County workers salaries have taken a hit, except those at the top
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BY THE NUMBERS
Biggest salaries in Los Angeles County

Here are the 10 highest paid department heads and elected officials in Los Angeles County government, in order of current salary.

	POSITION
	NAME
	2007 SALARY
	2010 SALARY
	INCREASE

	Health services 
director
	Mitchell H. Katz
	$306,800
	$355,000
	16%

	Chief executive 
officer
	Bill Fujioka
	$242,116
	$338,458
	40%

	Public health 
director
	Dr. Jonathan E. Fielding
	$270,400
	$309,494
	14%

	District attorney
	Steve Cooley
	$229,263
	$297,859
	30%

	County 
counsel
	Andrea Sheridan 
Ordin
	$203,611
	$295,000
	45%

	Sheriff
	Lee Baca
	$259,587
	$284,183
	9%

	Forester & 
fire warden
	P. Michael Freeman
	$213,582
	$281,036
	32%

	Coroner chief 
medical examiner
	Dr. Lakshmanan Sathyavagiswaran
	$239,273
	$276,912
	16%

	Alternate public 
defender
	Janice Y. Fukai
	$194,790
	$229,525
	18%

	Public works 
director
	Gail Farber
	$202,540
	$230,000
	14%


Note: In some cases, individual holding the position now may not have held same position in 2007. 
Also, in some cases, positions have been restructured with new responsibilities. 
Source: Los Angeles County
Amid the worst recession in modern history, the salaries of top Los Angeles County officials have shot up 12 to 45 percent in three years and some public servants are now making more than $400,000 annually in total compensation, a Los Angeles Daily News investigation has found.

The analysis of a county salary database obtained through the California Public Records Act found 17,686 of the county's more than 100,000 employees make more than $100,000 annually in total pay.

This includes a Coroner's Office executive secretary making $113,825 and a firefighter who collected a whopping $271,498 last year.

More than 70 county employees earn more than $300,000, including six making in excess of $400,000.

"Unfortunately, this is reflective of what we are seeing across California and that is compensation levels for public employees that shocks the conscience of ordinary taxpayers," said Jon Coupal, president of the Howard Jarvis Taxpayers Association.

"Also, it's particularly frustrating to see these double-digit increases in compensation at the same time the private sector is laying people off."

The revelations come amid Attorney General Jerry Brown's widening probe of excessive public salaries and benefits in Bell, Vernon and government agencies throughout the state.

Although the $787,638 salary of former Bell City Manager Robert Rizzo has attracted the most attention, Brown's probe is focusing on many government agencies that are paying annual salaries in excess of $300,000 and pensions exceeding $200,000. A spokeswoman declined to say whether the AG's Office is investigating officials in Los Angeles County.

In L.A. County, the highest paid employee in 2009 was Dr. Elaine C. Yang, a senior physician at Harbor-UCLA Medical Center whose total compensation was $430,909.

While four other county employees making more than $400,000 were also medical professionals, county Chief Executive Officer Bill Fujioka took in $403,141 in total pay. This includes a base salary of $338,458 and $64,683 in additional compensation, including a travel allowance and "flexible earnings" not used to buy medical, dental and other benefits.

In fact, the salaries of the county's department heads and elected officials have increased significantly since the Board of Supervisors hired Fujioka in July 2007, accompanied by a reworking of the county's executive structure.

The board hired Fujioka at a base salary of $310,000, up substantially from the $242,116 salary of his predecessor - Chief Administrative Officer David Janssen. Fujioka's base pay is now 40 percent higher than Janssen's base salary three years ago.

Because of the restructuring and the change in responsibilities for some positions, county officials argue that it is not fair to compare the salaries of current officials with those of their predecessors.

"The board significantly changed the duties of the CAO in creating a CEO and Mr. Fujioka's salary itself has not increased significantly since he began," Chief Deputy CEO Brence Culp said.

Of the county's 37 department heads, Culp said 14 have been hired since April 1, 2007. When a new department head is appointed, Culp said, their salary is based on their experience and qualifications.

"In most cases, a department head's incoming salary represents a modest increase from his or her prior salary (often from another jurisdiction) unless there is some exceptional circumstances to warrant a greater increase," Culp said. "Even in those cases, we are careful to not offer more than a comparative market analysis can justify."

Seeking to boost the desirability of the CEO position, the supervisors voted 4-1 in March 2007 to restructure the CEO's Office, giving the position greater authority and boosting the salary range for the position up to $399,000. The salaries of several newly created deputy CEOs were also increased significantly under the new structure.

After Fujioka was hired, a string of top county officials was granted large salary increases, including the district attorney, health director and public health director.

At the time, taxpayer advocates expressed concerns that the higher salaries would put pressure on the supervisors to grant similar increases to other department heads and managers.

Not long afterward, the supervisors voted to increase the salary ranges for 1,100 management employees to address pay inequities - situations where underlings were making more than their bosses.

Since the board approved the CEO restructuring in 2007, the base salaries of the county's department head positions have increased from 12 to 45 percent, the Daily News analysis found.

Tony Bell, spokesman for Supervisor Michael D. Antonovich, said the supervisor voted against the new CEO governance structure to avoid unnecessary layers of bureaucracy. Antonovich believes the supervisors should retain control over the salaries of department heads.

"That's what the new governance structure did," Bell said. "It gave the salary level decisions to the CEO. It took that control away from the board."

But Culp said no appointed department head has received a salary increase since October 2008.

"In fact ... while their salaries were frozen, other employees continued to receive salary increases," Culp said.

While the supervisors' pay has only increased 4 percent since 2007, District Attorney Steve Cooley's base salary has increased 30 percent from $229,263 to $297,859. Cooley's total compensation was $345,587 last year.

Based on an analysis showing some of Cooley's subordinates' salaries may exceed his pay over the next several years, DA spokeswoman Sandi Gibbons said Cooley's office is recommending his base salary be raised to $312,614.

"This salary will ensure that the salary for the position of district attorney does not fall behind other ... department heads and subordinate managers and will properly compensate the next district attorney for the challenging work of leading the largest and most complex prosecutorial office in the nation," Gibbons said.

The increases in pay for department heads and elected officials come as rank-and-file county workers have gone without cost-of-living adjustments in the last couple of years, union officials say.

"We are shocked to see that while front-line county employees have financially sacrificed to help the county through the recession, their sacrifices have not been shared by county leadership," said Barbara Maynard, spokeswoman for the Coalition of County Unions, which represents 25,000 county workers.

The largest pay increase for a department head went to County Counsel Andrea Sheridan Ordin whose $295,000 salary is 45 percent higher than her predecessor's salary of $203,611. Ordin, appointed by the board late last year, had no comment.

New Department of Health Services Director Mitchell H. Katz, who starts on Jan. 3, will receive the county's highest base salary of $355,000, up 16 percent from his predecessor's salary of $306,800.

"While I understand the county needed to raise compensations in order to recruit top managers like the CEO, I don't believe it's appropriate for incumbent managers to have pay raises when the work force has not been receiving pay raises," said John Tanner, executive director of Service Employees International Union Local 721, which represents 55,000 county employees.

