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Debate flares up over public safety funding 
Fire agencies, cities want more Prop. 172 money  
Tony Manolatos STAFF WRITER   
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A lot of taxpayers can relate to Paul King of Carlsbad, a businessman who had no idea he paid a half-
cent tax for public safety with every buck he spent at a coffee shop or hardware store.  
"With sales tax, nobody has a clue," said King, 51. "It's just a number. You pay it and go." 
The tax was approved by California voters in 1993 as Proposition 172. Last year, it generated $2.6 billion. 
San Diego County's share was $233 million. 
While the typical resident may not know about the tax, local governments are keenly aware of every dime 
it brings in. And some cities, especially those crying poor, want more of the county's portion. 
The ballot measure was sold as a broad funding source for law enforcement and fire departments. But 
that's not how it played out. 
In San Diego County, the bulk of the money -- 94 percent -- goes to the Sheriff's Department, the District 
Attorney's Office and the Probation Department. Fourteen cities share the remaining 6 percent. 
The distribution riles politicians and public safety administrators in San Diego, La Mesa and elsewhere, 
who are trying to balance thinning budgets without raising taxes. 
Although the breakdown is similar across the state and governed by California law, taxpayers can vote to 
change it. City or county leaders also can lobby the Legislature. 
Short of a statewide initiative -- a long shot at best -- support from county supervisors is needed. And they 
happen to like the current formula. 
"Every fire department in town wants some of that money. But we're not giving up our allocation, period," 
said Bill Horn, chairman of the Board of Supervisors. 
"When Prop. 172 was passed, that money was to go to our sheriff and our D.A., and that's where it's 
going to stay," he said. "I don't care how it was pitched." 
While the money initially was used for extras at the Sheriff's Department, it mostly helps to pay the bills 
now. It accounts for about one-third of the department's $490 million budget for this fiscal year. 
The department provides law enforcement to about 850,000 of the county's 2.9 million residents.  
State lawmakers who drafted Proposition 172 legislation needed a way to repay cities and counties -- but 
mostly counties -- for the billions of dollars in local property taxes they started diverting to education. 
While the tax has brought $2.1 billion to San Diego County since taking effect in 1994, it hasn't offset all 
of the property-tax losses. 
The county, for example, lost $2.2 billion over the last dozen years, said Dorothy Thrush, a county finance 
director. The county's share of the public-safety tax during that period was $1.94 billion. 
Meanwhile, losses in the city of San Diego totaled $402 million. Its tax allotment: $59 million. 
Thirteen years ago, voters were told crime would rise and fire stations would close if they didn't approve 
Proposition 172. The half-cent tax, which doesn't expire, received 58 percent of the vote. 
"It was sold as something for all of us, but it all got shuffled to a very small subset," said Richard Rider, 
chair of San Diego Tax Fighters and former chairman of the county's Libertarian Party. 
For the 2005-06 fiscal year, about $156 million of the tax goes to the Sheriff's Department, making it the 
agency's second-largest revenue source behind property taxes. The District Attorney's Office should 
receive $44 million, and the Probation Department expects to get $18 million. 
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City-run police and fire agencies split what's left, meaning most of the 35 rural fire protection agencies -- 
the ones that would benefit most from a cash infusion -- are shut out. The October 2003 firestorms 
illustrated just how underequipped these fire districts are. 
This year, the county carved out a revenue stream for the most needy, which will split $5.8 million. 
Thrush initially said the county spent $32.4 million on fire protection last year. Later, she said the county 
hasn't determined the exact figure because the money comes from multiple departments. There is no 
county fire department. 
Whatever was spent, only a fraction went directly to fire agencies, Thrush said. Most of it paid to upgrade 
a regional communication's system and helped fund two new helicopters. 
Firefighters joined police, lawmakers and even actor Clint Eastwood, the former mayor of Carmel, in 
campaigning for Proposition 172. 
"It doesn't sound fair, does it? It doesn't feel fair to the fire service," said Carlsbad Fire Chief Kevin 
Crawford, who heads the San Diego County Fire Chiefs Association. 
"We helped make the case for increased funding. You can make a compelling argument that more of that 
money is due to the fire service." 
To Chuck Gaines, who oversees the Sheriff's Department budget, the extra tax is indispensable. 
"If we lost a portion of it, we would go downhill fast," he said. 
Gaines said that for years, the tax was used to pay for weapons, new deputies, correction officers and 
other staffers. It helped finance a $3.8 million aviation facility at Gillespie Field in El Cajon. 
