Gaffney, said 

our public affairs consultants should also be advising the Finance Committee and are available to do 
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so.   Gaffney said in his experience in over 30 elections, it is critical to provide the facts and to avoid 

incomplete or inconsistent public information. Also, the less financed, the better.  Mansourian said 

of the $50M, much of it is member agency equipment.  For example, 2,000 portables will not be 

needed.  Vendor financing could be helpful for incremental purchases.  Gaffney suggested an 

allowance per agency for the number of radios, like so many radios per capita.  Mansourian said if 

AV is part of the equation, the expectation is that a smaller, more affluent member should get more 

radios.  Gaffney said an allowance will assure a standard allocation and if more radios are desired, 

the jurisdiction pays more.  If fewer are requested, there is no credit. 

 

Gaffney reiterated it is key to keep the parcel charge down.  $36 per year or $3 per month is 

reasonable.  He recommends 25-year term over 30 years, which should be enough to finance the 

new system.  Hymel asked if it would be $36 flat and not with an escalator.  Gaffney said we could 

ramp based on the required cash flow since we do not need as much early on.  Hymel asked about 

the useful system life.  Mansourian said it is 14 to 15 years until major repairs and that vendors 

won’t support any system for 20 years.  Radios have a maximum ten-year life.  Hymel supports the 

parcel tax versus the G.O. based on system life.  Rodericks said the first five years costs would be 

significant, next five not so much and the last five would increase. 

 

Mansourian said, with the Committee’s approval, he will ask both vendors for a task schedule which 

Gaffney noted will be helpful to support the need for funding and cash flow planning.  Gaffney said 

we need a list of steps like the timing of EIR.  Mansourian needs an Executive Committee decision 

to fund DPW hours to develop a “next steps and cash flow timelines”, including site identification 

and Roberto’s determination of the practicality of the tasks ahead.  In essence, this would involve 

undertaking a feasibility study and financing flow for replacement technology.  Hymel said this is 

needed to fully understand what is involved with implementing a $50M next gen system.  Gaffney 

believes the debt service and note must be paid off the same way we are doing and that these 

payments cannot be put into the parcel tax.  Hymel said as part of the planning, that there is eight 

more years financing of the current system, realizing that start-up of the new system may need to 

occur before that time.  He asked if the five seats can fund this planning phase.  Mansourian said 

UASI funding will not be enough. 

 

Mansourian estimated the cost of a feasibility study to be $50,000 to $60,000.  There may be some 

remaining funding in DPW’s Technical Services FY10-11 Operating Budget to undertake this; 

possibly as much as $100,000, which would not require Executive Committee or Board action or 

any new money.  He would just report back on the status of the study.  Hymel asked Gaffney if there 

is a Marin County-wide parcel tax from which he could confirm the base.  Gaffney suggested 

mosquito abatement, which could be confirmed by the County Auditor.  Hymel said commercial 

properties should be included in any MERA plan and he will check with the Auditor.  Regarding the 

phone tax, Hymel said each member agency would have to enact it which would be a challenge, 

along with phone company resistance and some members having no such jurisdiction.  Mansourian 

said there are many phone companies serving Marin County.  Rodericks also noted that this tax 

would only apply to landlines. 

 

Mansourian summarized that he needs approval to conduct a high level feasibility study to help 

inform the Finance Committee.  He suggested that the Committee formally request the Operations 

Officer to prepare a feasibility study with project scheduling and cash flow needs. 
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M/S/P Gaffney/Rzepinski to approve a Project Feasibility Study to be undertaken by the Operations 

Officer within the cost range suggested by Mansourian to provide them a better understanding of the 

tasks involved, a project cash flow and timeline for a 700 MHz replacement system.   

 

AYES: ALL 

NAYS: NONE 

Motion carried. 

 

 Hymel asked that this action be reported out to the Executive Committee and the work to be 

performed is within the scope of the DPW contract and within budget. 

