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LEMOORE CEMETERY DISTRICT – SUNFLOWER FIELDS CEMETERY

MARCH 3, 2021



SUMMARY

The Grand Jury conducted a review of the Lemoore Cemetery District (District) with a focus on the addition of Kings County’s newest cemetery, Sunflower Fields Cemetery. The purpose of the review was to understand the structure, function, and effectiveness of District operations. 

Sunflower Fields Cemetery was designed with an emphasis on efficient maintenance while still providing a peaceful place for the families of those interred. Its addition has proven itself as an asset for the District, and its overall aesthetic value is an asset to the community.

The Grand Jury’s overall assessment of the District is that the public is being well served.  The District’s success is complemented from the use of local property taxes and fees charged for services.


BACKGROUND

The most recent review of the District by a Kings County Grand Jury was completed in 2011. At that time, Sunflower Fields Cemetery was still being developed. Since that review, Sunflower Fields Cemetery has been completed, and the District Office has moved from a small building at Lemoore Cemetery into a spacious, newly-renovated building at Sunflower Fields Cemetery. The new District Office opened in December, 2018, and Sunflower Fields Cemetery became fully operational in April, 2019.

The District operates as a special district authorized by California statutes. The California Special District Association describes special districts as “the most local of local governments.” Special districts are formed as a subdivision of local governments to provide specialized services to a community. They are subject to state regulations governing special districts and must conform to the requirements of the Brown Act and Public Records Act. They are required to submit annual financial reports to the Office of the State Controller and are subject to audits of finances. 

[bookmark: _Hlk64409477]The District operates with revenues from local property taxes, sales of grave sites and cremation niches, interest on investments, and payments from a lease agreement with a local farmer who farms the undeveloped acres at Sunflower Fields Cemetery.

The Grand Jury felt a review of the District was warranted to ensure all assets and finances were being managed in a sustainable way. A review would ensure that the public was being well served by the operations of the District.

METHODOLOGY

The Grand Jury conducted a comprehensive study of the District using several methods. Research began by attending a webinar given by the California Special Districts Association to learn the structure, laws, and finance requirements of special districts in California. On-site visits were conducted at Sunflower Fields Cemetery. On-line research and in-person interviews were conducted. Documents reviewed include newspaper articles, California Association of Public Cemeteries publications, Employee Handbook, Training Policies and Procedures Manual, employee compensation reports, revenue and expenditure reports, board meeting agendas, board meeting minutes, annual budgets, and the most recent annual audit of financial statements available. 


DISCUSSION

SUNFLOWER FIELDS CEMETERY

The newest cemetery in the District, Sunflower Fields Cemetery, is located at 9660 18th Avenue in Lemoore. The land and existing structures were added to the District in 2000. A private home on the property was renovated and is now the Lemoore Cemetery District Office. The District Office became fully operational at this new location in December, 2018. Sunflower Fields Cemetery became fully operational in April, 2019. 

Sunflower Fields Cemetery consists of 20 total acres. Five acres are developed with 500 burial sites available. The remaining 15 acres are leased to a private citizen and used as farmland. The additional acres provide space for 2,000 future burial sites.

[image: ]The contemporary design of Sunflower Fields Cemetery provides a unique cemetery experience in Kings County. The modern design features long, continuous strips of concrete which form rows for placing grave markers. The design allows headstones, flat grave markers, and personal items placed at grave sites to remain above ground level. Compared to traditional cemetery design, the strips allow for a more secure placement of grave markers and more efficient mowing and edging of the grounds. 

The landscaping at Sunflower Fields Cemetery is minimal in keeping with the modern design of the cemetery. The landscape plantings were chosen for their low water usage and suitability for the climate of the local area. The landscaping choices will provide years of low maintenance greenery for the cemetery. 

[image: ]A large, granite niche wall serves as a centerpiece of Sunflower Fields Cemetery. The wall features 145 recessed compartments for placing cremation urns. The wall can accommodate single, double, and family niches. The granite face of each niche may be personalized with photos, engravings, and plaques. Concrete benches placed along the wall provide a comfortable sitting place for visitors. A fenced garden area serves as the backdrop for the niche wall. The garden includes a waterfall and pond feature.

The Grand Jury found the management and staff at Sunflower Fields Cemetery willing to promptly address any problems. Soon after the District Office opened, staff identified a concern with the speed of traffic along the roadway adjacent to the cemetery. The District requested Kings County Public Works change the markings on the roadway in order to prevent passing in the area of the cemetery. The markings were changed from a single yellow line for northbound traffic and a broken yellow line for southbound traffic to a double yellow line. The change reduced disturbances from vehicles during burial services and increased the safety of vehicles entering and exiting the cemetery. 

