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Homeless debate heats up in Guerneville
Residents tell panel of
growing problem with
crime, harassment
By MARY CALLAHAN
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

A frustrated crowd some 400
strong voiced discontent and
resentment Monday night over
county policies that many believe have allowed a growing
homeless population to run

roughshod over residents and
business owners along the lower Russian River in recent years.
Citing substance abuse and
drug dealing, public intoxication
and harassment, vagrancy and
litter, one speaker after another
told a panel of county officials at
a forum in Guerneville that they
had fallen short in their duties
to deal with threats to the business climate and quality of life
the struggling communities are
trying to achieve.
“The homeless are degrading

our community,” retired sheriff’s deputy John Schubert said.
“In the last 2½ years, things
have drastically changed here,”
resident Tom Niclaes said.
Monday’s
meeting
was
sparked by an unusual spate
of fires in Guerneville and the
Russian River area, including
two cases of possible arson that
gutted a closed inn and a health
clinic.
Some in the town have blamed
homeless people, although there
is no evidence of who started the

human-caused blazes or why.
Some attendees cited unsubstantiated reports that they say
come from homeless people
themselves of being bused into
Guerneville from inland cities.
Others said they believe the
area’s transient population is
drawn by services that enable
homeless people, rather than
help them get off the streets.
Some speakers chastised public officials for plans to create a
comprehensive homeless service center at a shuttered inn

“We’re not going to get out of this drought if it stops raining now.”
PAM JEANE, assistant general manager of the Sonoma County Water Agency

Storms not enough
North Coast’s wet weather
likely to continue, but rain
totals still below last year’s

and restaurant east of town,
saying the problem already is so
out of control.
“This community is broken,
badly,” Russian River Fire Protection District board President Mark Emmett said. “It’s
disgraceful, and we have four
months before the tourists come
in ... frustration is boiling over.”
Residents vented their ire particularly toward Sonoma County Sheriff Steve Freitas and
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Court
may deal
blow to
unions
High court seems poised
to scrap mandatory
public union fees

By MARTIN ESPINOZA

By SAM HANANEL

THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

A

parade of storms have steadily marched through Sonoma
County this winter, transforming its brown, drought-parched
hills into vales of vibrant green.
But looks can be deceiving.
Despite the recent storms, which
dropped nearly 4 inches of rain on
Santa Rosa last week alone, rainfall
totals on the North Coast still trail
levels from a year ago.
If it stops raining, Sonoma County and the rest of California could
be headed for a fifth year of drought,
forecasters warned Monday.
Yes, that’s a worst-case scenario and yes, El Niño is unleashing
storms that have begun to replenish
reservoirs in Sonoma and Mendocino counties that serve hundreds of
thousands of people on the North
Coast. But local water experts say
current weather conditions must
continue through the end of spring
to end the drought.
“We’re not going to get out of this
drought if it stops raining now,”
said Pam Jeane, assistant general
manager of the Sonoma County
Water Agency, which provides water
to about 600,000 customers from
Windsor to Marin County.
Only a year ago, she recalled, it
rained buckets in December 2014.
But the rains soon stopped and the
region found itself in its fourth year
of drought.
“It rained like crazy in December,” she said. “We did have a decent
storm in February but that was the
end of it.”
Laura Watt, an associate professor at Sonoma State University and
chairwoman of the environmental
studies and planning department,
says she’s betting on a lot more rain.
“The odds seem pretty strong.
All the climate models show this
TURN TO RAIN » PAGE A2
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Workers prune vines Monday on River Road across from Korbel Champagne Cellars. Since Oct. 1, the
county airport has logged 13.37 inches of rain, where “normal” rainfall would be about 16.7 inches.

WASHINGTON — The Supreme Court appears ready
to deliver a major setback to
American unions as it considers
scrapping a four-decade precedent that lets public-sector labor
organizations collect fees from
workers who decline to join.
During more than an hour
of oral arguments Monday, the
high court’s conservative justices seemed likely to side with
a group of California teachers
who say those mandatory fees
violate the free-speech rights
of workers who disagree with a
union’s positions.
Labor officials fear unions’
very existence could be threatened if workers are allowed to
get all the benefits of representation without at least paying
fees to cover the costs of collective bargaining. The case affects
more than 5 million workers in
23 states and Washington, D.C.
But Justice Anthony Kennedy
rejected arguments by lawyers
for the state of California and
the California Teachers Association that the current fee system
is needed to prevent non-members from becoming “free riders” — workers who reap the rewards of union bargaining and
grievance procedures without
paying for it.
“The union basically is making these teachers compelled
riders for issues on which they
strongly disagree,” Kennedy
said, noting the political nature
of bargaining issues like teacher salaries, merit promotions
and class size.
Even Justice Antonin Scalia,
who in the past has expressed
some sympathy for the free-ridTURN TO UNIONS » PAGE A2
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Death of an icon stuns music world
Artist’s ‘parting gift’
was album released
days before he died
By GREG KOT
CHICAGO TRIBUNE

David Bowie entered the
music world as David Jones
in the 1960s, trained on a
plastic saxophone. When
he left that world Sunday
at age 69, he had altered it
profoundly with a string of

albums, musical styles, personas and transformative
images, from Ziggy Stardust
to the Thin White Duke.
Bowie was creating until
the end. Only two days after
his 69th birthday and the
release of his latest album,
the dark and shape-shifting
“Blackstar,” Bowie died after an 18-month battle with
cancer.
As with the recording and
release of his latest albums,
the Bowie camp kept the
singer’s cancer struggle a

secret until the end. A brief
statement via the artist’s
Facebook page said he died
while “surrounded by his
family.”
His longtime producer
Tony Visconti wrote, “His
death was no different from
his life — a work of art. He
made ‘Blackstar’ for us,
his parting gift. I knew for
a year this was the way it
would be. I wasn’t, however,
prepared for it.”
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David Bowie performs in 1995 in Hartford,
Conn. He died Sunday after battling cancer.
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