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Obama to step up gun restrictions
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Martin Navarette reaches out 
of his cell at San Quentin prison.

A rare 
look 
behind 
the bars

SAN QUENTIN — With ex-
ecutions on hold in California 
and a death penalty appeals pro-
cess that can take years, many 
inmates on the nation’s largest 
death row say they spend little 
time worrying about the lethal 
injection that may one day kill 
them.

“It’s almost like it’s not even 
a real punishment for a lot of  
people,” said Charles Crawford 
at San Quentin State Prison, 
where the vast majority of  the 
state’s nearly 750 condemned in-
mates are held.

Crawford, who has been at San 
Quentin since 2002 for killing 
two people, spoke during a rare 
tour by prison officials of  death 
row and the death chamber, with 
its sea green gurney where exe-
cutions by lethal injection would 
take place if  they resumed.

The tour last week came as the 
state considers a one-drug execu-
tion protocol to replace a three-
drug method that a federal judge 
invalidated in 2006 as a potentially 
cruel and unusual punishment.

Voters in 2016 also may get 
a chance to weigh in on com-
peting death penalty measures 
— one would scrap capital pun-
ishment, and the other would 
speed up executions by provid-
ing inmates with more appellate 
lawyers and faster appeals.

“By the time they get to me, 

WASHINGTON — President 
Barack Obama will announce 
executive actions today de-
signed to expand background 
checks for some firearm pur-
chases and step up federal en-
forcement of  the nation’s gun 

laws, White House officials said 
Monday, once again trying to 
sidestep a gridlocked Congress 
on a politically divisive issue.

But faced with clear legal lim-
itations on his authority, Obama 
will take modest steps that stop 
well short of  the kind of  large-
scale changes to the gun trade 
that he unsuccessfully sought 
from Congress three years ago. 
That legislation would have 
closed loopholes that allow mil-
lions of  guns to be sold with-
out background checks at gun 
shows or in online firearm ex-

changes.
Instead, Obama will clarify 

that existing laws require any-
one making a living from selling 
guns to register as a licensed 
gun dealer and conduct back-
ground checks. White House of-
ficials said the president would 
note that criminal penalties al-
ready existed for violating those 
laws.

“We have to be very clear that 
this is not going to solve every 
violent crime in this country,” 
Obama said Monday. “It’s not 
going to prevent every mass 

shooting; it’s not going to keep 
every gun out of  the hands of  a 
criminal.”

Rep. Mike Thompson, D-St. 
Helena, chairman of  the House 
Gun Violence Prevention Task 
Force, said such a clarification 
on gun sales was recommended 
in a letter to Obama in Novem-
ber signed by Thompson and 114 
of  his House colleagues.

“Make no mistake; the pres-
ident’s executive actions will 
make our country safer by help-
ing keep guns out of  dangerous 
hands,” Thompson said in a 

press release.
 But Thompson also said 

that Congress must pass a bill 
he co-authored with Rep. Pe-
ter King, R-N.Y., expanding the 
background check system to ap-
ply to all firearms sales, includ-
ing those at gun shows, over the 
Internet or in classified ads.

Studies show that back-
ground checks stop more than 
170 felons, about 50 domestic 
abusers and nearly 20 fugitives a 
day from buying a gun, Thomp-

President set to expand 
background checks, 
tighten enforcement
By MICHAEL D. SHEAR 
AND ERIC LICHTBLAU
NEW YORK TIMES
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San Quentin’s death row 
inmates spend little time 
thinking about execution
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CLOSE-KNIT CLASS: Cynthia Pick goes over a language arts lesson with Saul Vargas, 11, left, and Jackson Haydon, 9, on Monday at Union School near Petaluma.

A thing of the past?
“They were an equalizer, one of the great American equalizers.  
Everyone had an opportunity.”
STEVE HERRINGTON, Sonoma County superintendent of schools

A one-room school in the hills south of  
Petaluma that has endured the trans-
formation of  education over the past 

120 years is at risk of  having to close because it is 
one student short of  the number the state says it 
needs to remain open. 

Union School has just six students these days, 
and the state says it needs at least seven by the 
end of  January or it must close its doors in June. 

The school’s two staff members and the small 
community that surrounds it are trying fever-
ishly to secure the additional pupil needed to 

Enrollment drop threatens one-room school near Petaluma 
By JEREMY HAY
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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INSIDE

120-YEAR-OLD 
SCHOOLHOUSE: 
Josie Ielmorini, 7, 
from right 
Mariaisabel 
Gutierrez, 7, Austin 
Gilardi, 9, Austin 
Maack, 8, Saul 
Vargas, 11, and 
former students 
Madisen Gilardi, 
11, and Joshua 
Haydon, 11, line up.

Online: More 
photos at press 
democrat.com.

NEED HELP?
 ■North Bay Suicide 

Prevention 24-hour 
Hotline: 1-855-587-6373

 ■NAMI Sonoma 
County Warm Line: 
527-6655

 ■ Sonoma County 
Psychiatric Emergency 
Services: 576-8181

 ■ For information 
on support groups, 
call 527-6655 or go to 
namisonomacounty.org.

Experts: Suicide risk rises after holidays

You know the typical holiday sto-
ryline: Depression and suicide rates 
peak during the holidays. Actually, 
though, people suffering from de-
pression tend to be fine during the 
holidays. Their struggles come later, 
after the festivities are over.

In Sonoma County, the influx 
of  calls begins just as the holidays 
end and continues through March, 
according to sources at the North 
Bay Suicide Prevention Hotline and 
Sonoma County’s National Alliance 
on Mental Illness office. 

Telephone counselors who staff 
NAMI’s Warmline receive their 
largest number of  calls between 
January and March. 

The agency’s most recent data 
shows 480 calls during the first quar-
ter of  2015, compared with 454 calls 
for the fourth quarter of  2014, 284 for 

the third quarter of  2014, and 398 for 
the second quarter of  2014.

“(Telephone counselors) hear 
individuals say, ‘I held it together 
through the holidays,’” said Nikki 
Buckstead, executive director of  
NAMI Sonoma County. 

Though it’s unclear where it orig-
inated, the holiday suicide myth is 
perpetuated by the media, which 
publish stories about how to reduce 
stress over the holidays, “Saturday 
Night Live” Christmas specials that 

By CHRISTI WARREN
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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Mental health counselors 
in county brace for influx 
of calls as new year begins