But, Gaines said, costs rose and revenues dropped. So the public-safety tax pays for routine expenses 
now, he said. It puts gas in patrol cars, it pays utility bills and it covers salaries. 
It still pays for some extras.  
The tax covered half the cost of the $2.3 million spent last year on a helicopter used to fight wildfires. 
Gaines noted that Sheriff Bill Kolender's employees do more than patrol communities and investigate 
crimes. They run the jails, an aviation unit and a crime lab.  
Not all of the services are free, however. 
A 30-year contract with San Diego police for jail space, for example, costs city taxpayers $5.2 million a 
year, police department spokesman Dave Cohen said. 
The Sheriff's Department also collects $65 million annually from nine communities and cities, including 
Imperial Beach, Santee and Vista, which contract with the sheriff for law-enforcement services. 
Nine cities that don't contract with the sheriff, including Chula Vista, La Mesa, San Diego and Oceanside, 
spent a combined $773 million on police and fire services last fiscal year. 
La Mesa Mayor Art Madrid represents the San Diego Division of the League of California Cities, a 
group analyzing the distribution of the public safety tax. 
"We don't want to start any turf wars with our colleagues at the county. We just want our share of 
that money," said Madrid, who would like the county to cut its take by at least 6 percent. "It's 
about parity and equity." 
At the very least, San Diego Mayor Jerry Sanders would like to see the tax used to fund a new 
countywide emergency communication system, mayoral spokesman Fred Sainz said. 
"The mayor believes the city of San Diego should get its fair share, but we want to work cooperatively 
with the county," Sainz said. "It's going to factor pretty high on our priority list."  
Last spring, the department that oversees the city's legislative agenda and lobbying activities prepared a 
report on Proposition 172 for a City Council public safety committee.  
The report highlights the history of the tax, what it's used for and how it could be used. It also mentions 
two attempts to shift revenue in other counties. 
Two years ago, the Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors increased the county fire department's 
share of the half-cent tax, the report said. 
In November, Orange County voters were asked if they wanted a portion of the tax to help fund the 
Orange County Fire Authority. Voters rejected the proposal.  
"Maybe in the future voters here will get a chance to say that for themselves," said Brent Eidson, assistant 
director of San Diego's Government Relations Department and the report's author. "We could lobby the 
Legislature, but they would prefer local agreement before sponsoring legislation." 
Without legislative approval, a statewide vote is needed to shift more of the tax to cities. Such a switch 
would affect every county and city in the state, which is why 598,000 signatures need to be collected from 
registered California voters for the issue to become a ballot question. 
Locally, no one has committed to a voter initiative. 



San Diego Fire-Rescue Department Chief Jeff Bowman is taking a diplomatic approach with county 
officials, some of whom he met with recently to talk about the tax and additional funding for fire services. 
"They're willing to try and identify the scope of the fire problem in this county and figure out how to fix it, 
so that's the approach I'm taking," Bowman said. 
What bothers Bowman, though, is seeing city taxpayers pay for most of a tax that doesn't do much for 
them. 
"Residents of San Diego are paying to protect unincorporated areas," Bowman said. "In the meantime, in 
this city, fire and police services are lacking." 
County Supervisor Dianne Jacob pointed out that cities asked for and received a larger share of the tax in 
the mid-1990s. Supervisors and the Legislature agreed to reduce the county's take, by less than 1 
percent, to a level on par with most other California counties. 
Since then, Jacob said, "The county has never been directly approached on the 172 issue, but the 
message from the county has always been very clear: it's a nonstarter. 
"It will create a major war between the county and the cities if they come after our Prop. 172 money," 
Jacob said. 
Tracking the half-cent sales tax 
Proposition 172 authorized a half-cent sales tax for public safety to replace property tax money diverted 
for education. The public-safety tax revenue primarily comes from businesses in cities, but the lion's 
share goes to the county, the biggest loser in the property-tax shifts. 
Text of Proposition 172: 
"This measure would provide a dedicated revenue source for public safety purposes. Revenue would be 
distributed to cities and counties for purposes such as police, sheriffs, fire, criminal prosecution and 
corrections. If this measure is approved by the voters, the tax would be collected in all counties. However, 
a county would be eligible to receive tax revenues beginning January 1, 1994, only if the board of 
supervisors votes to participate or voters within the county approve the measure by majority vote."  
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