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W I N N E R  O F  T H E  2 0 1 8  P U L I T Z E R  P R I Z E

New 
plan for 
public 
alerts

What does it take to warn 
people about an immediate 
threat to their lives and homes? 

The answer is dramatically 
different today than it was in 
October 2017 when wildfires 
erupted across Northern Cali-
fornia on a hot and dry Sunday 
night. Warning plans built on 
outmoded landline telephone 
calls and voluntary alert pro-
grams proved little help to most 
of  the more than 100,000 people 
in the North Bay forced to flee 
for their lives.

Forty people died across the 
region in the firestorm, includ-
ing 24 victims in Sonoma Coun-
ty, spurring a painful reckoning 
over the need to more effective-
ly warn people about the poten-
tial and imminent danger of  
widespread natural disasters. 

The same urgent message 
was underscored last year by 
the frightening toll in Butte 
County, where 85 people per-
ished in the Camp fire. 

Armed with about a half- 
dozen revamped and new tech-
nical tools, emergency and pub-
lic safety officials now have a 
different philosophy for emer-
gency notifications than they 
did before: warn early and of-
ten. 

“Our experience was so 
sharp, so deeply felt not only 
within Sonoma County but 
across the country,” said 
Christopher Godley, who was 
brought on last year to lead and 
revamp the county’s emergen-
cy division. “People are now 
more willing to look into alerts 
and warnings as being a signif-
icant area of  investment, not 
just, ‘Let’s buy software or put 
sirens on a pole.’ ”

In an age when people de-
pend on cellphones, the fires 
underscored the crucial role 
telecommunication companies 
play in emergency notices, 
said state Sen. Mike McGuire,  
D-Healdsburg. He described a 
gap that remains between what 
those companies know and 
what they share — a hole he’s 
trying to fill with legislation 
introduced earlier this month 
that would require companies 
to report outages impacting 911 
services. 

“We shouldn’t have to legislate 

Officials have new tools 
that will aid in notifying 
people earlier, often
By JULIE JOHNSON
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT  
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Standing on the south slope of  Healds-
burg’s Fitch Mountain, Cal Fire Battal-
ion Chief Marshall Turbeville surveyed 

a distressing scene.
Above him, a tower-

ing fir tree was close 
enough to fall across 
two roads, blocking 
access and bringing 
down power lines 
that could remain live 
and dangerous on the 
ground. To one side, 
the roof and gut-
ters of  a residential 
structure were full of  
leaves ready to ignite 
from a windblown 
wildfire ember in dry 
weather.

On the way up 
Spring Street, Tur-
beville’s four-wheel 

drive pickup had met a descending UPS 
truck, forcing him to pull off the substan-
dard, single-lane road. In an emergency, fire 
engines and evacuating residents could be at 

a similar standoff.
“When you think about everything that 

needs to be done to make this place safe, it’s 
mind-boggling,” said Turbeville, a 24-year 
veteran with the state firefighting agency.

Fitch Mountain, a tree-covered, 990-foot-
high point on a bend in the Russian River, is 
an idyllic rural area, teeming with wildlife 

and screened off from urban noise and 
lights.

It is also a Cal Fire-designated high fire-
risk zone, abounding with potential to erupt 
in flames threatening the lives and property 
of  residents in about 340 homes.

Wooded areas across 
county on high alert

Fitch Mountain, Camp 
Meeker among 40 sites  
with residents at risk 
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Richard Seaman, who pauses Wednesday among the tress in Camp Meeker, founded Fire Safe Camp Meeker. His group is promoting ways to keep 
the community fire safe by restoring the forest’s health through the elimination dead tan oak and bay laurels as well as tree thinning.
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Sarah Yardley, left, and Bob Clemens of the Hacienda community COPE (Citizens Organized to 
Prepare for Emergencies) look at a fire history map of Sonoma County, at right, before a  
meeting on May 17 at Healdsburg Fire Station in Healdsburg.

REBUILD 
NORTH BAY
Fire safety decisions 
to consider before 
construction.  / H1
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SONOMA RACEWAY

A crew works on a TransAm, which made a pitstop, during a race in 1969 
at Sears Point International Raceway, which is now Sonoma Raceway. 

Bold vision for Sears Point

SEARS POINT 

A half-century ago, two 
North Bay auto racing 
fans formulated a bold 

vision while on a hunting trip 
on Sonoma County’s southern-
most hillside, overlooking San 
Pablo Bay’s mudflats and the 
gateway to Sonoma Valley.

At the time, dairy 
cows grazed the 
verdant hills. But 
Kentfield developer 
Jim Coleman and Point 
Reyes attorney Robert 
Marshall Jr. envisioned 
the rolling knolls and 
valleys as the perfect 
place to build a curvy 
road course and drag strip.

Five decades later, Sonoma 
Raceway hosts more than  
100 autocentric businesses,  
300 daily employees and 340 days 
a year of  racing-related events at 
its sprawling 1,620-acre facility at 

Highways 121 and 37.
The raceway is cele-

brating its 50th season 
of  racing throughout 
this year by looking 
back on how far it’s 
come, while peering 
into the future for 
what might become of  
the facility as enter-

tainment and automotive trends 
evolve with younger fans and 
greener practices.

In 1991, Steve Page, an 
Oakland Athletics marketing 
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SONOMA RACEWAY »  
Evolution from ‘rustic’ 
grounds to auto haven  

COMING 
MONDAY
This two-part series 
examines the storied 
past of the raceway 
at Sears Point. The 
second part will look 
what’s in store for 
the racing venue.


