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MENLO PARK FIRE PROTECTION DISTRICT 

STAFF REPORT 
 

 

TO: Fire Board     MEETING DATE:  February 20, 2018 

FROM: Fire Chief     PREPARED BY:    Chief Schapelhouman 

                 

ITEM: ACCEPT THE RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE FINANCE COMMITTEE 

REGARDING THE TOWN OF ATHERTON’S MATRIX FISCAL REVIEW 

 
 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

 

The Finance Committee provided the Fire Chief with recommendations regarding this report at 
its meeting on February 6, 2018.  

 

BACKGROUND 

 

On January 17, 2018, the Town of Atherton released its Fire Services Fiscal Review (“Study”) 
prepared by the Matrix Consulting Group and requested that Town residents provide feedback to 
the Town’s staff and direction on next steps. This item is next scheduled to come before the 
Town Council on February 21, 2018. 
 

DISCUSSION 

 

The purpose of the Study was to answer three questions: 
 

1. What revenue does the Menlo Park Fire Protection District receive from property taxes 
from Atherton Residents? 
 

2. What are the actual costs for services (direct and indirect) received by Atherton 
residents? 

 
3. What would the cost of services be if the Town itself were responsible for providing fire 

protection services via its own municipal department or the potential contract for 
services? 

 

The Fire District fully cooperated with the Matrix Consulting Group by providing information, 
answering questions and participating in on-site interviews related to their information gathering 
in preparation of the Study. This started in June of 2017. 
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A draft Study was completed and shared with the Town in December 2017, six months after the 
project began. The draft was not shared with the Fire District. The Fire District was presented 
with the final Study when it was publicly released on January 11, 2018. 
 
The Town Council was presented with the Study results at its January 17, 2018, meeting. It was 
the last item on the agenda and a presentation and discussion occurred from 10:48 pm until 11:16 
pm and is available on YouTube for viewing. 
 
The Town Manager recommended that a two page summary of the study be sent to every 
resident in the Town. That item is listed as Attachment A to this staff report and is dated January 
18, 2018. 
 
Three Fire Board members attended the Town Council meeting along with myself. None of us 
provided comments to the Town Council or in response to media inquiries. 
 
Matrix was afforded seven months to prepare, revise and present the Study, the Fire District was 
allowed six days to review it, over a Holiday Weekend, before it was presented to the Town 
Council and seven days before it was sent to Town Residents from Mayor Cary Wiest. 
 

Regarding the Study’s question 1:  

What revenue does the Menlo Park Fire Protection District receive from property taxes from 

Atherton Residents? 

 

Fire Chief’s Response: 

The Fire District provided the vast majority of this information to the Town prior to it retaining 
the Matrix Consulting Group. The District used its own consultant from MuniServices to develop 
Tax Rate Areas (TRAs), Property Tax allocations and information District wide. Essentially, the 
information is identical and correct. 
 

Regarding the Study’s question 2:  

What are the actual costs for services (direct and indirect) received by Atherton residents? 

 

Fire Chief’s Response: 

It’s important to emphasize two fundamental points here: 
 

1. The Fire District is an independent agency created prior to the incorporation of the Town 
of Atherton with its own publicly elected five member Board of Directors. The Fire 
District provides excellent health and safety response to all citizens in our District 
including those who live within the confines of the Town of Atherton. The Town Council 
is not responsible for Essential Emergency Fire Services. 

  
2. We appreciate the support we receive from all of our constituents. While the Town has 

done a study, we do not really know what they hope to actually accomplish with it, and 
do not believe the citizens of Atherton would benefit from proposed alternatives which 
provide a significantly lower level of service to the community. 
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The Matrix Report cleverly acknowledges property tax amounts allocated to the Fire 
District, and then pivots to a different anchor point rational, or metric, that is based upon 
the overall emergency call volume and logic that, “9.6% of the Fire District’s Emergency 
Response time (time on task) was spent in Atherton.”  

 
Property taxes are based upon assessed value, or essentially a base level dollar cost of 
what is being protected. This entire formula lives within the confines of Proposition 13 
and Assembly Bill 8, which controls the growth of property tax to better financially 
protect existing homeowners and legacy property owners unless the home is modified or 
sold to a new owner.  
 
Atherton historically is known as one of the most expensive areas to purchase a home in 
the entire country. Property values are equally matched in many homes with expensive 
finishes, fixtures, amenities, and the overall value, rarity and historical significance of 
their contents as well. 
 

While the Study acknowledges that the Fire District directly protects and serves its areas, also 
located within the Town, from five of its seven Fire Stations, it does not choose to estimate the 
value of that level of current service, nor does it accurately match it with the two proposed 
options that include a two station standalone agency or contracted services (question 3). 
 
Additionally, the Study does not acknowledge that of the five Fire Stations protecting and 
serving areas also within the Town, one is currently being replaced, two more need to be 
replaced and the other two are undersized but were updated in the last twenty years. In the last 
few years the Fire District has spent over $20 million dollars on Station replacement and/or 
adjacent land acquisition needed to modernize these aging facilities. 
 
Instead, the Study uses the 9.6% metric and logic throughout. This logic and 9.6% metric 
categorically under values, or is silent on, the true costs and complexities of operating a high 
performance and actual essential standby (24/7/365) fire and emergency services organization 
that was established and created to save and protect lives, property and the environment through 
a best practices and proven model.  
 

In summary, the Finance Committee on February 6, 2018 selected options 1 and 3: 

 

1. Do nothing in response to this Study – The Finance Committee recommended that 

this item be tabled. 

 

2. Direct the Fire Chief to develop a formal and detailed response to the Study. 
 

3. Retain the services of a consultant to assist the Fire Chief in the District’s response 

to the Study – The Finance Committee recommended this be explored. 

 

4. Send out a clarifying letter in response to the Town’s communication(s) on this matter. 
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5. The Fire District should hold its own public meetings at Fire Stations 1, 3 and 4 to 
address any community concerns and provide the opportunity for comments from District 
residents to be given directly to the actual governing Fire Board and Chief of their Fire 
District, the Menlo Park Fire Protection District. 

 

6. Refer this item to a legal/LAFCO consultant – I have been contacted by LAFCO. 

 

ATTACHMENT: 

 

A.  Letter to Atherton Residents from the Town Mayor 


