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ALHAMBRA -- A parent has charged that the school board violated state open-meeting laws by attempting to strike a deal on the appointment of a new general counsel before voting publicly on the matter. 

The appointment of the law firm Leal Olivas Abich & Dominguez has drawn sharp criticism from parents, teachers and some school board members who feel that a majority pushed the decision through without allowing for adequate public debate. 

Under the Ralph M. Brown Act, board members may hold individual discussions but may not meet with each other if the purpose is to cultivate a majority vote. The Brown Act's stated purpose is to ensure that legislative deliberations are open to public scrutiny. 

In January, the school board rescinded double-digit raises it had approved for the district's assistant superintendents in response to a Brown Act demand filed by the teachers' union. 

At a time when the district is planning to cut $7 million from next year's budget, it is vital that the public participate in a decision like a general counsel appointment that involves spending district money, said Carl Tom, the parent who filed the demand. 

"We're looking to see where to save money, and this was never put before the public,' said Tom, 48, who has three children in the Alhambra school district and was a member of the budget committee that advised the district on potential cuts. 

"When you're talking about the potential loss of jobs, I don't think it's appropriate to go around doing these things in closed session, outside of public scrutiny.' 

The district spent about $422,000 in legal fees among four firms from July 2002 through the end of March. 

Tom said he was motivated by concerns about the district's finances, and not by the personal ties that some board members are alleged to have with Leal Olivas attorneys, which have been a source of ongoing concern among board watchers. 

Board Member Ruth Castro said the discussions she had with colleagues about the Leal appointment were merely to share information and had no vote- getting aim. 

"It was never to say, 'Hey, this is who we're trying to get you to say yes to.' It was just an introduction of the people we were considering,' said Castro, who voted in favor of the appointment along with fellow board members Bill Vallejos and John Nunez. 

"In all respects, we conformed our conduct to both the letter and the spirit of the law. It's unfortunate that this is an issue that some have chosen to focus on,' Vallejos said. 

The appointment passed by a 3- to-2 vote, over the objections of Board President Barbara Messina and Member Bob Gin, whose calls for an open-session discussion were refused by the majority. 

The demand, prepared by Alhambra attorney Richard Davis and dated May 22, charges the board with illegally involving at least three board members on a subcommittee formed to research candidate law firms, when a subcommittee on a five- person board should have no more than two members. 

On two occasions, a board member accompanied another board member to meet with a law firm in order to advance that firm's cause, the demand alleges. 

The school board has 30 days from receipt of the demand to either correct the violations or send a letter rejecting the demand. 

Behind-the-scenes vote-getting tactics like the ones alleged in the demand are not uncommon in elected bodies like city councils and school boards, said Richard McKee, president of the California First Amendment Coalition. "It's probably far more common than we ever know. It happens repeatedly when elected officials are not thinking about public's involvement,' McKee said. "They're advancing their own wishes as far as decision-making and ignoring the fact that the people have an important input.' 

This second Brown Act demand on the heels of the one in January may indicate a tendency for the Alhambra School Board to keep its decision-making out of public view, McKee said. 

"It's certainly not the identical problem (as the previous violation), but it continues this general misuse of closed session to mislead the public,' McKee said. 

-- Cindy Chang can be reached at (626) 578-6300, Ext. 4586, or by cindy.chang@sgvn.com. 
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ALHAMBRA -- To cries of "shame' from the audience, Alhambra School District board members voted Thursday to cut an estimated $6.1 million from the 2003-04 budget through layoffs, while voting to keep board members' health and welfare benefits. 

Board president Barbara Messina had to bang her gavel repeatedly to quiet a raucous crowd in the Garfield School Auditorium, while board members snapped at each other during budget discussions. 

Tension was so high Messina at one point mistakenly voted in favor of a cut that she opposed and colleagues refused to let her change her vote. 

Board members voted to lay off nine special-education instructional aides, an elementary office assistant, two high school assistant principals, seven physical-education aides, seven fourth- to- eighth-grade classroom prep/consultation teachers and three warehouse drivers. 

They also opted to get rid of the district's public information officer, a print shop operator, three custodians, two special-education teachers and a psychologist. 

The board also voted to end class-size reductions in the third and ninth grades, but maintained them in kindergarten. 

Several speakers spoke against the cuts. 

"We don't know what will happen with (the state's) May revised budget,' said Alice R. Clement, the district's California Teachers Association representative. "Why is the board hurrying to make these cuts?' 

Linda Fernandez, a special education instructor, said cutting the program's aides could result in neglected students and lawsuits by angry parents. 

"The teachers (in the special-education program) fit like a finely tuned machine,' Fernandez said. "Remove one and the machine will fall apart.' 

Meetings leading up to Thursday's vote seemed to pit parents against teachers when parents on a district budget committee recommended a 3-percent pay cut for all district employees. 

Clement said if approved, that would cause more teachers to retire and seek jobs in other districts, as well as discouraging new teachers from seeking work in Alhambra. 

