
W I N N E R  O F  T H E  2 0 1 8  P U L I T Z E R  P R I Z Ez

SUNDAY, JANUARY 27, 2019 • SANTA ROSA, CALIFORNIA • PRESSDEMOCRAT.COM

GOING GLOBAL » Lagunitas Brewing 
Co. to open spot in Netherlands.   E1

NERDS RULE » ‘Big Bang Theory’ 
actor’s Sonoma County roots.   D1

INSIDE

THE YEAR IN PHOTOS:  
Press Democrat home 
delivery subscribers will 
find a magazine of our best 
2018 photography with 
today’s newspaper.

SANTA ROSA
High 70, Low 42

THE WEATHER, C8

Business E1
Classified E5
Community B8
Crossword T7
Forum B9
Lotto A2

Movies D6
Nevius C1
Obituaries B4
Sonoma Life D1
Smith A3
State news A8

©2019 The Press Democrat

Crucial decision
Move back or move on?

CHRISTOPHER CHUNG/ THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

A NEW START: Kris and Allen Sudduth sold the lot where their home burned down, during the Tubbs fire in 2017, along Hopper Avenue in the Coffey Park neighborhood 
of Santa Rosa. The couple had lived in the home for 15 years. They stayed in Sonoma County, though, opting to start over on a half-acre property west of Santa Rosa.

Like other Tubbs fire survivors, Kris and Allen Sudduth initially wanted to 
rebuild their two-story home in Santa Rosa’s Coffey Park neighborhood.

After the October 2017 wildfire, the Sudduths met with a builder and 
tentatively selected a home design for their lot on Hopper Avenue. After further 
consideration, they concluded a contractor couldn’t rebuild the life they once 
had in the fire-ravaged neighborhood in the northwest section of the city.

“They would build a house, but it wouldn’t be my home,” said Kris Sudduth, 
a part-time nurse.

The Sudduths realized what they really wanted 
was a chance to start over in a different area with 
a home in the countryside, so in May 2018 they 
bought a single-story ranchette on a half-acre 
property west of  Santa Rosa. A month earlier, they 
had sold their charred Coffey Park lot to an inves-
tor, who has yet to begin rebuilding a house on it.

This will be a pivotal year of  decision for about 
2,100 Sonoma County fire survivors — those who 
unlike the Sudduths have yet to commit to rebuild-
ing or selling their burned lots. These survivors 
constitute about 40 percent of  people who lost 5,334 
homes in the 2017 wildfires, predominantly from 
the Tubbs fire which ranks as the second-most 
destructive in California history. 

What they ultimately decide to do will determine 
whether the pace of  rebuilding on the large swath 
of  north Santa Rosa blackened by the infernos 

accelerates this year. Only 150 of  the houses 
destroyed in the fires had been rebuilt as of  last 
week, according to city and county records.

Of  property owners opting to sell their lots, their 
reasons range from the difficulty of  rebuilding to 
the desire to find another place to live — some-
times neither in a burned area nor a construction 
zone.

This year also will be key for investors and 
builders trying to determine whether they can 
make money in a sluggish local housing market 
on speculative home construction on lots scorched 
by the fires. For many, it will be the first year they 
build and try to sell so-called “spec” houses in 
the Santa Rosa neighborhoods — Fountaingrove, 
Coffey Park, Larkfield and Mark West Springs — 

SPECIAL REPORT » Many victims still face a life-altering choice 
after 2017 fires: rebuild on their burned home lots or sell them 

By ROBERT DIGITALE
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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REBUILD NORTH BAY 
The second year of rebuilding after the 2017 wildfires 
that ravaged Sonoma and Mendocino counties will be a 
pivotal one, as deadlines for homeowners approach / H1

ONLINE:  Check our digital map for burned lot listings and sales at pressdemocrat.com/firelots

BY THE 
NUMBERS
5,334: Fire 
survivors’ homes 
destroyed
2,300: Fire survi-
vors rebuilding 
and builders 
who have sought 
building permits 
2,100: Fire sur-
vivors who have 
neither listed 
home lots nor 
sought permits
717: Burned 
home lots listed 
for sale 
444: Burned 
home lots sold
150: Fire survi-
vors who have 
finished rebuild-
ing homes

Sources: Santa 
Rosa; Sonoma 
County; Compass; 
Terradatum; Press 
Democrat research

Our 2019 resolution to readers — more value
A s we start another year at The Press Democrat, we continue 

to look for ways to add value and content to each and every 
edition of  our newspaper, delivered in print and continuous-

ly updated online. 
Today’s edition is one of  our largest with four additional features 

and sections covering the past, present and future of  the North Bay.
  ■ We start on Page 1 with data we sought 

and analyzed to provide a unique perspective 
on the post-fire real estate market — a topic on 
everyone’s mind.

  ■ In our monthly Rebuild North Bay 
section, our staff examines the post-wildfire fu-
ture of  our county as we begin 2019. Rebuilding 
our community remains the highest priority 
and in today’s section we take a serious look at 
our progress.

  ■ Today’s Giving section highlights local 
charities, nonprofits and neighbors donating 
their time and resources to help those in need.

  ■ Plus, we are including a 100-page maga-

zine after your response to the incredible images captured by our 
photographers in the past year. They show the historic task of  
struggling back from the wildfires as well as the natural beauty 
and sense of  community we all treasure. We hope our collection of  
telling photos gathered for 2018 Year in Review is something you 
take time to enjoy. 

We are proud of  today’s newspaper and hope 
you enjoy reading it as much as our staff did 
writing and editing it. Our 2019 resolution to 
you, our readers, is to continue being your most 
trusted and authoritative source for local news. 
Last year’s Pulitzer Prize recognized that 
commitment, and we thank you for your  
ongoing support.  

  — Steve Falk,  CEO, Sonoma Media Investments 

P.S. Be sure to read next Sunday’s Press Democrat when our 
Towns section debuts a recurring series of stories featuring the 
people and events of a different North Bay town or area each 
week.

Nation tries 
to get back 
on track    

CHICAGO — On Day 1 of  what 
would become the longest gov-
ernment shutdown in the coun-
try’s history, Mary Kelly had a 
typically American view of  the 
situation: She was optimistic. As 
an employee of  the IRS, she had 
been through shutdowns before. 
This one would not last long, she 
figured.

On Day 24, weeks into her 
mandatory furlough, she ap-
plied for unemployment bene-
fits.

Ten days after that, she left 
her home in the Chicago sub-
urbs, rode a train downtown and 
joined demonstrators on a wind-
swept Federal Plaza, her cheeks 
mottled pink from the cold.

By JULIE BOSMAN
NEW YORK TIMES
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AFTER THE SHUTDOWN

Jennifer and Wayne Harvell

Pressing 
on with 
PG&E 
lawsuit

Jennifer Harvell wants her 
house back. And she still holds 
PG&E responsible for her loss.

Harvell and her husband, 
Wayne, were the first people 
among thousands of  fire survi-
vors to sue PG&E in 2017 alleging 
the company was responsible for 
causing the Tubbs fire. 

Now they say that nothing has 
changed for them following the 
release Thursday of  Cal Fire’s 
long-awaited report on the cause 
of  the fire. State investigators 
determined a private electrical 
system next to a Calistoga-area 
home, and not PG&E equipment, 
sparked the blaze. 

The Harvells’ home on Mo-
cha Lane in Santa Rosa’s  

Couple who lost home 
in Tubbs fire undeterred 
by report clearing utility
By ANDREW BEALE
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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