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Date:   June 3, 2026 
To:       LAFCO Commissioners 
From:   Joe Serrano, Executive Officer 
Subject:   Countywide Fire Protection Service & Sphere Review  
______________________________________________________________________ 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATION 
LAFCO periodically performs municipal service reviews and sphere of influence updates for each 
agency subject to LAFCO’s boundary regulations. As part of the Commission’s Multi-Year Work 
Program, LAFCO staff has drafted a service and sphere review for the 12 fire agencies and scheduled 
a public hearing. Figure A on page 2 shows the jurisdictional boundary of each fire agency.   
 

It is recommended that the Commission take the following actions: 
 

1. Find, pursuant to Section 15061(b)(3) of the State CEQA Guidelines, that LAFCO determined that 

the service and sphere of influence review is not subject to the environmental impact evaluation 

process because it can be seen with certainty that there is no possibility that the activity in question 

may have a significant effect on the environment and the activity is not subject to CEQA; 
 

2. Determine, pursuant to Government Code Section 56425, that LAFCO is required to develop and 

determine a sphere of influence for the 12 affected districts, and review and update, as necessary; 
 

3. Determine, pursuant to Government Code Section 56430, that LAFCO is required to conduct a 

service review before, or in conjunction with an action to establish or update a sphere; and 
 

4. Adopt the draft resolution (LAFCO No. 2026-11) approving the 2026 Comprehensive Fire 

Protection Service and Sphere of Influence Review, with the following terms and conditions: 
 

a. Reaffirm the existing spheres of influence for all fire agencies, with the exception of CSA 4; 
 

b. Adopt a coterminous sphere of influence for County Service Area 4; 
 

c. Adopt regional spheres for the Rural, Urban, and Valley areas; 
 

d. Request that the Aromas Tri-County Fire Protection District, County Service Area 4, and 
County Service Area 48 update their websites to comply with Senate Bill 969 (website 
transparency) by December 31, 2026; 
 

e. Request that the City of Santa Cruz begin disclosing the fire department’s assets and liabilities 
in future audits for additional transparency; 
 

f. Direct staff to conduct a request for proposal by October 2026 to hire an outside consultant to 
produce a feasibility study exploring the reorganization of CSA 48 into an independent fire 
district;  
 

g. Direct staff to work collaboratively with the fire agencies within the Rural and Urban Regions 
to assess whether a feasibility or special study would provide useful information to support 
long-term service planning and community benefit, as supported by the governing boards of 
the affected fire agencies;  
 

h. Direct staff to engage with the fire agencies within the Valley Region to determine whether a 
feasibility or special study may assist the agencies in identifying opportunities to sustain and/or 
enhance service to their constituents; and 
 

i. Direct the Executive Officer to distribute a copy of the adopted service and sphere review to 
the 12 fire agencies, Monterey LAFCO, San Benito LAFCO, and any other interested or 
affected parties, including but not limited to the Civil Grand Jury and the Fire Department 
Advisory Group. 

Santa Cruz Local Agency Formation Commission 
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Figure A: Countywide Map (12 Fire Agencies) 
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EXECUTIVE OFFICER’S REPORT 

LAFCO staff has prepared a service and sphere review for the 12 fire agencies (refer to Attachment 
1). The 2026 report has organized the fire agencies into three geographic regions (Rural, Urban, and 
Valley) based on their primary service areas. Each regional chapter offers a high-level assessment of 
each agencies’ characteristics, operational conditions, fiscal health, governance structure, and overall 
service capacity. The attached report concludes with determinations required by State law. 
Appendices at the end of this report include the sources used as the basis of the countywide fire 
evaluation and include a profile of each fire agency, including but not limited to their financial data 
analysis.  
 
Key Findings 
The following are key findings from the 2026 Countywide Fire Report: 
 

1. Santa Cruz County has a longstanding interagency coordination. 

Santa Cruz County’s 12 fire agencies maintain a robust and well-established network of mutual-aid 
agreements, automatic-aid arrangements, and cooperative response protocols that enable seamless 
support across jurisdictional boundaries. These agreements ensure that the closest appropriate unit 
responds to an emergency regardless of service areas, a critical feature given that fire and medical 
emergencies do not recognize jurisdictional boundaries. Local districts publicly document their 
participation in countywide, regional, and statewide mutual-aid systems, while CAL FIRE’s 
Cooperative Fire Protection Program further strengthens interagency coordination by integrating state 
resources with local operations. Together, these longstanding partnerships demonstrate that Santa 
Cruz County’s fire agencies operate within a highly collaborative, boundary-agnostic system: one that 
enhances response reliability, maximizes resource availability, and reflects the unique operational 
realities of fire protection services in this county. 
 

