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City of South Lake Tahoe
Report to City Council 

Meeting Date: May 21, 2019

Title: Police Staffing Levels

Location: Citywide

Responsible Staff Member: Brian Uhler, Chief of Police, (530) 542-6120

Background:

During the summer and fall of 2018, the police department underwent severe staffing shortages which 
impacted critically important police service delivery to our citizens.  Two key factors led to this problem: for
the first time the department lost three sworn staff members to nearby competing agencies (two to Mono 
County and one to Placer County). This loss of staff coupled with a fight call resulting in the injury of 2 officers 
pushed the department to critically low levels.  Unfortunately, we have been unable to fully restore staffing 
levels and we predict this shortage to continue through the 2019 summer. 

Over the last decade, the police department has consistently struggled with maintaining staffing levels.  Over 
this entire period, the department has been fully staffed only twice, each of which lasted about a month.  
There are many reasons for this, but a key factor is the time necessary to fill vacancies.  Analysis of the last 
three years shows that, on average, it takes 156 days to fill a vacancy. Variations in hiring times can be 
because a separation occurs at a time when there is no standing hiring list and the process is started from 
the beginning.  Sometimes, there may be a stale list or a hiring list with marginally acceptable candidates
and a new process would be started to ensure only highly qualified Police Officers are hired. At other times, 
a vacancy might occur when we have a standing list and have people in the background investigation 
process. For example, with a single vacancy, after interviewing candidates, 3 or 4 are identified as suitable 
to hire. These candidates are placed on a hiring list and begin the background process (from highest scoring 
to lowest acceptable scoring). Our experience indicates that about 75% of the candidates placed in 
backgrounds fail the process, but on occasion, we’ve been able to hire more than one from a given group of 
applicants.

In 2010, the City was in the midst of an economic crisis. During this time some police positions were deleted 
through attrition (one Captain and two Sergeants). To maintain staffing among line-level staff, thereby 
preserving community service response levels, we made cuts at the top of the organization.  In order to 
control overtime costs and to keep burnout issues to a minimum, a policy change allowed for our field 
response capacity to fall to only 3 police officers and a Sergeant between the hours of 2 a.m. and 8 a.m.  
Before this, the informal mandate was to have at least 4 officers and a Sergeant on duty.  

Gradually, over the last two years, staffing shortages have forced the department to reduce the field 
compliment.  Now, it is most often the norm to operate with only 3 field officers and a sergeant (or Officer in 
Charge on overtime). We estimate that during the summer of 2018 about 15 citizen callers per day were told 
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by dispatchers that there are no officers available to respond immediately.  Unfortunately, current staffing 
levels will dictate a similar situation this summer.  NOTE: For the highest priority calls, we rely on either 
ordering SLTPD Officers to clear from lower priority calls or we request mutual aid responses from EDSO, 
CHP, or Douglas County.  

The main reason we have continued to allow service levels to drop is twofold:  First, to minimize long-term 
burnout and second, to keep overtime in-check. If overtime was a non-issue, we’d still be operating at a 
reduced level because we have a contractual (and shared safety concern) to not allow sworn staff to work 
more than 16 hours in a given day. Further, if as administrators, we mandated a higher level of coverage, 
we’d negatively affect our people’s personal lives and cause job dissatisfaction to the point they would simply 
take their highly portable skills elsewhere.  We balance this issue accordingly.

Issue and Discussion:

Request/Solution moving forward/Recommendation:

The data in this report supports over-hiring (or adding) 2 Police Officer positions to the budget. By allowing 
this concept to move forward, we will be able to more closely match our community’s service needs and 
maintain safe & efficient police operations. The new trend of losing recently hired people to other agencies 
and the trend of medically related impacts to our staffing capacity requires action.  

Key Justifications:

 Community service levels need to be restored
 Burnout issues are on the horizon
 Financial impacts are off-set with better use of salary savings
 There will be some level of reduced overtime
 Reductions in workplace stress (fewer work hours) may help with injury rate
 Future attrition and shortages of staff will be less difficult and impactful
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Community Impacts—Dispatch Data

Attrition Data – 51 Sworn Positions Since 2007

Dispatch Data: Summer 2018        
(91 days)

Number of Events

Total Calls 8,973/99 per day

Noted “no officer available” 196 calls

Dispatch estimate of informing 
caller of delay for lack of officer

15 times per day

YEAR
Police Positions 

SEPARATED

2007 4
2008 5
2009 7
2010 3
2011 5
2012 2
2013 2
2014 8
2015 2
2016 2
2017 5
2018 6

Attrition observations and trends

 All 7 medical retirements have occurred since 2014, with 3 occurring in 2017/2018
 2 currently on injury status—medical retirement trend may continue in 2019
 5 of the 10 leaving for another agency, have occurred in 2017/2018
 Only 1 police officer leaving in 2017 and 2018 was for retirement
 Those leaving for another agency in 2017/2018 were relatively short term employees who 

were expected to continue working for many more years.

2007-2018 Average 4.25 per year

NOTE: The rate of attrition has increased to 5.5
per year in the last 2 years.

Retirements: 21

Another Agency: 10

FTO Failure: 5

Termination: 4

Medical: 7

Resigned 4

Far too often, citizens are told “police help is 
delayed because every officer is busy.”  

Having police available to proactively patrol 
and interdict crimes is a basic police service 
in need of restoration.  

