SR SQUARE DEBATE »

FULL STEAM AHEAD
FOR SR HIGH RUNNER »

Activists make push
to save redwood trees in
downtown project. A3

A latecomer to
cross country, senior
Aimee Holland now
leads the pack. C1
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STUCK IN SQUALOR
A FOUR-PART SERIES

Renters languish in
poor living conditions

JON ELSWICK / ASSOCIATED PRESS

A couple walks on a street
covered by snow Saturday
in Washington, D.C.

Blizzard
batters
East
Coast
‘Top 10 snowstorm’
with mighty winds shuts
down cities; 18 die
By SETH BORENSTEIN
AND JENNIFER PELTZ
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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LIFE BEFORE MOVING: Karla Orozco talks with her children — Jobani, 12, from left, Janet, 15, and Jacquline Sanchez, 7 — as they eat breakfast last January in their
apartment at the Bennett Valley Townhomes complex. Orozco constantly fought with her landlords about the unit’s poor conditions that put her family’s health at risk.
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Hundreds of low-income families
living in substandard residences
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A

t first, Karla Orozco blamed herself for the
filthy living conditions in her family’s east
Santa Rosa apartment — mold growing
on the walls and ceilings, as well as repeated
rat and cockroach infestations that she and her
family endured for years, despite her meticulous
cleaning habits.
The conditions worsened in 2014 when she said
the apartment’s heater
broke. Sewage kept backONLINE
ing up and spilling onto
■ For more photos and
the bathroom floor. Rats
an online map showing
had chewed holes in the
the location of open sub- walls behind the refrigerstandard housing cases in ator and stove, infiltrating
Sonoma County, go to
the apartment where she
pressdemocrat.com
lived with her husband
and their three children.
“It was a very difficult time,” Orozco, 35, said,
choking back tears.
“We were stressed out a lot, and I was sick. My
kids were sick,” Orozco recalled, describing the
five-year period she said was marked by constant
fights with her landlords about the living conditions and requests for repairs.
Orozco’s experience is a familiar one for many
of Sonoma County’s poorest residents. The exact
number is difficult to quantify, but hundreds of
people in Sonoma County, perhaps even thousands by some estimates, live in housing so run
down that it puts at risk the tenants’ health and
safety, a yearlong Press Democrat investigation
has found.
Squalid conditions have been reported in hundreds of housing units across the county, mostly
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Saudis, CIA
and arming
Syrian rebels
MOLD INFESTATION: Mold grows in an apartment at the Bennett Valley Townhomes. Complaints to
code enforcement agencies detail chronic problems that qualify as substandard under state laws.
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Squalid housing poses health risk,
but little done to track effects

T

he effect of squalid housing on
people’s health is difficult to
determine in Sonoma County
because there is no study, stockpile
of data or government agency that
tracks illness in connection with
living environments.
Though doctors and scientists are
building consensus through research,
the connection remains largely
anecdotal, witnessed by physicians or
reported by tenants’ rights advocates
on a case-by-case basis, The Press

Democrat found as part of a yearlong
investigation into substandard housing in the county.
Sonoma County’s lead health
agency, a $247 million department
overseeing public health and welfare
initiatives for nearly 500,000 residents, does not keep track of housing
violations that state officials say can
present dire health and safety threats
for people who live in slum condiTURN TO HEALTH » PAGE A13
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Substandard housing affects hundreds of Sonoma County residents,
sometimes taking a toll on health.
Government action often falls short in
ensuring that the problems are fixed.

Nine families were displaced from a
Santa Rosa apartment complex where
conditions prompted a lawsuit against
landlords and a shakeup in city staff
and policy.

As elected officials wrestle with how
to respond to the rise in substandard
housing cases, local agencies responsible for protecting tenants are shortstaffed, hampering investigations.

Short of government action, tenants
in substandard housing are turning
up the heat on unresponsive landlords, seeking out attorneys and filing
lawsuits in some cases.
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NEW YORK — A blizzard
with hurricane-force winds
brought much of the East Coast
to a standstill Saturday, dumping as much as 3 feet of snow,
stranding tens of thousands of
travelers and shutting down the
nation’s capital and its largest
city.
After days of weather warnings, most of the 80 million people in the storm’s path heeded
requests to stay home and off
the roads, which were largely
deserted. Yet at least 18 deaths
were blamed on the weather, resulting from car crashes, shoveling snow and hypothermia. And
more snow was to come, with
dangerous conditions expected
to persist until early today, forecasters warned.
“This is going to be one of
those
generational
events,
where your parents talk about
how bad it was,” Ryan Maue, a
meteorologist for WeatherBell
Analytics, said from Tallahassee, Fla., which also saw some
flakes.
The system was mammoth,
dropping snow from the Gulf
Coast to New England. By after-
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LIFE ON SANTA ROSA AVENUE: Life buzzes to a
grittier rhythm along the two-block section of
the city’s main drag near Juilliard Park / D1

By MARK MAZZETTI AND
MATT APUZZO
NEW YORK TIMES

WASHINGTON — When
President Barack Obama secretly authorized the Central
Intelligence Agency to begin
arming Syria’s embattled rebels
in 2013, the spy agency knew it
would have a willing partner to
help pay for the covert operation. It was the same partner the
CIA has relied on for decades for
money and discretion in far-off
conflicts: the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia.
Since then, the CIA and its
Saudi counterpart have maintained an unusual arrangement
for the rebel-training mission,
which the Americans have codenamed Timber Sycamore. Under the deal, current and former
administration officials said, the
Saudis contribute both weapons
and large sums of money, and
the CIA takes the lead in training the rebels on AK-47 assault
rifles and tank-destroying missiles.
The support for the Syrian
rebels is only the latest chapter
in the decadeslong relationship
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