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MEETING DATE:  January 8, 2008         ITEM NUMBER:  3 

SUBJECT: Fireworks Regulation/Education 
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PRESENTATION BY: Council Member Wendy Leece 
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BACKGROUND: 
 
Since the early 1990’s, the subject of prohibiting or further restricting the sale and 
discharge of fireworks has been discussed extensively in Costa Mesa.  This report will 
not attempt to chronicle the history of these deliberations but rather to pick up from 
where these discussions last took place.  
 
At the August 7, 2007 regular City Council meeting, Council Member Linda Dixon 
brought forward a request to place the matter of prohibiting the sale & discharge of 
Fireworks on the November 2008 General Election ballot along with a companion 
measure to increase the City’s Transient Occupancy Tax.  The measures failed to gain 
majority support with the City Council acting to receive and file the matter (Please refer 
to Attachment A).  At the City Council Study Session of August 14, 2007, Council 
Member Wendy Leece brought forward a number of items relating to this subject 
including but not limited to discussion of alternative means of fund raising for community 
organizations, consideration of additional restrictions on the sale & discharge of 
fireworks and possible changes to the City’s existing enforcement strategies (Please 
refer to Attachment B).  The subject was discussed extensively by the City Council 
although there was no clear direction for a future course of action.  Council Member 
Leece indicated that she would continue to look for alternative strategies to address the 
concerns discussed. 
 
Since the August Study Session, Council Member Leece and staff have looked to 
practices existent in other communities in the areas of public education and regulation.  An 
initial list of strategies was compiled (Please refer to Attachment C) from which the more 
specific strategies identified in this report were derived.  For each of the strategies, staff 
has listed cities that have implemented these approaches.  At this point in time, Council 
Member Leece is looking for feedback from the City Council as to which strategies might 
make the most sense for Costa Mesa?  The intent is to take the comments from the City 
Council at the Study Session, meet with past holders of permits for fireworks stands and 
the fireworks industry for discussion and then return to the City Council for formal action, 
as appropriate. 

ATTACHMENT A



 

 

ANALYSIS:
 
The focus of this report is primarily on fireworks education and enforcement.  Before 
committing staff resources to costing out various proposals or legal review of various 
ordinance changes, Council Member Leece wanted feedback from members of the 
Council on various strategies.  Generally speaking, the sum of the strategies discussed 
later in this report is designed to accomplish one or more of the following objectives: 
 

1. Educate all members of the community about the differences between State 
approved Safe & Sane fireworks and unauthorized, illegal fireworks. 

2. Strengthen efforts to identify, cite and/or arrest individuals who import, sell or 
discharge illegal fireworks. 

3. Implement measures designed to obtain compliance with adopted fireworks 
regulations and defray the public cost of enforcement and cleanup. 

 
Predicated on the above, the following are a series of potential strategies Council 
Member Leece would like the City Council to consider: 
 
Public Education/Information  
 

• Develop a public information packet highlighting the differences between Safe & 
Sane fireworks and illegal fireworks and distribute this information via 
Newsletters, Press Conferences, Press Events (including live demonstrations), 
distribution of flyers through Homeowner Associations and through the Schools, 
posting of information on the City’s Website and Public access Channel, on-
campus visits by Fire personnel to demonstrate the dangers of illegal fireworks 
and all other identifiable means of communication with the public. 

• Beyond the existing practice of fireworks stands providing information to all 
customers, require the placement of posters or banners on the exterior of 
fireworks stands. 

• Post all access points into Costa Mesa prior to July 4th with signs advising of the 
City’s Zero Tolerance for illegal fireworks, including information on fines, possible 
arrest and conviction of violators. 

 
Tighter Regulations 
 

• Insure that fines for violations of fireworks regulations are at the highest level 
allowed by law. 

• Further restrict the number of days fireworks are permitted for sale (current 
limitation is July 1st through July 4th) 

• Raise the age requirement for purchase of fireworks to 21 years (current age 
restriction is 18 years of age) 

• Further restrict the number of stands permitted by the City (current limit is no 
more than 40 stands) 

• Restrict the hours of sale from fireworks stands (current requirements establish a 
10:00 p.m. closing time on July 1, 2 & 3 and 8:00 p.m. on July 4 but no limit on 
opening for sales) 

• Require all fireworks stand permittees to provide the City with a verified profit & 
loss statement 

 



 

 
• Further restrict stand locations so they are not located near City boundaries with 

communities that prohibit Safe & Sane fireworks. 
• Require a fixed percentage of the profit from fireworks sales be sub-vented to the 

City to offset additional costs for enforcement, clean up and public education.  In 
no event would this amount exceed actual costs borne by the City.  

• Limit the discharge of fireworks to the curb area of the street (this would have to 
be operationally defined but the intent is to ensure streets remain clear for safe 
passage of vehicles at all times) 

• Prohibit the placement of any structures in the public right of way for discharge of 
fireworks (this would preclude the use of ladders, scaffolding, tables, etc., to 
“elevate” fireworks displays) 

 
Expanded Enforcement 
 

• Institute a “hotline” for residents to call in information on sale and/or use of illegal 
fireworks 

• Implement training for “Citizen Patrols” to increase awareness and reporting of 
illegal fireworks importation, sales & discharge 

• Extend the existing team enforcement concept (pairing Fire and Police 
personnel) for both education and enforcement up to two weeks before July 4th 
(currently this enforcement mode is only used on July 4th) 

• Institute a program of cash rewards for the identification, apprehension and 
conviction of those transporting, selling or discharging illegal fireworks 

 
Beyond the preceding, Council Member Leece has also suggested that the City Council 
consider the possibility of a limited moratorium on all fireworks in the event that draught 
conditions throughout California continue.  This is in the “concept only” stage as to how 
such a moratorium might be instituted and under what set of criteria. 
 
As noted in the Background section of this report, Council Member Leece is looking for 
comments from members of the City Council to the various strategies referenced 
herein.  The intent is to share this same information with the organizations that sell 
fireworks as a fundraising activity as well as with the fireworks industry.  Following those 
discussions as well as a staff level review of both the fiscal and legal implications of the 
various strategies, the matter would be returned to the City Council for formal action.  
An important point of discussion between staff and Council Member Leece has been the 
timing of any proposed changes.  The consensus is that if changes are to be 
implemented for July 4, 2008, they should be acted on as soon as possible so the 
community, non-profit organizations and City personnel can make the necessary 
adjustments.  Many of the items will include a good amount of lead time and 
preparation.  Still other items may influence the decisions of non-profit organizations to 
continue to sell fireworks as a fundraising endeavor.  Still others will require the 
preparation and adoption of new ordinance provisions.   



 

 
 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
In sum, this is not a subject that can be taken up in the April - June timeframe and be 
expected to be in place for the coming Independence Day. 
 
 
 
 
ALLAN L. ROEDER  
City Manager  
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Excerpt from Council Minutes of 8/7/07 
Council Report of 8/14/07 
Options For Dealing With Fireworks 
 












































