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Benziger Family Winery sold
The Wine Group makes buy
as it looks to expand into
more upscale wines
By BILL SWINDELL
THE PRESS DEM O C RAT

Benziger Family Winery,
founded more than 30 years ago
by a pioneering Sonoma Valley
wine family who helped bring
green farming practices into the
mainstream, is being sold to one
of the world’s largest producers

of low-priced wines.
The Wine Group, the world’s
third-largest wine company
with such budget brands as
Franzia, Almaden and Corbett
Canyon, announced Monday
it has purchased the winery in
Glen Ellen and its nearby sister
winery, Imagery.
Financial terms were not
disclosed, though industry estimates ranged from less than
$90 million to slightly more than
$100 million.
It is the second blockbuster
deal in two decades for the Ben-

ziger family, which built its first
wine brand, Glen Ellen, into the
largest wine label in Sonoma
County before selling it in 1993
to Heublein for an estimated
$80 million.
Mike Benziger, founder and
chief executive officer of his
family winery, said The Wine
Group will continue the green
farming tradition that has been
the calling card of the winery
he founded with his late father
in 1980.
“They are very energetic and

Mike Benziger
dry farms
wine grapes
at the Benziger Family
Vineyards in
Glen Ellen
on April 24.
The Benziger
Family Winery
has been
bought by The
Wine Group of
Livermore.
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Principals, teachers at Sonoma County’s largest school district
leave lasting contributions after years of dedication to students

Wave of retirements

Ban
on rent
hikes to
be eyed
SR council to consider
proposal as way to address
problem of homelessness
By KEVIN McCALLUM
T HE P R ES S D EM O CR AT

CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / The Press Democrat

LEAVING AFTER 16 YEARS: Retiring Santa Rosa Middle School Principal Kathy Coker receives a hug from eighth-grader Jackie Sosa on Friday.
By JAMIE HANSEN
THE PRE S S D E MO C RAT

I

f Principal Kathy Coker had to sum
up her approach to leading Santa
Rosa Middle School for the past
12 years, it might be in three blue and
gold words writ large on one of the campus walls: “Just Be Nice.”
“It’s kind of our mantra,” said Coker,
who retired Friday after 16 years at the
school. Coker’s wholehearted affection
for the campus is evident in such slogans, which, along with photo collages

of students and motivational posters, are
displayed in nearly every hallway of the
downtown school.
Coker is one of two principals retiring
in Sonoma County’s largest school district this spring, in addition to
39 teachers. Across town, Sally Bimrose
is stepping down as principal at Piner
High School after 29 years working in the
school district.
Jason Lea, assistant superintendent of
human resources for the district, said the
principals and teachers leaving this year
have made memorable contributions to

the education of generations of students.
“I’m a product of Santa Rosa City
Schools and some of these people were
teaching when I was in school,” he said.
“I appreciate everything they’ve given
us.”
Coker is also a product of Santa Rosa
City Schools and her roots run especially
deep at Santa Rosa Middle School. She
kept in her office a World War II-era Santa Rosa Middle School yearbook featuring
pictures of her mother. Coker herself attended the school, as did her sister, brothTURN TO RETIREMENTS, PAGE A7

The Santa Rosa City Council
today is set to consider what
would be an extraordinary
move to curb rent increases of
more than 3 percent throughout
the city as one way to deal with
a homelessness problem exacerbated by the area’s increasingly
tight rental housing market.
The proposal, introduced by
Councilwoman Julie Combs,
one of the city’s most outspoken
advocates of homeless, comes
amid the City Council’s search
for ways to expand homeless
outreach programs and address
the shortage of affordable housing.
In recent months, some council members have signaled
support for a rent control ordinance, but the city has yet to explore the issue in detail.
For her part, Combs has
voiced concerns that if the
council signals a willingness to
go down that road today, it could
trigger landlords to hike rents
before the council can act.
“I worry that, out of fear,
some landlords will jack up
their rents and we will have a
public health problem with people getting kicked out of their
apartments,” Combs said.
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New state rule: People can challenge tickets without paying fines first
By MAURA DOLAN
and BRITTNY MEJIA
LOS ANGELES T I ME S

SAN FRANCISCO — Amid
rising public clamor over drivers losing their licenses because
of unpaid traffic tickets, the
leaders of California’s court system voted unanimously Monday
to end requirements that people

pay the fines before being allowed to challenge them.
The emergency action by judicial policymakers comes as legislators in Sacramento prepare
to vote on a proposal to slash the
cost of delinquent fines, provide
payment plans and reinstate
driver’s licenses that have been
suspended for nonpayment and
failure to appear in court.

Nearly 5 million Californians
since 2006 have had their licenses suspended for unpaid tickets,
which have soared in cost because the state has attached a
variety of fees to pay for various
programs. On Monday, the Judicial Council adopted a new rule
ending what has been called “a
pay-to-play system,” but some
court clerks didn’t immedi-

S C H R O E D E R

ately get the message.
David Aceves, 22, a furniture
store employee who lives in
South Los Angeles, went to the
Metropolitan Courthouse in
downtown L.A. with hopes he
could schedule a hearing on a
traffic ticket for a broken taillight. He owed $527.
A few hours after the Judicial
TURN TO TICKETS, PAGE A7
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