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Freight rail suit heads to court
NORTH COAST » Decisive hearing on environmental case
could affect Eel River route and state’s high-speed rail plan
By DEREK MOORE
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

A six-year legal dispute with wide
implications for freight rail on the
North Coast and the future of California’s high-speed rail project, is headed for a potentially decisive hearing
before the state’s Supreme Court this
week.
Friends of the Eel River and another
environmental group sued the North
Coast Railroad Authority, seeking to
force the public agency to study the

environmental impacts of running
freight along a 316-mile rail line that
traverses Sonoma, Mendocino and
Humboldt counties and runs through
the Eel River canyon.
The central legal question is whether public rail agencies are subject to
the state’s bedrock environmental law
or operate solely under federal jurisdiction. California’s Supreme Court
justices are scheduled to hear oral arguments in the case on Wednesday.
In an unusual twist, opponents of
the $64 billion high-speed rail project,

including some Central Valley farmers, have joined environmentalists in
the Eel River case, contending that rail
operators — in their case the state’s
high-speed rail authority — are subject
to the California Environmental Quality Act, known as CEQA.
A ruling that freight operations are
not subject to CEQA is likely to affect
development of the state’s high-speed
rail line.
The California High-Speed Rail Authority will have a “lot more leeway
as to where they want to put the rail
line and they won’t necessarily have to
mitigate for a lot of impacts they don’t
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A washout warps the railroad tracks that follow the
Eel River through a wilderness canyon.

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION » Sonoma County kindergartens
find more than half their kids still arrive unprepared for school

Congress
makes
deal on
budget
Military spending up;
no funding for wall; no
Planned Parenthood cuts
By ANDREW TAYLOR
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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SMELLY ACTIVITY: Preschool classmates Kevin Torres, right, Richard Wilson, Jr., and Josue Chamorro, left, cover their noses at the smell of kidney beans that have been
soaking in water during a lesson by teacher Devra Newhouse at 4Cs Willow Creek Preschool in Santa Rosa on Wednesday.

Learning lag still persists
By ELOÍSA RUANO GONZÁLEZ
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

D

espite growing efforts to improve
access to early childhood education
and boost school readiness in Sonoma County, 60 percent of children enter
kindergarten unprepared.
Three in five kids overall weren’t ready
for kindergarten last fall, according to a
study released last week that looked at
how children did academically, emotionally and socially in school. Three-quarters
of kids from Spanish-speakng households
were behind.
Commissioned by First 5 Sonoma County, which funds programs and services

promoting early childhood development,
the study included more than 2,000 kindergartners in 35 schools across 11 school
districts, about a third of all kindergartners in the county.
Roughly 1,400 of their parents also were
surveyed about the kids’ early learning
experiences. The $200,000 study found
the majority of students could write
their names and play cooperatively but
struggled to focus on tasks, control their
impulses, and recognize shapes and colors.
Access to preschool, parents’ education
and the language spoken at home played
key roles in school readiness.
The results, early learning advocates
say, underscore the importance of provid-

ing affordable high-quality preschools that
meet the needs of working and low-income
families. For the study, kindergarten
teachers spent the first month of school
screening children, as was done the
previous year, when the analysis determined 64 percent of kids were unprepared.
While there was a slight improvement last
fall, North Bay Leadership Council CEO
and President Cynthia Murray hoped for
greater gains.
“The biggest surprise is that we haven’t
made more progress,” said Murray, who
sits on the First 5 Sonoma County Commission.

WASHINGTON — Congressional Republicans and Democrats forged a hard-won agreement Sunday night on a huge
$1 trillion-plus spending bill
that would fund the day-to-day
operations of virtually every
federal agency through September, denying President Donald
Trump funding for a border wall
and rejecting his cuts to popular
domestic programs.
Aides to lawmakers involved
in the talks announced the
agreement after weeks of negotiations. It was expected to be
made public Sunday night.
The catchall spending bill
would be the first major piece
of bipartisan legislation to advance during Trump’s short
tenure in the White House.
While losing on the wall along
the U.S.-Mexico border, Trump
won a $15 billion down payment
on his request to strengthen the
military.
GOP leaders demurred from
trying to use the must-do spending bill to “defund” Planned
Parenthood. The White House
also backed away from language
to take away grants from “sanctuary cities” that do not share
information about people’s immigration status with federal
authorities.
The measure funds the remainder of the 2017 budget year,
rejecting cuts to popular domestic programs targeted by Trump,
such as medical research and
infrastructure grants.
Successful votes later this
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Trump’s invitation to Duterte draws criticism
Rights groups say move
is tacit approval of
extrajudicial killings
By MARK LANDLER
NEW YORK TIMES

WASHINGTON — When
President Donald Trump called
President Rodrigo Duterte of
the Philippines on Saturday,
White House officials saw it as
part of a routine diplomatic outreach to Southeast Asian leaders. Trump, characteristically,
had his own ideas.

ed the State Department
During their “very
and the National Secufriendly conversation,”
rity Council, both of
the administration said
which were caught off
in a late-night stateguard by the invitation,
ment, Trump invited
to raise objections interDuterte, an authoritarnally.
ian leader accused of
The White House disordering extrajudicial
closed the news on a
killings of drug susRodrigo
day when Trump fired
pects in the Philippines,
Duterte
up his supporters at a
to visit him at the White
Philippine
campaign-style rally in
House.
president has
Harrisburg, PennsylvaNow, the administrabeen criticized for
nia. The timing of the
tion is bracing for an
violent drug war.
announcement — afavalanche of criticism
from human rights groups. Two ter a speech that was a grievsenior officials said they expect- ance-filled jeremiad — encap-

sulated this president after 100
days in office: still ready to say
and do things that leave people,
even on his staff, slack-jawed.
“By essentially endorsing
Duterte’s murderous war on
drugs, Trump is now morally
complicit in future killings,”
said John Sifton, Asia advocacy director of Human Rights
Watch. “Although the traits of
his personality likely make it
impossible, Trump should be
ashamed of himself.”
Sen. Christopher Murphy,
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