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Ruff questions Kolender's future 
 

Challenger faces well-funded, respected political veteran  

By Kristina Davis 
STAFF WRITER  
May 15, 2006 

Many people Bill Kolender's age are cruising the countryside in motor homes or perfecting their swing on the
golf course.  

But not San Diego County's top cop. 

Kolender, the sheriff, who will turn 71 this month, says he still has unfinished 
business as head of the third-largest law enforcement agency in the state. 

The former San Diego police chief, who has charmed his way through political 
circles and nearly doubled the size of the Sheriff's Department during his 11-
year tenure, hopes to secure his fourth term as sheriff in the June 6 primary 
election. 

“I look forward to coming to work every day,” Kolender said. “I've been doing it 
a long time, and I feel great. To me, this is a happy thing I do.” 

Kolender will face off against sheriff's Sgt. Bruce Ruff, a law enforcement 
veteran assigned as a training supervisor in the Santee station. 

It will be the third – and likely last – political contestbetween the men. Kolender 
trounced Ruff in 2002. And in 1994, Ruff finished a distant third in a three-
candidate race in which Kolender unseated incumbent Jim Roache. 

The San Diego County sheriff oversees a $490 million annual budget, seven jails 
and more than 4,000 deputies and professional staff. The job pays about 
$174,000 annually. 

With a bevy of endorsements from San Diego's political heavy-hitters and a 
campaign war chest of $109,000, many say it's unlikely Kolender will be 
unseated. 

His supporters include San Diego Mayor Jerry Sanders, the county Board of Supervisors and District 
Attorney Bonnie Dumanis.  

“He's an icon in law enforcement,” said Undersheriff Bill Gore, former director of the FBI in San Diego 
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and a longtime family friend of Kolender's. 

The sheriff has emphatically denied rumors that if re-elected, he plans to step down midterm and 
recommend Gore to serve as interim sheriff for the remainder of the term. 

“That is not true,” Kolender said. “As long as I'm healthy and feel like I am, I'm sticking here.” 

Gore confirmed that the rumors don't hold up. 

“First of all, the sheriff doesn't appoint anyone, the Board of Supervisors does,” Gore said. “I have no 
reason to think the sheriff is not going to do his four-year term, either.” 

Gore said that when Kolender stops running for office is when he'll decide whether to put his hat in the 
ring. 

Ruff said he doesn't believe the sheriff plans to stay in office for the full four years. 

“The community cannot allow this to happen,” he said. 

Ruff said Kolender has grown increasingly out of touch with the rank and file and has built an 
organization that is mismanaged and glutted with administrators. 

“The deputies here have great hearts, but we are totally dysfunctional internally,” he said. 

Ruff said despite nearly $4 billion budgeted to the Sheriff's Department during Kolender's tenure, the 
agency is facing serious problems that include understaffed jails and stations, outdated safety equipment 
and a low pay-scale that makes it hard to recruit deputies. 

“After 12 years and $4 billion, voters should be asking, 'Are you happy with what you've invested?' ” 
Ruff said. “They're paying for a Mercedes and being given a skateboard.” 

Ruff said that if elected, his first order of business would be to conduct an audit to identify where 
resources and money have gone and to create a team to manage resources. 

Kolender says he does the best he can with the money he gets from the county. Budget surpluses under 
Kolender for past 11 years totaled $144 million, said Jill Serrano, the sheriff's chief financial officer. 

“I have to pay employees, for services, cars, equipment,” Kolender said. “My job is to do what I can to 
improve the quality of life for every member of this department and protect the people of this county and 
keep it as safe as I can.” 

The Sheriff's Department has nearly doubled in size since 1994. Besides the opening of a new 
downtown jail and a regional crime lab, other programs such as medical services and court security that 
were once separate are now part of the department. 

Last year, the agency spent $19.3 million on overtime pay, with most of it to maintain safe staffing 
levels on the streets and in the jails. 

“We are the lowest-paid of all agencies,” Ruff said. “We couldn't even bribe San Diego officers $5,000 
to come over.” 
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The department is struggling to fill 150 to 200 deputy and jail positions as local agencies compete over a 
shrinking pool of law enforcement applicants. 

Kolender said filling the vacancies and boosting starting salaries for recruits would be some of his top 
priorities if re-elected. 

Kolender's latest project is to outfit the entire department with Tasers. The agency is one of the last in 
the county to add the less-than-lethal stun guns to its arsenal. 

“Nothing is perfect, and we have things we are working on to improve,” Kolender said. “But by and 
large, I think we are on the right track.” 

Kristina Davis: (760) 476-8233; kristina.davis@uniontrib.com 
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