Staff also became concerned with the amount of traffic noise from the roadway creating disturbances during burial services. The District implemented a policy of placing temporary signs along the roadway to alert drivers when a burial service is being conducted. The signs greatly reduced the noise disturbances during burial services. 


LEMOORE CEMETERY DISTRICT

The District currently consists of four cemeteries: Grangeville Cemetery, Lemoore Cemetery, Sunflower Fields Cemetery, and Taylor Cemetery. Grangeville Cemetery was established in 1861. Lemoore Cemetery was established in 1874. Sunflower Fields Cemetery was established in 2000. Taylor Cemetery was established in the early 1900’s on private property and no longer accepts burials. The District maintains Taylor Cemetery in honor of its historical value to the community.

The District employs ten full-time employees consisting of a District Manager, Office Manager, Head Foreman, administrative staff, and groundskeepers. Additional part-time groundskeepers are hired as needed. All administrative employees are based at the District Office located at Sunflower Fields Cemetery.

The District is governed by a three-member Board of Trustees. The trustees are appointed by the Kings County Board of Supervisors for a four-year term and serve without compensation. The Board meets regularly on the second Tuesday of each month. The meetings are held at the District Office. In accordance with the Brown Act, agendas are posted in advance and meetings are open to the public.

The District maintains a website at lemoorecemeterydistrict.com. The Grand Jury found the website to be up-to-date, comprehensive, and easy to navigate. Information available on the website includes photos, history of the District, Board of Trustee information, agendas, annual budget, links to public financial records, list of services offered, and price list. 

Three types of burials are offered at Sunflower Fields Cemetery: casket burials, niche cremation burials, and in-ground cremation burials. A detailed price list for each burial type is available on the District’s website. The price list identifies the total base costs associated with a burial. Additional fees are charged for burial of those who resided outside the city limits of Lemoore. The two categories of residents from outside the city limits of Lemoore are “non resident in county” for those who resided within Kings County and “non resident out of county” for those who resided outside of Kings County. 

In November, 2020, the Board of Trustees voted to increase the prices for services. The price for plots increased by $50, opening and closing a burial site increased by $50, and niches increased by $40. The price increases became effective January 1, 2021. 

The Grand Jury examined numerous financial documents as part of this review. All financial information was compiled and provided by the District as budgets, financial statements, and reports to the Office of the State Controller. The Grand Jury also reviewed the most recent independent auditors’ report on the District’s financial statement as of June 30, 2019. 

The District’s annual expense budget lists three main categories of expenses: Salaries & Benefits, Services & Supplies, and Capital Assets. In fiscal year 2018-2019, expenses in these three categories totaled $1,047,373.

The District operates with annual revenue from four sources: local property taxes, fees for services, interest on investments, and payments from a land lease agreement. In fiscal year 2018-2019, revenue from these four sources totaled $1,033,750. 

California law requires the District to collect an endowment care fee when a plot is sold. Endowment care fees are collected for and used only for the perpetual care and maintenance of the District once all burial plots have been sold. The fees are required to be deposited and maintained in a separate Endowment Care Fund. The fees are invested and the interest generated can be used by the District. The law requires the principal of Endowment Care Funds never be used for any purpose. As of June 30, 2019, the District reported a balance of $2,010,288 in the Endowment Care Fund. Of that amount, $1,471,557 is reserved as the principal of the fund and $538,731 is unreserved interest available for use.





FINDINGS

1. The District’s operations are performed and managed by experienced and knowledgeable employees. 

2. The District is operating well within its mission statement which states: “Our mission at Lemoore Cemetery District is to provide exceptional service to families and their loved ones and to care for the upkeep and maintenance of all cemeteries so they are aesthetically pleasing to the community. We do this as efficiently and economically as possible.”



RESPONSE REQUIRED

California Penal Code §933 provides in part: “…within 90 days of receipt of a report the public agency shall submit its response to the presiding judge. If the report is on an elected public official, the response shall be submitted to the presiding judge within 60 days of receipt…”

Lemoore Cemetery District Board of Trustees



SEND FINAL REPORT RESPONSES TO:

Original to:
Shane Burns, Presiding Judge
Kings County Superior Court
1640 Kings Court Drive
Hanford, CA 93230

Copy to:
Kings County Grand Jury
P. O. Box 1562
Hanford, CA 93232
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