M E M O R A N D U M
Date:

March 30, 2021

To:

Thomas B. Modica, City Manager

From:

Chris Garner, General Manager, Water
Bob Dowell, Director, Energy Resources

For:

Mayor and Members of the City Council

Subject:

Seeking Improved, Coordinated Services from City Utilities
As has been previously discussed, it is believed that there are opportunities for improving service
delivery, gaining efficiencies, and reducing operational costs through better coordination, and
possible consolidation, of all or some of the various operations within the City’s gas, water, and
sewer utilities.
A formal consolidation of the City’s utilities would require a voter-approved amendment to the City
Charter. In 2018, the City Council, with support from the Mayor, the City Auditor, the City Manager,
and the Board of Water Commissioners, approved the placement of a consolidation measure on the
November ballot of that year. However, the decision was subsequently made, at the request of the
Board of Water Commissioners, to not place this on the ballot to allow more time to engage with
both customers and the employees. The current expectation is that the consolidation may be
considered for placement on the 2022 ballot.
While a Charter Amendment must wait until next year, there are actions that can be initiated in the
interim within the confines of the existing Charter language, by engaging with our managers and
employees to better determine specific areas where joint coordination might be beneficial to the
customers and to the utilities.
Recently, management sent a joint memo (attached) to the employees of the Water Department
and the Energy Resources Department and to labor groups to inform them that internal discussions
will soon be scheduled to allow their participation in more detailed discussions of our various utility
operations, and then seek their input and answer their questions regarding merger opportunities.
Consistent with what was relayed in writing to all impacted labor groups in 2018, the memo made
clear that that any full or partial consolidation effort would not include employee layoffs but rather
any reduction in staffing levels would occur over time and through natural attrition.
Any significant changes in current operations would first be discussed with both the City Manager
and the Board of Water Commissioners, and complete the meet-and-confer process with all
impacted labor group(s), as required. Any consideration of a ballot measure would come at a much
later date and would first involve the Charter Amendment Committee/City Council.
Should you have any questions or would like to further discuss this proposal, Chris Garner can be
reached at (562) 570-2318 and Bob Dowell can be reached at (562) 570-2001.
Attachment
cc: Board of Water Commissioners
Charles Parkin, City Attorney
Laura Doud, City Auditor

Linda Tatum, Assistant City Manager
Kevin Jackson, Deputy City Manager
Teresa Chandler, Deputy City Manager

M E M O R A N D U M

Date:

March 11, 2021

To:

Employees of the Water and Energy Resources Departments

From:

Chris Garner, General Manager, Water
Bob Dowell, Director, Energy Resources

Subject: Long Beach Utilities
BACKGROUND & OBJECTIVES
Over the past several years, there have been periodic discussions regarding the potential
merger or consolidation of the City’s natural gas, water, and sewer utilities into one
combined organization. A full consolidation of the City’s utility operations would require a
change to the City Charter, necessitating a ballot measure and approval by the Long Beach
voters. The earliest that could possibly occur would be next year, in 2022.
The objectives of a consolidation would be to create a single business entity, under one
governing body, that provides improved customer service delivery, reduced operational
costs through gained efficiencies, improved emergency response capabilities, a utilityfocused governance that will provide holistic policy design and rate setting, and provide
employees with increased opportunities for cross training and career advancement.
Years ago, the City successfully merged the once-separated water and sewer utilities under
a single department, as it exists today, whereby the two utility operations continue largely
independently of each other but with many shared support services. The City’s natural gas
operations might also benefit from a similar consolidation. Today, the natural gas, water,
and sewer utilities already have certain shared operations such as the Utility Call Center and
Customer Billing.
BECOMING FAMILIAR WITH THE OPERATIONS OF EACH OTHER’S UTILITY
Before the concept of combining the utilities is to be formally considered, it is important that
the management and employees of both Departments first become more knowledgeable of
each other's operations. With the full support of the City Manager and the Board of Water
Commissioners, we will soon schedule small interdepartmental meetings among work
groups with similar responsibilities to allow open dialogue and to gain a better mutual
understanding of each other's responsibilities and manner of conducting business.
Once we all are more familiar with the other utility's work, every manager and every
employee will be provided an opportunity to provide input and feedback as to how the
various workgroups might benefit by working more closely together, as well as to weigh in
as to where no such opportunity likely exists.
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Changes in operations, including consolidation of specific work groups, can be considered for
near term implementation to the extent allowable within current City Charter provisions.
Any significant changes will be subject to further discussion with the City Manager and the
Board of Water Commissioners, as well as subject to meet and confer obligations with
impacted labor groups.
NO JOBS WILL BE LOST DUE TO CONSOLIDATION
The City fully commits to the current employees of both Departments that no one needs to
fear losing their job due to a partial or full consolidation. While efficiencies and reduction in
duplicative services is a goal of consolidation, any actual reduction in the number of positions
will only be accomplished through attrition over time. This means that when a vacancy
naturally occurs (due to retirement, promotion, transfer, resignation), a decision will be
made at that time to have the vacated position be filled as before, repurposed in a different
capacity, or eliminated.
While any partial or full consolidation of the utility operations will have little or no direct
impact on most employees, for others it can offer a chance to expand their skills to advance
their careers and achieve higher compensation.
OIL OPERATIONS & SERRF
While the integration of the natural gas, water, and sewer utilities is the primary focus, the
Energy Resources Department also contains two additional enterprise operations: the oil
operations and the SERRF waste-to-energy power plant. The employees of these enterprises
will be included in the opportunities to provide input and feedback regarding possible
changes. IF voter approval of a consolidation of the utilities is later sought, the City Manager
will then determine where the oil operations and SERRF will exist organizationally.
WHAT’S TO COME
It is fully understood that the possibility of change can create an atmosphere of anxiety and
foster rumors. The best way to address this is by openly providing as much accurate
information as possible. Each of you can be assured that you will have an active role in the
discussions, allowing you to contribute to the process that will help determine the ultimate
decisions.
Attached to this memo is a simple Question and Answer sheet to provide you with answers
to some of the expected questions. In addition, on the second attachment, you may
anonymously provide input or ask additional questions, with the answers to be shared with
all employees.
You may, at any time, reach out directly to the General Manager at
Chris.Garner@lbwater.org or to the Director at Bob.Dowell@longbeach.gov to discuss this
or any other matter.

