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Vaccine bill faces uphill battle in Sacramento
As debate rages over measure,
health officials announce end
of Disneyland measles outbreak
PRESS DEMOCRAT N E W S S E RV I C E S

Public health officials call vaccines a powerful tool to fight disease.
In Sacramento, they have proved to
be an equally potent weapon for political combat.
Rather than playing out as a
straightforward public health issue,

a bill requiring California schoolchildren to be fully vaccinated is extraordinarily contentious. The measure
has galvanized citizen opponents,
following a pattern that helped bury
similar bills in Oregon and Washington, divided Sacramento’s Democratic majority and left proponents
scrambling to salvage the legislation.
On Wednesday, lawmakers struggled with a basic question: Does protecting people from disease justify
keeping children out of school?
Unable to resolve that question,
lawmakers on the Senate Educa-

tion Committee compelled Senate
Bill 277’s authors to delay a vote. If
the senators carrying SB 277 cannot
find a solution by next week, the bill
could face an early demise.
The political discord comes as
state health authorities Friday declared an end to the measles outbreak that started at Disneyland and
triggered the national debate about
vaccinations.
Disease detectives for months
raced to contain the highly contagious disease, which surfaced at Disney theme parks in December and

spread to a half-dozen U.S. states,
Mexico and Canada.
The outbreak sickened 147 people
in the U.S., including 131 in California. There were no deaths.
The setback in the state Senate this
week underscored the uncertainty
among many legislators, including
Assembly Speaker Toni Atkins, D-San
Diego, who have yet to take a stance.
Mandatory vaccination is an issue
in which party affiliation does not
determine votes. Democrats casting
doubt on the bill have balked despite
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“This new state law is putting
a great burden on us. It risks good food going to waste.”
SUZANNE GRADY, program director with the gleaning organization Petaluma Bounty

Law worries gleaners
State authorizes local governments to impose rules on food-gathering operations

Sen. Ben
Allen
Santa Monica
Democrat is
co-author of
vaccination bill.

County’s
jobless
rate hits
7-year low
Tourism, business sectors
help push unemployment
to 4.6% in March
By BILL SWINDELL
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CHANGE AHEAD: Erik Anderson, a volunteer with the gleaning organization Farm to Pantry, picks Meyer lemons at a private Healdsburg home earlier this week
for the Healdsburg Food Pantry. Under a new state food safety law, Sonoma County could require donors to register and to label their produce.
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longside a half-dozen
other hard-working volunteers, Eileen O’Farrell
knelt down and plucked a Meyer
lemon from a tree in a Healdsburg homeowner’s yard. An
hour later on Tuesday morning,
O’Farrell and the rest of the
group had picked and boxed
roughly 400 pounds of lemons
from the hillside grove.
The harvest of sweet-scented
citrus was meant to save fruit that
O’Farrell said otherwise would
have been left to rot. Instead, it
was destined for the Healdsburg
Food Pantry, a charitable dona-

tion from the homeowner and
the nonprofit group — Healdsburg-based Farm to Pantry — that
had gathered to glean, or pick, the
unwanted produce.
The practice, employed by
groups and individual volunteers
at farms and orchards across
Sonoma County and the wider
Bay Area, is credited with getting
healthy food to people who otherwise wouldn’t be able to afford it.
It faces new and some say
potentially insurmountable
hurdles, however, in the form of
regulations that gleaning groups
statewide worry will be put in
place under a recent state law
aimed at improving food safety.
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Unemployment in Sonoma
County tumbled to a seven-year
low in March, driven in large
part by growth in the tourism industry, the state reported Friday.
The jobless rate fell to 4.6 percent in March, the lowest since
December 2007 and down from a
revised 4.9 percent in February,
the state Employment Development Department reported. A
year ago, it stood at 6.3 percent.
While job creation has slowed
since last fall, local employers
have added 4,600 jobs over the
past year, pushing employment
up to 199,500 in March. There
were 11,800 unemployed people
actively looking for work, the
smallest number since December 2007.
The largest increases in hiring over the past year have been
in the hospitality sector and in
the professional and business
services sector, both of which
added 1,200 jobs.
“Tourism
has
certainly
shown an improvement,” said
Gary Hartwick, president and
CEO of Exchange Bank, which
saw growth in deposits and
loans in the first quarter as the
local economy swells.
“We have seen employment
continuing to improve,” Hartwick
said. “Companies are now investing in their employees.”
The wine industry is also
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BOUNTY OF FRUIT: Farm to Pantry founder Melita Love, left, and
volunteers Eileen O’Farrell and Caroline Marker pack up lemons they
gleaned this week from a Healdsburg property.
WARRIORS’ NEW ROLE:

Gas-line explosion injures at least 15
Officials say pipeline near Fresno
was ruptured by heavy equipment;
Highway 99 closed for three hours
By SCOTT SMITH
A SSOC I AT E D PR E SS

KEVIN LING VIA AP

A fireball erupts Friday after a
gas pipeline exploded in Fresno.

FRESNO — A Pacific Gas & Electric Co. gas
pipeline exploded into a tower of flames Friday
afternoon near Fresno, injuring at least 15 people,
three of them critically, and closing Highway 99 in
both directions, authorities said.
The explosion happened at the Fresno County
Sheriff’s Office gun range, where a work crew us-

ing heavy equipment apparently hit a Pacific Gas
& Electric Co. pipe carrying natural gas, said Tony
Botti, a spokesman for the Sheriff’s Office. No law
enforcement officers were injured, Botti said.
When the pipeline exploded, the flames shot
well over 100 feet into the air alongside Highway
99, witnesses said.
The heavily traveled road was closed for three
hours after the 2:30 p.m. blast, which sent flames
towering over the roadway, according to the CHP.
A nearby rail line was shut down out of concern
that a spark from a passing train could ignite leaking gas, a fire official said.
Fresno County Sheriff Margaret Mims said a
county public works employee was operating a
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After record-setting season,
Golden State enters playoffs
today against New Orleans
as top NBA seed / C1
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