2. Sphere boundaries remain outdated and fragmented. 

The 2026 service review found that spheres of influence for most fire districts have not changed in 
decades, resulting in a patchwork of boundaries that reflect historical service patterns rather than 
current operational realities. Many districts continue to operate within spheres that no longer align with 
population growth or development trends, and the functional service areas have evolved through 
mutual and automatic aid. Staff has concluded that the county’s fire service landscape aligns naturally 
into three broad geographic county regions (rural, urban, and valley), which coincidentally align with 
three different service models: CAL FIRE serves the rural areas under contracts with the individual 
districts and CSAs; the urban areas are served by full-time career departments offering specialized 
services including paramedics; and the historically community-driven departments serving the San 
Lorenzo Valley. Therefore, staff recommends establishing corresponding regional spheres of influence 
as supplemental planning tools.  
 

3. Volunteer-dependent staffing models are increasingly unsustainable. 

The 2026 service review highlights that several districts still relied heavily on volunteer firefighters, a 
model that has become increasingly difficult to sustain due to declining volunteer availability, evolving 
training requirements and the steady increase in medical-related call volume. While volunteerism 
remains important to community identity, LAFCO staff notes that emergency response demands, 
consistent staffing levels, rapid turnout, and specialized training are challenging to maintain through 
volunteer-only models. As a result, many fire agencies have already begun transitioning toward hybrid 
or fully paid staffing models, and LAFCO identified this shift as essential for ensuring reliable, 
around-the-clock service in both rural and suburban areas. 

 

4. Significant fiscal disparities create uneven service capacity. 

The 2026 service review identified substantial differences in the fiscal capacity of fire agencies across 
Santa Cruz County, driven by variations in property-tax allocations, special taxes, and historical 
funding structures. Some districts benefit from stable and diversified revenue streams that support 
full-time staffing, modern apparatus, and ongoing capital investment. Others operate with limited or 
structurally insufficient funding, making it difficult to maintain facilities, replace aging equipment, or 
expand administrative and prevention programs. These financial disparities directly influence each 
district’s ability to sustain long-term service commitments and highlight the importance of exploring 
shared-services models, regional partnerships, or governance restructuring options to ensure that all 
communities continue to receive reliable and adequately funded fire protection service. 
 



 

Fire MSR Staff Report                                                                                                             Page 4 of 6 

 

5. Service delivery capacity varies widely across jurisdictions. 

The 2026 service review emphasized that the fire agencies operate within increasingly complex 
emergencies that routinely exceed the capacity of any single district to manage independently. While 
the fire agencies already benefit from strong mutual and auto aid agreements, LAFCO staff found that 
these cooperative arrangements (though effective) are inherently reactive and rely on voluntary 
coordination among the separate agencies. Stronger, more formalized regional partnerships, whether 
through shared-services agreements, reorganizations, or consolidations, could enhance operational 
consistency, improve resource deployment, and strengthen planning and prevention efforts across 
entire geographic areas. More importantly, staff notes that such governance improvements can be 
structured to help preserve local stations, maintain community identity, and ensure continued 
representation, while still delivering the benefits of unified staffing, administration, training, and 
specialty capabilities. As emergencies grow more complex and create greater interdependency, 
advancing these regional frameworks will be essential to ensure reliable and equitable fire-related 
services countywide. 
 
6. Administrative capacity is uneven and increasingly critical. 

The 2026 service review highlighted that administrative capacity varies widely among fire agencies, 
with several smaller districts lacking dedicated staff for essential functions, such as finance, human 
resources, training coordination, regulatory compliance, and grant management. As state and federal 
requirements have expanded, particularly in areas (such as wildfire mitigation, workplace safety, 
emergency medical reporting, and disaster planning), the administrative workload has grown 
substantially. Agencies with limited administrative infrastructure face increasing difficulty in meeting 
these obligations, which can affect operational readiness and long-term planning as fire chiefs become 
overwhelmed with necessary administrative tasks. Strengthening administrative capacity through 
shared-services agreements, regional partnerships, or governance restructuring has become an 
increasingly important strategy for ensuring that all districts can meet modern service expectations. 
 
7. Capital infrastructure needs are outpacing district budgets. 

The 2026 service review documents significant capital infrastructure challenges for many districts 
across the county, including aging fire stations, outdated apparatuses, and deferred maintenance that 
lack the financial capacity to address. Modern fire and EMS operations require specialized equipment, 
compliant facilities, and regular capital reinvestment, expenses that are growing at a faster rate than 
the revenues of many smaller or rural districts. This trend is consistent with statewide conditions, 
where escalating construction costs, stricter facility standards, and longer apparatus replacement 
cycles are placing pressure on local fire agencies. Without coordinated capital planning or shared 
investment strategies, these gaps will continue to widen. Regional approaches, pooled purchasing, 
and consolidated capital planning can help ensure that all communities benefit from safe, modern, and 
reliable fire infrastructure. 
 
8. Governance structures are not always aligned with modern service realities. 

The 2026 service review found that many fire district governance structures reflect historical 
community boundaries and service expectations that no longer align with current operational realities. 
Population growth, development patterns, and the increasing volume and complexity of emergency 
response have created service environments that extend beyond traditional district lines. In some 
areas, multiple agencies respond and almost function as a single operational region, while in others, 
small districts face governance and administrative burdens disproportionate to their size. These 
misalignments are not unique to Santa Cruz County - they mirror statewide challenges where legacy 
governance structures struggle to support modern, all-hazards service delivery.  
 
