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Drug court dilemma
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CHECKING IN: Public defender Mike Perry talks with Jasmine Roper last week in Sonoma County’s drug court, from which Roper will graduate next month. 
Perry said reduced jail sentences under Proposition 47 have led some clients to drop out of the rigorous rehabilitation program and, instead, just serve the time.

Three months after California voters 
approved Proposition 47 with the 
aim of  reducing the state’s swelling 

prison population, the reclassification 
of  certain felonies as misdemeanors is 
having an unwanted side effect. Facing 
lighter punishments, some offenders who 
previously would have participated in 
drug rehabilitation programs are opting 
out, choosing to serve newly shortened 
sentences instead.

Officials in Sonoma County fear that by 
removing a legal incentive for treatment, 

the new law may worsen the cycle of  drug 
addiction and crime.

“We’re all very concerned,” said Mike 
Perry, a Sonoma County chief  deputy 
public defender assigned to county’s drug 
court. “We’ve had clients drop out. We’re 
scared for them because they really do 
need treatment and they’re no longer 
receiving it.”

Many of  his 55 drug court clients agree.
“It’s sad for me,” said Jasmine Roper, 

39, of  Santa Rosa, who has been in the 
program for 14 months. “I have seen 
people opt out who were struggling on 
the path of  recovery. A year of  your life to 
build a foundation to be clean and sober 

is not that long.”
To its credit, Proposition 47, approved 

by nearly 60 percent of  voters in Novem-
ber, achieved its stated goal. Prison and 
jail populations have fallen across the 
state as people convicted of  crimes such 
as shoplifting and simple drug posses-
sion have received shorter sentences and 
been released sooner. Savings from the 
measure are supposed to be used for a 
number of  education programs aimed at 
preventing future crimes, as well as for 
victim services and other programs.

Under the old law, possession of  her-
oin, which is surging in popularity, was 

TIME FOR BREAKFAST: Jasmine Roper, seen with her daughter 
Emilee, 3, in their Santa Rosa home on a recent morning, has been in 
the county’s drug court program for 14 months.

PROP. 47 FALLOUT

Sonoma County court officials say some defendants choose to serve new, 
shorter jail sentences rather than enter programs designed to end addiction
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County program helps 
SR mom change her life

Jasmine Roper is graduating 
from drug court for a second 
time.
The 39-year-old Santa Rosa 

woman went through the out-
patient treatment program two 
years ago, but couldn’t break her 
addiction to methamphetamine, 
alcohol and pot.

Roper fell hard after two of  her 
kids were taken by child protec-

tive services, started using drugs 
again and got arrested in a string 
of  burglaries.

Facing a possible prison term, 
she pleaded with drug court 
officials to let her back in, saying 
she’d hit rock bottom and was 
ready to start a true recovery. 

Fourteen months later, she has 
a job, is raising her 3-year-old 
daughter, Emilee, and has no 
desire to return to a life of  drugs 
and crime.
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“A year of your life to build a foundation to be clean 
and sober is not that long.”

JASMINE ROPER, participant in Sonoma County’s drug court program

New push 
for easier 

voting 
in state

Alarmed by the dismal vot-
er turnout in recent elections, 
California lawmakers are con-
sidering a massive expansion of  
vote-by-mail balloting and legal-
izing pop-up polling stations at 
shopping malls to help increase 
the convenience and appeal of  
voting.

Opening polling stations 
weeks early and allowing teen-
agers to vote in primaries if  they 
turn 18 by the general election, 
strategies already being used 
in Colorado and Oregon respec-
tively, also are being debated.

State Sen. Bob Hertzberg said 
he felt compelled to take action 
after California saw a record 
low turnout in the November 
2014 state election. His commit-
ment to change the system took 
on new urgency after only about 
10 percent of  eligible voters in 
Los Angeles participated in the 
March 3 municipal election.

“My heart sinks. It’s just hor-
rible. It’s embarrassing,” said 
Hertzberg, D-Van Nuys. “It just 
puts a lot less meaning on the 
democratic process. We’ve got 
to do something to change the 
game.”

Hertzberg filed legislation 
to provide vote-by-mail ballots 
to all registered voters during 

To boost turnout, legislators  
weigh pop-up polling sites, 
expanding mail-in balloting
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Harris Ranch 
rounds up 

Tesla drivers

COALINGA — Along a stretch 
of Interstate 5 about halfway be-
tween San Francisco and Los An-
geles, pickups outnumber cars, 
radios usually pick up only Span-
ish-language and country music 
stations, and the state’s largest 
beef-cattle feed lot is within sniff-
ing distance.

Then there are the Teslas. 
Harris Ranch Inn and Restau-
rant, a landmark at this Central 
Valley crossroads, is drawing 
the pricey electric cars like cows 
to a salt lick.

About half of all Teslas — and 
40 percent of all plug-in cars — 
are registered in California. So 
far, that amounts to only 100,000 
cars out of 13.2 million. If  Cal-
ifornia is to succeed in its effort 
to help solve the climate change 
crisis by edging the nation off fos-
sil fuels, it’s going to need to get 
more Volts, Leafs, Smart cars, 
BMWi3s and Teslas on the high-
way fast, many advocates argue.

A well-placed charging sta-
tion is essential to this effort, 
even as electric cars evolve be-
yond 200-mile ranges.

By DIANA MARCUM
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