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DEVELOPMENT TRENDS

County builders
optimistic about 2016

War of
words
for FBI,
Apple
Poll shows support for
unlocking shooter’s phone;
official urges ‘deep breath’
By SEAN COCKERHAM
MCCLATCHY NEWS SERVICE

CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Alex Molinari, right, and Jesus Medina work on a new Catalina Homes community by Burbank Housing in Santa Rosa on Monday.

BUSIER BUILDERS »
After slow year, uptick
in industry predicted
By ROBERT DIGITALE
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

S

onoma County home builders suffered through
another slow year in 2015, but building officials
and others insist construction activity will
increase markedly this year.
County builders took out permits for just 442 new
houses, apartments and condominiums last year,
down 13 percent from the previous year, according
to preliminary data from the California Homebuilding Foundation.
The number of permits to build single-family
homes — 236 — appears to be the fewest issued in at
least 45 years. The count includes permits issued by
both county and city planning agencies.
Building officials for months have been saying
that home construction is about to shift into a
higher gear. A Press Democrat survey in December
found developers moving forward with plans to
build more than 1,400 housing units between Petaluma and Windsor.
Those who watch the industry remain expectant
for the coming months.
“We believe that there’s going to be a significant
uptick in activity in 2016 over 2015,” said Mark

WHAT’S AHEAD?
2015 lags: Last year,
Sonoma County
builders took out
permits for just 442 new
houses, apartments and
condominiums, down
13 percent from the
previous year. The number of permits to build
single-family homes —
236 — appears to be the
fewest issued in at least
45 years.
Growth areas: Mendocino builders last year
pulled 87 new home
permits, compared to
79 in 2014. Lake builders
took out 71 permits,
compared to 42 a year
earlier.
Looking up: Developers and builders are
seeking Santa Rosa’s
permission to build
more than 1,100 housing
units. The list includes
more than two dozen
subdivisions.

TURN TO BUILDERS » PAGE A2

PERMIT DELAYS »
SR planning department
struggling with waits
By KEVIN McCALLUM
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Ten months after Santa Rosa committed to creating a more responsive planning department, some
builders say they’re waiting to see the promised improvements.
In fact, some things have gotten worse since a consultant’s report in July made dozens of suggestions
aimed at making the department more efficient and
customer friendly, said Robert Cantu, a board member
of the North Coast Builders Exchange and president of
Santa Rosa-based contractor Western Builders.
Wait times for building permits have actually increased since then, in part because the department
appears to be relying heavily on outside consultants
instead of beefing up the local staff, Cantu said.
“Something is still misfiring pretty hard down
there,” Cantu said.
The $75,000 report by Management Partners found
a “dysfunctional environment” in the department
that prevented employees from delivering good customer service. It recommended 33 changes, some
of which have been implemented, including longer
counter hours.
But Cantu said he has had a simple building perTURN TO PERMIT » PAGE A2

Russia wants a better look at US
Moscow seeks to expand
surveillance flights using
advanced cameras
By ERIC SCHMITT
AND MICHAEL R. GORDON
NEW YORK TIMES

WASHINGTON — Russia
asked the Obama administration for permission on Monday to fly surveillance planes
equipped with high-powered
digital cameras over the United
States, fueling a long-simmering
debate among Pentagon and intelligence officials over Russia’s
intentions to use such flights to
spy on American power plants,
communications networks and

other critical infrastructure.
Russia has for years conducted unarmed observation flights
over the United States — as the
United States does over Russia — as part of the Open Skies
Treaty that was signed in 1992
by both nations and 32 other
countries at the end of the Cold
War. Although the treaty and
the flights, unfamiliar to most
Americans, amount to officially sanctioned spying, their goal
has been to foster transparency about military activity and
to help monitor arms control
agreements.
Now some senior American
intelligence and military officials say the new digital technology combined with shifting Russian flight plans would violate

so alarming when the
the spirit of the treaty.
Russian flights mainSome Republicans also
ly flew over American
expressed alarm.
missile silos, bunkers
“I cannot see why the
and bomber fields, as
United States would alpermitted in the treaty.
low Russia to fly a surIn the past few years,
veillance plane with an
however, the Russian
advanced sensor over
flights have developed
the United States to colMac
a wandering eye, critics
lect intelligence,” U.S.
Thornberry
say, and now fly more
Rep. Mac Thornberry,
routinely over some of
R-Texas, who heads the Head of the
the country’s most imHouse Armed Services House Armed
portant infrastructure,
Committee, said in a Services
Committee
according to classified
statement Monday.
military
intelligence
American intelligence
officials say Russia’s spy sat- assessments. (The United States
ellite network is frayed, so the relies on its own powerful satelflights over the United States are lites, rather than these flights,
a relatively cheap way for Mos- for such intelligence.)
cow to fill in some important
intelligence gaps. That was not
TURN TO RUSSIA » PAGE A2

WASHINGTON — The court
dispute between Apple and the
Justice Department over unlocking the San Bernardino
gunman’ iPhone became a public relations war Monday, with
the FBI and Apple exchanging
words on the Internet and Congress preparing to intervene.
For now, the FBI appears to be
winning the battle, at least according to new polling from the
Pew Research Center. But privacy advocates who support Apple
are planning rallies across the
nation today, including one in
front of the FBI’s headquarters
in Washington.
Pew’s
poll
of more than
1,000
Americans found that
just 38 percent
support
Apple’s refusal to
help the FBI
unlock
the
iPhone of Syed
Farook,
who James
with his wife Comey
killed 14 people FBI director said
in the San Ber- online: “I hope
nardino attack folks will take a
in December.
deep breath and
F i f t y - o n e stop saying the
percent
of world is ending.”
those surveyed
between Feb. 18 and Feb. 21 said
Apple should unlock the phone.
The other 11 percent were unsure.
Apple posted a statement to
its customers on its website on
Feb. 16, offering the company’s
justification for challenging a
court order demanding that Apple create a software to open the
phone.
Apple said it would set a dangerous legal precedent and expand government surveillance
powers.
“Law enforcement agents
around the country have already said they have hundreds
of iPhones they want Apple
to unlock if the FBI wins this
case,” the statement said. “In
the physical world, it would be
the equivalent of a master key,
capable of opening hundreds of
millions of locks.”
That statement came after
FBI Director James Comey, in
an unusual online commentary
posted just before midnight
Sunday, said, “I hope folks will
take a deep breath and stop saying the world is ending.”
“We simply want the chance,
with a search warrant, to try to
guess the terrorist’s passcode
TURN TO APPLE » PAGE A2
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