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PLAYGROUND PRIMER: 
Seesaws and jungle gyms 
are yesterday’s news; 
today’s playgrounds are 
safer, more engaging / D1
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CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Sonoma County Sheriff Steve Freitas, right, talks with Santa Rosa Police Chief Hank Schreeder at a luncheon in Rohnert Park on April 11.

Sheriff’s low-key 
approach polarizing

Sonoma County Sheriff Steve Freitas 
disappeared into the upbeat crowd 
of  government employees and com-

munity members gathered over fruit and 
cookies on a recent weeknight at a county 
meeting room in Santa Rosa.

The group was celebrating the opening 
of  the county’s first program providing 
civilian review of  law enforcement — a 
layer of  evaluation that Freitas believes is 
unnecessary, although he has pledged to 
support it.

In a white dress shirt and black slacks, 
gun and badge clipped to his belt, Freitas 
stopped to shake the hand of  the attor-

ney hired to audit complaints about his 
deputies. He politely listened to speakers, 
passed up a chance to address the group 
and, once the formal part of  the event 
was done, slipped out the door.

“I love nothing better than to be off the 
radar,” Freitas said later. “You can get 
things done and accomplish your goals 
without being the center of  attention.”

But Freitas’ penchant for the sidelines, 
to be part of  the team rather than the face 
of  his department, has compounded the 
greatest tests of  his leadership — ones of  
public communication and accountabili-
ty — crystallized in the fatal shooting of  
13-year-old Andy Lopez, whose 2013 death 
fueled a community outcry that led to 

By JULIE JOHNSON AND  
RANDI ROSSMANN
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

TURN TO FREITAS » PAGE A8

STEVE FREITAS

Sonoma County’s budget-savvy top cop has an eye 
for efficiency and a desire to avoid the spotlight

MORE INSIDE

LASTING LEGACY? Sonoma 
County Sheriff Steve Freitas 
points to his department’s success 
in fighting rural crime as the 
signature effort of his tenure / A9

Sheriff’s Office rebounds 
after exodus of deputies

In an unparalleled exo-
dus sparked by money and 
morale issues, as many as 
16 Sonoma County sheriff’s 
patrol deputies left the de-
partment between 2014 and 
2015 for other jobs.

The departures led to a 
reduction in services pro-
vided by the Sheriff’s Of-
fice. The department shut 

its community-policing 
unit and experienced a  
30 percent drop in depu-
ty-initiated cases, such as 
traffic stops and sponta-
neous investigations of  
suspicious activity, over the 
last three years. 

A handful of  detectives 
were reassigned to fill 
out patrol ranks. Over-
time spiked as the average 
workday grew to 14 hours 
or more, with deputies 
required to work longer 

shifts. That put injuries at 
historic levels, reducing the 
number of  available dep-
uties with so many out on 
medical leave.

Sheriff Steve Freitas said 
deputies responded to ev-
ery 911 call, but the Sher-
iff’s Office lacked the bodies 
to provide the kind of  pro-
active, community-oriented 
policing he wants to see — 
a problem that persists to 

By RANDI ROSSMANN 
AND JULIE JOHNSON
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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DEPUTIES INITIATING 
FEWER CONTACTS
While the Sonoma County 
Sheriff’s Office is getting more 
calls for service, contacts initi-
ated by deputies have dropped 
more than 50 percent since 
2008, due in part to a decline in 
staff, changes in laws, boundary 
changes and morale issues.  
YEAR CALLS CONTACTS
2008 49,689 61,971 
2009 47,624 56,060 
2010 46,843 51,492 
2011 45,956 43,786 
2012 46,703 39,468 
2013 46,808 42,130 
2014 48,745 35,956 
2015 49,142 28,747
Source: Sonoma County  
Sheriff’s Office

SR disputes it misspent $42 million

It was an incendiary allegation made 
by a politically influential Santa Rosa de-
veloper. 

The city, Hugh Futrell claimed, had 
over the past 26 years effectively stolen 
$42 million of  taxpayers’ money. 

By diverting revenue meant for af-
fordable housing to other programs 
and purposes, the city had breached the 

public trust and exacerbated its current 
housing crisis, Futrell, the developer of  
several downtown buildings, charged in 
an opinion piece in The Press Democrat 
editorial pages March 20. 

It wasn’t just idle criticism. The piece 
hit a nerve at City Hall and has had a di-
rect effect on the city’s current budget 
deliberations. 

The debate it has sparked highlights 
a vexing issue for the City Council amid 
widening calls from residents to do more 

to alleviate Santa Rosa’s housing short-
age: How to reconcile 
past council actions 
with the present need 
to set aside funds for 
affordable housing with-
out jeopardizing city 
budgets going forward?  

Futrell demanded that 
the current City Council 
boost the amount it ded-
icates from the so-called 
real property transfer 
tax to affordable housing and homeless 
services. The tax, paid whenever proper-
ties in the city change hands, was tripled 

by the City Council in 1990, weeks before 
a ballot measure passed that would have 
required such levies be approved by a 
vote of  the people. 

For the last decade, the city has had a 
policy of  setting aside 20 percent of  the 
money for housing, but Futrell argued 
far more of  the funds should be commit-
ted annually. 

“Anything less than the 90 percent 
commitment continues to be a breach 
of  faith,” Futrell wrote, sending a strong 
message from one of  the city’s most re-
spected and connected developers. Fu-

Officials weigh response to developer’s allegation that city, 
over decades, diverted funds targeted for affordable housing
By KEVIN McCALLUM
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT 
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Hugh  
Futrell

President Barack Obama

Obama 
sets new 
wartime 
milestone

WASHINGTON — President 
Barack Obama came into office 
seven years ago pledging to end 
the wars of  his predecessor, 
George W. Bush. On May 6, with 
eight months left before he va-
cates the White House, Obama 
passed a somber, little-noticed 
milestone: He has now been at 
war longer than Bush, or any 
other American president.

If  the United States remains 
in combat in Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Syria until the end of  
Obama’s term — a near-certain-
ty given the president’s recent 
announcement that he will send 
250 additional Special Opera-
tions forces to Syria — he will 
leave behind an improbable leg-
acy as the only president in U.S. 
history to serve two complete 
terms with the nation at war.

Obama, who won the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 2009 and spent his 
years in the White House trying 
to fulfill the promises he made 
as an anti-war candidate, would 
have a longer tour of  duty as a 
wartime president than Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt, Lyndon B. 
Johnson, Richard M. Nixon or 
his hero Abraham Lincoln.

Granted, Obama is leaving 
far fewer soldiers in harm’s 
way — at least 4,087 in Iraq and 
9,800 in Afghanistan — than 
the 200,000 troops he inherited 
from Bush in the two countries. 
But Obama has also approved 
strikes against terrorist groups 
in Libya, Pakistan, Somalia and 
Yemen, for a total of  seven coun-
tries where his administration 
has taken military action.

“No president wants to be 

By end of his tenure, 
president will have had 
two full terms of war
By MARK LANDLER
NEW YORK TIMES
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