 

Cassingham was requested by the Committee to send Mansourian an authorizing communication as 

soon as possible to initiate the work.  After some discussion, Mansourian was requested to contact 

Harris and Motorola for additional information regarding their proposals and any follow-up 

questions.  When the next gen system project is approved by the MERA Board, an RFP will be 

issued. 

 

D. Fee Schedule for Non-Member Uses of MERA System and Radio Cost Policy 

 

Cassingham said that the MERA Bylaws require the development of a fee schedule for use of the 

radio system by non-members, which is to be reviewed and approved by the Board as part of the 

annual budget approval.  Heretofore, non-member and member requests for radios have been 

reviewed on a case-by-case basis by the Operations Officer per MERA policy, without benefit of a 

fee schedule.  On May 18, the MERA Board requested the Finance and Executive Committees 

review and develop a Non-Member Fee Schedule.  There are currently 14 non-member users 

including some private agencies with a total of 136 radios.  Hymel asked for background on the non-

member users.  Mansourian said some of these users are mutual-aid or support responders to MERA 

members.  Gaffney inquired if these users were active on the system.  Mansourian said many were 

regular users and others were solely mutual-aid.  He supported a buy-in charge of possibly $6,000 

for private agencies and possibly large public agencies.  Gaffney confirmed that the non-members 

pay for their equipment and programming.  Hymel supported an annual use fee starting with private 

users.  Rzepinski expressed concern for charging already burdened public agencies.  He also 

supported revisiting prior policy.  Mansourian suggested possibly a $60 per radio per year fee.  He 

will ask Richard Chuck to develop an appropriate fee structure. 

 

M/S/P Gaffney/Rodericks to recommend a zero rate fee schedule for non-member public agency users and 

a fee schedule for private users of the MERA system based on a rate recommended by the 

Communications Engineer for submission to the MERA Executive Committee with direction that these 

fees will be evaluated over the next fiscal year.  

 

AYES: ALL 

NAYS: NONE 

Motion carried. 
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Roderick clarified with Mansourian that private agencies using the public system are doing so as 

contractors with public agencies; however, they can be assessed fees for use.  Cassingham said two 

years ago the then-Finance Committee, out of concern for the number of radios issued and the 

system capacity problems being experienced, requested development of a Radio Cost Policy by the 

Executive Officer.  This is one of the tasks in the Executive Officer’s 2011 Work Plan.  It was 

intended that the policy address original radio allocations, radios added by member agencies over 

the years, mutual-aid and allied agency system use, radio-related costs, the number of radios affect 

on capacity and radio usage.  The Operations Officer is following approved MERA policy regarding 

the issuance of additional radios.  While the additional frequencies project has addressed capacity 

issues, Cassingham recommended that she draft a formal radio cost policy, with Mansourian’s input, 

for presentation to the Finance and Executive Committees. 

 

E. Census Adjustments to Lando Formula  

 

Cassingham reported that the Strategic Plan Governance Work Group, as it was reviewing the 

Lando Funding Formula, inquired whether the population factor had been updated based on the 

2000 and 2010 Census for Marin County.  She has researched the County’s population counts for 

2000 and 2009, which are 247,289 and 250,750, respectively.  Given the minimal County-wide 

increase in population, she wondered whether there were significant enough shifts in member 

jurisdiction counts to warrant a recalculation of contributions.  Rzepinski said he favored opening up 

the Formula and revisiting factor calculations.  Gaffney disagreed and said revisitation invited 

possibly unwarranted disputes.  Rodericks said Governance will get into the Lando Formula in more 

depth as some point.  Hymel suggested the Finance Committee hold tight on any census adjustments 

at this time. 

 

F. Other Information Items 

 

Rzepinski inquired about the effect of Mansourian’s interim SMART assignment on MERA.  

Mansourian said there would be no change for MERA. 

 

Mansourian suggested there could be new agencies like SMART that may want to join MERA so 

future membership should be an additional consideration. 

 

G. Open Time for Items Not On Agenda (limited to two minutes per speaker) 

 

None. 

 

H. Adjournment 

 

The meeting was adjourned at 5:02 p.m. 

 

 