UTILITY CONSOLIDATION
1. If we move forward with the full utility consolidation, when would that happen?
To fully merge the utilities would require a change to the City Charter. Any change to the Charter requires
approval by the Long Beach voters. The earliest this could be placed on a ballot will be in 2022. However, in
the interim, smaller changes to current operations can be implemented, provided such changes are
consistent with current Charter language and are subject to meet and confer requirements with the impacted
labor groups.
2. If the consolidation gets on the ballot and the voters don’t approve, what happens?
If the voters don’t approve the consolidation, the full consolidation of the gas utility with the water and sewer
utilities would not occur and the utilities would stay under their current departments. Any smaller changes
that have occurred within the boundaries of today’s Charter language may stay in place.
3. What is attrition?
Attrition is the gradual change in budgeted positions over a period over time due to vacancies created by
natural turnover (due to retirement, promotion, transfer, resignation). The vacancy provides a staffing
decision as what to do with the vacancy … fill the vacant position as before, repurpose the vacant position
into a different classification, or eliminate the vacant position. The City commits that any impacts to current
staffing levels will occur only through vacancies due to attrition, not through layoffs.
4. Will we get a pay raise to get paid the same as other utility workers with similar work?
All such compensation issues are handled through labor negotiations with the labor groups.
5. Can I cross train in one of the other utilities even if I am not in a similar classification?
We will encourage cross training to the full extent practical and based upon operation needs, as allowed by
Civil Service and HR rules. Consolidation will provide additional opportunities to employees for career
advancement and increased compensation reflective of expanded skill sets. Such opportunities will largely
require employees to be self-motivated to pursue cross training, taking Civil Service tests, obtain
certifications, obtain operator qualification, etc.
6. Will we all be located to one location?
While there is no current plan for relocations, there exists the possibility of relocating work groups in the
future to work side-by-side or merged with similar work groups at another physical location.
7. Will the gas be placed under the commission or will water/sewer be placed under the City Manager?
Until voters approve a full consolidation (if it gets to that point), the gas utility will remain under the City
Manager and the water and sewer utilities will remain under the Board of Water Commissioners. If placed
on the ballot, the measure will be to ask voters if they approve moving the gas utility operations under the
Board of Water (Utilities) Commissioners to be consolidated with the water and sewer utilities.
8. Who will be the Director or General Manager of a consolidated utility department?
There will be no immediate change in the leadership of either the Water or the Energy Resources
Departments. If a utility consolidation is later approved by the voters, then the City Manager and the Board
of Water Commissioners would jointly select a new Department head.

UTILITY CONSOLIDATION
If you have any questions or comments related to the consolidation of the natural gas and
water and sewer utilities, please complete the section below and submit via interoffice mail or
email to Chris Garner (Chris.Garner@lbwater.org) or Bob Dowell (Bob.Dowell@longbeach.gov).
Responses to questions/comments will be provided to all employees on a weekly basis or as
needed depending on the number of questions received.
Question or Comment 1:

Question or Comment 2:

Question or Comment 3:

