
Moraga resident, George

Ehrenhaft, will display 30

watercolor paintings at the Orinda

Library Gallery through the month

of August. Based on a theme he calls

“The Near and the Far,” the selec-

tion of landscape paintings includes

vistas of several local spots includ-

ing the Lafayette Reservoir, Moraga

Ranch, Tilden Regional Park, and

Mount Diablo juxtaposed with

scenes from his travels to China,

Nepal, and Italy. 

Ehrenhaft started painting se-

riously when he retired from teach-

ing high school English in West

Chester County after 33 years. Es-

sentially self-taught, he prefers to

paint landscapes plein-air—i.e., in

the outdoors. When he and his wife

started to winter in a rented home in

the Oakland hills to escape the

snow and cold of New York and be

closer to their daughter and grand-

children, he discovered a great en-

vironment for plein-air painting and

a vibrant and supportive art com-

munity. “The competition is

fierce,” states Ehrenhaft with a

smile. About five years ago, brush

and easel in tow, he and his wife

made a permanent move west and

landed in Moraga.

Ehrenhaft quickly became a

part of the East Bay art community

through his participation in plein-air

painting groups, art shows, and the

Lamorinda Arts Alliance. “I did not

know a soul here,” says the artist,

but he soon made friends. The walls

of Ehrenhaft’s home are filled with

paintings he has done along side the

works of several local artists. 

Ehrenhaft’s talents do not end

with his art. He is a bit of Renais-

sance man. “I have always been

very interested in building,” states

Ehrenhaft, who has done a number

of large renovation projects on his

own homes over the years. “I’ve

poured foundations, hung sheetrock,

electrical. I’ve done it all,” he says.

He combined his interest in building

with his academic background and

wrote and illustrated a book entitled,

The Builder’s Secret. “I traveled the

country, met a variety of self-

builders, asked how they learned

and what they did, and wrote their

stories” he explains. Ehrenhaft then

complimented the text with his own

pen and ink drawings.

When he is not running the

trails with the Orinda Roadrunners

or taking a hike with a local hiking

group, Ehrenhaft also finds time to

continue to do some academic writ-

ing and editing. His art remains a

competing interest, and he is fairly

prolific. Ehrenhaft typically gener-

ates two completed paintings a

month. “Water color is not a very

forgiving medium,” he says, and he

claims to discard three of every five

paintings he starts. But he seems up

to the challenge. “Water color is

such an interesting medium. You

never know what is going to hap-

pen.”
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Watercolor Artist, George Ehrenhaft, Exhibits at the Orinda Library Gallery
By Andrea A. Firth      

A street scene in Nepal done in water color 
by Moraga artist George Ehrenhaft. Photo provided

Pension Issues Plague the MOFD  
... continued from page 1

Union Reacts. In early July,

members of I.A.F.F. Local 1230, the

union representing the MOFD fire-

fighters and paramedics, wrote to

the Board of Directors expressing

their displeasure with the Chief’s

now notorious pension package and

the timing of an amendment to the

Chief’s contract. “The Chief con-

vinced the Board to approve an

amendment to his contract on De-

cember 10th [2008] that gave him a

substantial amount of extra vacation

to add to his last year’s compensa-

tion and hence pension as well,”

states union representative Mark

DeWeese. “None of this extra vaca-

tion was ever funded for and the

Chief announced his retirement

three days later on December 13th

to start drawing from his now in-

flated pension.”  

"Personally, I was disap-

pointed to be a recipient of this let-

ter, especially during negotiations,"

states Frank Sperling, one of the

five members of the MOFD Board.

“The implication that this was a

last minute deal is absolutely in-

correct." Fellow Board member

Brook Mancinelli was surprised by

the union communication. “I am

unbelievably perplexed by the

union’s letter,” says Mancinelli,

noting that the union also receives

some of the vacation accrual bene-

fits that were part of the Chief’s

pension calculation.

The Contract Amendments.
In February of 2008, the MOFD

Board approved an amendment to

the Chief’s contract that allowed

him to sell back 200 hours of ac-

crued vacation time. The Chief had

no vacation buy-back provision in

his initial contract (initiated in July

of 2006), according to Sperling. He

felt the vacation buy-back was rea-

sonable and placed the Chief on par

with the lower ranking Battalion

Chiefs who are able to sell back up

to 198 hours of vacation annually.

Vacation sell-back is a negotiated

item that is not currently part of the

local firefighters’ contract.

In December of 2008, the

Board again amended Chief Now-

icki’s contract to include paid holi-

days, administrative leave that could

be converted to vacation leave, and

a bump in the vacation sell-back

time to 260 hours. A few days later

the Chief’s retirement was officially

announced. The timing of these two

events has the rank and file frus-

trated. “No other employees get

amendments made to their contracts

right before they decide to retire,”

states DeWeese.

According to Chief Nowicki,

he began talking to the Board about

revisions to his contract late in the

Spring of 2008, and they came to an

agreement on the terms of the

amendment by late August. He says

legal review and other delays kept

the approval of the amendment from

being placed on a Board meeting

agenda until December. Nowicki

says that he did not begin to consider

retirement until November.

Sperling confirms that the

Board had been in contract discus-

sions with the Chief for over six

months. He believes that he became

aware that the Chief was retiring

sometime in the fourth quarter of

2008. “The need to be competitive

in the marketplace and the need to

ensure equity within the District

drove my decision [to support the

Chief’s contract amendment],”

states Sperling.

Communication Chasm. The

union has yet to receive a formal re-

sponse to their letter from the Board

of Directors, but direct communica-

tion between the two groups is a

challenge. “It has been a long stand-

ing Board policy not to talk with the

union representatives during con-

tract negotiations,” states Sperling.

This policy is in place to avoid the

potential, real or perceived, that con-

versations are construed as side

deals, he explains. Contract negotia-

tions between the Board and the

union started in February and are

ongoing. 

“Morale is low and frustra-

tions are high with respect to the

Board of Directors and the issues

surrounding the Chief,” states De-

weese. However he is quick to

add, “The firefighters still love

their jobs and enjoy providing a

high level of service to the com-

munities of Moraga and Orinda.”

Chief Nowicki admits that the

agency’s morale may be impacted,

but he agrees that the MOFD em-

ployees remain focused. “The de-

partment’s response to the

community and the operational

tempo is tremendous. Nothing else

matters but taking care of business

once they arrive at work.”

What next? The Chief’s re-

tirement and pension benefit have

raised a number of philosophical

and practical questions for the Dis-

trict. The next work session of the

MOFD Board on August 5th will in-

clude a discussion of the Board’s re-

sponse to the press and community

reaction to the pension issues. 

The structure and rules associated with the Moraga Orinda Fire
District’s (MOFD) pension program are complex. 
Here are some of the basics:
• The MOFD has three bargaining units: the firefighters and 

paramedics, I.A.F.F. Local 1230; the Battalion Chiefs and Fire Marshall, 
the Chief Officers; and the administrative staff. The Fire Chief 
negotiates his/her own contract.

• All MOFD employees participate in the Contra Costa County 
Employees Retirement Association (CCCERA) defined benefit plan. 
All safety employees (firefighters and managers including the Chief) 
contribute to the retirement system—significantly. The contribution 
rates ranges from 23% to 28% of salary.

• The plan provides for 3% at 50—As of the 50 years of age, eligible 
employees are entitled to a pension benefit equal to 3% of his/her 
annual salary (based on the last 12 months of employment) for each 
year worked. Example: A 50 year-old employee who retires after 30 
years of service earning $100,000 during the last 12 months of 
employment will receive 90% of their current base salary, 
or $90,000/year in pension benefit for the rest of his/her life. 
[$100,000 (salary) x 3%/year x 30 years = $90,000]

• Within the CCCERA program, MOFD safety employees may factor up 
to one year of accrued vacation time into their final pension 
calculation. Differentials (e.g., a uniform allowance), unused sick leave 
accruals, vacation buy-back, and service credit purchases may also 
be factors in the final pension calculation.

Is the county retirement system sustainable?
The sustainability of the CCCERA retirement program has been ques-

tioned. In 2005 the MOFD issued Pension Obligation Bonds to pay off the
District’s unfunded liability of $28 million. “There was a massive unfunded
liability in the magnitude of hundreds of millions of dollars for the entire
county retirement system that came about due to CCCERA’s less than
stellar investment return which fell short of their actuary’s projections,”
states MOFD Board member Frank Sperling. Although the District’s con-
tributions to the retirement system for this fiscal year have not increased,
the future does not look bright. The impact of the economic downturn
and market decline of the past year will be not be reflected in the Dis-
trict’s contributions to CCCERA until next year.

Whether the county’s retirement system is the best option for the
MOFD in the long run has also been questioned. The MOFD Board had in-
vestigated a switch to the State public pension fund, CalPERS. For Board
member Brook Mancinelli, CCCERA is the problem. He was a proponent
of a move to CalPERS believing it would have reduced the contribution
rates and provided a more stable and financially beneficial program for
the District. Sperling suggests another alternative. “I would like to pro-
vide a good retirement program for the MOFD employees and at the
same time reduce the risks associated with our current defined benefit
plan. A 401(k)-type plan could be a good alternative.”
A. Firth
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