Police officers, now responding without an 
available “back-up” officer is an unsafe 
practice which happens too frequently.
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Workers Compensation Data

Salary Savings

NOTES: (1) *Finance Department: Due to labor negotiations not completed at budget time—some salary and 
benefit budget changes were not allocated to individual departments, thus the savings for 2017-18 is estimated.
(2) Salary savings is typically used to off-set retirement drag-up costs.  Large fluctuations year-to-year reflect 
this fact.

Year
Reportable 

Injuries
Days Away 
from Duty

Days Away Per 
New injury

2007 17 590 34.71

2008 18 203 11.28

2009 12 263 21.92

2010 10 19 1.90

2011 22 242 11.00

2012 17 779 45.82

2013 10 443 44.30

2014 4 133 33.25

2015 8 315 39.38

2016 10 283 28.30

2017 7 420 60.00

2018 15 572 38.13

Average 12.27 335.45 30.17

Fiscal Year
Salary Saved in 

Operations/Support

2013-14 104,300

2014-15 184,385

2015-16 258,676

2016-17 505,717

2017-18 247,000*

Data from Human Resources shows a 
consistent trend which reflects the danger 
of working as a police officer.  When 
coupled with the increasing trend of 
medical retirements, it is clear that our 
methodology of managing injuries needs 
improvement.  For each career ending 
injury, we have typically had a field “slot” 
unfilled for a full year. This gap in staffing 
contributes to our inability to adequately 
meet our community’s needs.

 The trend in 2019 continues: 
2 total events

 2018 loss of 572 days equals over 
two full-time equivalents (FTE)

Vacancies within the police department are reflected in
budgeted salary which is not expended. The increases in
salary savings year to year is consistent with reduced 
staffing levels.

The average saving for the last two years is estimated to 
be equivalent to more than two FTEs. The calculations 
here represent operations and support salary categories.  
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Overtime Expenses

Current Status of Police Officer Positions

Fiscal Year Overtime 

2013-14 378,911

2014-15 428,481

2015-16 424,310

2016-17 386,301

2017-18 524,988

2018-19 (to 5/9/19) 465,801

 While any police department expends overtime for 
things like late shifts and court appearances, we have 
increased our reliance on overtime to cover our day-
to-day responsibility of staffing patrol functions. 

 The amount of overtime expended in one year, just to 
cover field staffing responsibilities would easily 
represent more than one FTE.  

 For the week of 5/13 through 5/19, officers and 
sergeants are scheduled for 170 hours of scheduled 
overtime to cover shifts. This represents about 
$13,632 in overtime

Police Officer Gaps: Of 30 Police Officer Positions, 8 are currently unavailable for full, 
independent duties.

26.7% of Officer-level employees are unavailable for full duty

o   1 vacancy
o   2 attending an academy
o   3 on FTO Program (2 will complete training soon)
o   2 on injury status

With 5 officers assigned to detectives, 1 School Resource Officer, 
and 1 Marijuana Mitigation Officer (currently delayed for lack of staff)…

the total complement for field duty is only 15 officers to cover our core 24/7 patrol operation.
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Hiring Delay

There are significant periods of time from the time Police Officer positions are authorized to being actually 
filled. Also, there is even more time from the time of hire to the time the Officer is fully functional. The following 
chart illustrates this point (time listed in months):

Type of Hire
Lateral 

Transfer/Experienced
Pre-Trained/No 

Experience Entry level

Selection/Interview Phase 1 1 1

Background Investigation 2 2 2

Medical/Psychological 1 1 1

Final Selection/Appointment* 2 2 2

Total time to Hire—First Paycheck 6 6 6

Academy N/A N/A 5

FTO Program 2 5 5

Total Time for Functioning Solo Officer 8 11 16

*includes scheduling swearing-in and giving two week notice to prior employer

NOTE: At some points in time, we have a list of applicants “front-loaded” through the selection/interview phase. This 
normally cuts a month out of the hiring timeline projections.

The practice of the SLTPD has been to alternate between lateral/experienced hires and pre-trained/entry 
level.  While hiring experienced officers has advantages, entry level hires typically serve more total years 
before retiring—Further, as these hires are not part of the “classic PERS” tier, they cost less over the long 
term.  This balanced approach has served us well.

Given the time required to get people functional, City Council approval of adding 2 slots in May of 2019 will
result in fully functional police officers in early 2020 at the soonest.  The department has recently completed 
a “lateral entry” process and have 3 applicants currently in backgrounds.  For the existing three vacancies, 
this works well, but only if the applicants successfully complete the background, psych, polygraph, and 
medical process.  For each one which doesn’t make it, we could be well into summer 2020 before having 
newly hired officers fully functioning.



Council Agenda Report- May 21, 2019 Page 7 of 7

Financial Impacts:

Current costs for the remaining portion of FY 2018/19 are $93,590 which will be appropriated from the 
undesignated fund balance with the approval of the attached resolution.

The on-going annual cost for two additional police officer positions is $280,774.  Approximately 28% ($80K)
of the costs for the two positions can be absorbed by an overtime reduction.  The remaining $200K will be 
included in the total police department budget.  We believe approximately 50% ($100K) of the remaining cost 
of the two positions may be absorbed by salary savings due to injuries, retirements and/or resignations.  The 
remaining $100K will need to be appropriated from on-going revenues. 


