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Richard Lawson, 73, and his sister Mary Lawson, 88, sought help from Sonoma County Legal Aid to get a restraining order against their nephew 
for elder abuse. Instances of reported elder abuse and neglect grew from 5,556 to 6,344 between 2016 and 2017, according to county officials.

Elder abuse reports up
SONOMA COUNTY » SENIOR CARE

Housing crisis exacerbates maltreatment, but more are coming forward

Jail 
suicide 
case 
settled

Lake County will pay $2 mil-
lion to settle a federal civil 
rights lawsuit filed by the family 
of  a Santa Rosa social worker 
who hanged herself  at the Lake 
County Jail. 

Elizabeth Gaunt, 56, died 
Aug.  2, 2015, after she tore a 
blanket into strips and hanged 
herself  from a sink in a sober-
ing cell while she was supposed 
to be under close supervision by 
jail staff. The 
case has led 
to procedur-
al changes for 
jail staff and 
it revealed the 
jail’s medical 
services pro-
vider was in vi-
olation of  state 
regulations.

Gaunt’s son 
Dane Shikman, 27, of  San Fran-
cisco said his mother’s death 
was preventable and that patrol 
deputies, correctional officers 
and medical staff failed to effec-
tively respond to Gaunt’s men-
tal health crisis. 

“I feel like I was robbed, she 
was robbed, our community was 
robbed of  someone so remark-
able,” Shikman said. “It (the set-
tlement) is a significant amount 
of  money, and I hope it serves as 
a reminder for those who choose 
to take someone into custody 
they are duty-bound to keep 
them safe.”

Shikman’s attorney, Mike 
Green with Abbey, Weitzenberg, 

Richard Lawson is still recovering 
from a shoulder injury he received 
last year after a younger family 

member grabbed and pushed him through 
the front screen door of  his sister’s south-
west Santa Rosa home, sending him land-
ing on his back on the wheelchair ramp.

Lawson, 73, said the family member, 
who he asked not to be named because he 
feared reprisal, was “doped up” when he 
came at him. Lawson’s younger brother 

helped subdue the relative — just long 
enough for a Sonoma County sheriff’s 
deputy to haul him away.

With the help of  Legal Aid of  Sonoma 
County, Lawson and his sister got a re-
straining order and vacate notice, forcing 
the relative to leave his sister’s house.

“We went to court and got the restrain-
ing order — she got one and I got one. And 
she had to evict him,” Lawson said.

The Lawsons’ ordeal is just one of  many 
forms of  elder abuse and neglect being 
documented with greater frequency by 
senior advocates, medical providers and 

adult protection and law enforcement offi-
cials. County officials say elder abuse and 
neglect is a growing problem that reflects 
the county’s expanding senior population, 
as well as a greater awareness around the 
issue.

In Sonoma County, the total number 
of  reported elder abuse and neglect cases 
grew 14 percent between 2016 and 2017, 
from 5,556 to 6,344 cases, according to the 
county’s Human Services Department.

Of  last year’s cases, some 5,655 — or 

Global warming’s rise seen in 3 decades 

SALIDA, Colorado — We were 
warned.

In June 1988, on a sultry day in Wash-
ington, James Hansen told Congress 
and the world that global warming 
wasn’t approaching — it had already 
arrived. The testimony of  the top NASA 
scientist, said Rice University historian 
Douglas Brinkley, was “the opening sal-
vo of  the age of  climate change.”

Thirty years later, it’s clear that Han-
sen and other doomsayers were right. 

But the change has been so sweeping 
that it is easy to lose sight of  effects large 
and small — some obvious, others less 
conspicuous.

Earth is noticeably hotter, the weath-
er stormier and more extreme. Polar re-
gions have lost billions of  tons of  ice; sea 
levels have risen by trillions of  gallons 
of  water. Far more wildfires rage, evi-
denced by October’s devastating wild-
fires in the North Bay and elsewhere in 
California and the West Coast. A season-
al burn ban took effect Monday through-
out the North Bay, signaling wildfire 
season is here. Cal Fire crews already 
this year have responded to more than 
2,000 wildfires.

Over 30 years — the time period cli-
mate scientists often use in their stud-
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Smoke rises behind a destroyed apartment complex 
in Ventura on Dec. 5. Since 1988, the number of acres 
burned in the U.S. by wildfires has doubled.

County to pay $2M to 
family of SR woman 
who hanged herself

It’s been 30 years since experts 
sounded alarm on climate, but 
predicted effects already here
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White House defends policy

WASHINGTON — President Don-
ald Trump and two members of  his 
Cabinet mounted an aggressive de-
fense Monday of  his policy of  sepa-
rating children from their parents at 
the border in response to a growing 

outcry from members of  both par-
ties.

“They could be murderers and 
thieves and so much else,” Trump 
said of  the people crossing the bor-
der. “We want a safe country, and it 
starts with the borders, and that’s 
the way it is.”

Attorney General Jeff Sessions 
also defended the practice, while in-
sisting that “we do not want to sep-
arate parents from their children,” 
and later, at a tumultuous White 
House news briefing, Kirstjen Niel-
sen, the secretary of  homeland se-

curity, gave a forceful explanation of  
the administration’s actions, arguing 
that it had no choice, and insisting 
that the only way the practice could 
end would be through congressional 
action.

Unlike Trump, she did not repeat 
the false accusation that only the 
Democrats, the minority party, was 
to blame for what she said was Con-
gress’ failure to act to end a policy 
that by some counts has resulted in 
nearly 2,000 children taken away 
from their parents in a six-week pe-
riod.

Nielsen insisted that the children 
who had been taken into custody 
were well cared for, but she was not 
able to answer several questions 
from reporters who demanded spe-
cifics about their whereabouts and 
care. She said she had not seen widely 
circulated footage of  families penned 
behind chain-link cage fencing, nor  
heard audio taken of  children wail-
ing inside detention centers.

“Parents who entered illegal-
ly are by definition criminals,”  

IMMIGRATION » Bipartisan 
outcry grows over splitting 
up families at border
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