9. Statewide movement toward regionalization is accelerating. 

Across California, fire agencies are increasingly adopting regional service models to address staffing 
shortages, rising costs, administrative complexity, and growing all-hazard demands. Since 2020, 
numerous counties, including El Dorado, Marin, Placer, Riverside, San Bernardino, Santa Clara, and 
Sonoma, have advanced consolidations, reorganizations, or established regional fire authorities to 
improve service delivery and financial sustainability. These efforts reflect a broader statewide 
recognition that modern fire protection services often require deeper integration of staffing, training, 
administration, and capital planning than traditional or single district structures can provide.  
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10. The majority of the fire agencies manage transparent websites. 

State law requires independent special districts to maintain a robust website to ensure that 
constituents are aware of the local agencies’ operations and finances. While the law does not apply 
to dependent special districts, LAFCO is impressed with the level of transparency from most of the fire 
agencies. Based on LAFCO’s 2026 analysis, all 12 fire agencies met most of the benchmarks used to 
measure online transparency, with the exception of the Aromas Tri-County Fire Protection District, and 
County Service Areas 4 and 48. LAFCO is recommending that the agencies update their website to 
comply with Senate Bill 969 before the next service review cycle (June 2031). 

 
11. LAFCO’s evolving role as a collaborative partner in fire service governance. 

The 2026 service review, along with recent governance actions in Santa Cruz County and across 

California, reflects a broader shift in how LAFCOs are perceived by fire districts and local governments. 

Historically viewed by some agencies as an obscure regulatory body or potential threat to local 

autonomy, LAFCOs have increasingly been recognized as valuable partners that provide objective 

analysis, technical expertise, and facilitation support to help fire agencies operate more effectively.  In 

Santa Cruz County, recent reorganizations demonstrate how LAFCO can help districts strengthen 

service delivery, stabilize finances, and expand operational capacity while preserving local stations, 

community identity, and representation. Similar examples across the state show that 

LAFCO-supported reorganizations, shared-services agreements, and regional governance models 

can reduce administrative burdens, improve staffing depth, and enhance long-term sustainability of 

fire protection services. This evolving perspective underscores LAFCO’s role not as an external force 

imposing change, but as a resource and facilitator that supports fire agencies in meeting modern 

service demands and achieving durable, community-centered improvements. 

 

Environmental Review 
LAFCO staff has conducted an environmental review for the report in accordance with the California 
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). Staff has determined that the service and sphere review is exempt 
because it can be seen with certainty that there is no possibility that the activity in question may have 
a significant effect on the environment, and the activity is not subject to CEQA (Section 15061[b][3]). 
A Notice of Exemption, as shown in Attachment 2, will be recorded after Commission action. 
 
Agency Coordination and Public Notice 
A hearing notice for this draft service review was published in the May 12th, 2026 issue of the Santa 
Cruz Sentinel (Attachment 3). An administrative copy was shared with the fire chiefs prior to 
publication of the final report. This allowed the agencies an opportunity to review LAFCO staff’s 
findings and provide corrections and/or feedback before the report was finalized. The assistance and 
support by all affected agencies, including our fire ad hoc committee, in completing the extensive 
countywide service review was greatly appreciated by LAFCO.  
 
CONCLUSION 
The draft countywide fire report is intended to serve as a constructive planning resource that local fire 
agencies may draw upon at their own discretion as they evaluate opportunities to strengthen service 
delivery. While the service review makes note of longstanding interagency coordination, growing 
operational pressures, fiscal and administrative differences, and capital needs, its intent is not to 
prescribe outcomes or impose structural changes. Instead, it provides a neutral framework (including 
the recommended regional spheres) which complement and do not replace each agency’s individual 
sphere in support of future exploration of shared services, operational efficiencies, and governance 
improvements if and when agencies determine such discussions are appropriate. The report is 
designed to illustrate options, reduce uncertainty, and help agencies make informed, locally driven 
decisions. In this way, it reinforces LAFCO’s evolving role as a collaborative partner, a trusted platform 
for analytical data, and provides a foundation for agencies to consider regional opportunities at their 
own pace and on their own terms. In conclusion, staff is recommending that the Commission adopt 
the attached draft resolution (Attachment 4) approving the countywide report.  
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Respectfully Submitted, 
 
 
Joe A. Serrano 
Executive Officer 
 
Attachments: 
1. Service and Sphere Review – Administrative Draft 
2. Environmental Determination – Categorical Exemption 
3. Public Hearing Notice 
4. Draft Resolution No. 2026-11 
 
cc:  12 Fire Agencies (ATCFPD, BCFPD, BLFPD, CFD, CSAs 4 and 48, FFPD, PVFPD, SVFPD, 

ZFPD, and the Cities of Santa Cruz and Watsonville) 

https://santacruzlafco.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/6c.1-Attachment-Fire-MSR.pdf
https://santacruzlafco.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/6c.2-Attachment-CEQA-Notice.pdf
https://santacruzlafco.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/6c.3-Attachment-Public-Notice.pdf
https://santacruzlafco.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/6c.4-Attachment-Draft-Reso-No.-2026-11.pdf

