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State levies fines in Willits collapse

State officials have levied a 
total of  $165,000 in fines against 
Caltrans and two construction 
companies for the January col-
lapse of  a 150-foot section of  the 

Highway 101 bypass project in 
Willits that seriously injured 
three workers.

The California Occupation-
al Safety and Health Adminis-
tration concluded that serious 
worker safety violations were 
committed by the agency and 
two contractors responsible for 
the controversial $275 million 
viaduct project, a 5.9-mile route 
being built around Willits to al-
leviate traffic congestion. 

It’s the latest bit of  bad news 

for a project has been plagued 
by frequent delays as a result of  
protests, lawsuits and run-ins 
with regulatory agencies.

The largest fine proposed by 
Cal-OSHA in the case was for 
$93,900 against Flatiron West 
of  Benicia for one general vi-
olation and four serious viola-
tions. A related entity, the joint 
venture between Flatiron and 
DeSilva Gates Construction, 
of  Dublin, was fined $49,500 for 

Caltrans, contractors must 
pay $165,000 for bypass 

project accident
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Landmark decision 
lauded in county

TROOP MEMBERSHIP

Faith-based groups account for nearly 
two-thirds of the Boy Scouts of America’s 
2.4 million youth members. The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is the 
largest sponsor with 437,160 members. 

 ■ Faith-based groups: 1,580,861
 ■ Civic groups: 572,098
 ■ Educational groups: 278,206
 ■National total:  2,431,165

Source: Boy Scouts of America, 2013
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Scouts eat dinner with their den leaders, Scoutmasters and chaperones on Monday at Camp Royaneh in Cazadero. 

To Herb Williams of  Santa Rosa, the 
Boy Scouts of  America returned to its 
roots with Monday’s landmark decision to 
allow gay adult leaders in the 105-year-old 
organization that has enrolled more than 
114 million youth members.

When Williams, a 79-year-old politi-
cal consultant, earned his Eagle rank in 
1954, the Scout oath’s reference to keeping 
“morally straight” meant “to be a good 
man, to be honest.”

“It had nothing to do with sexuality,” 
said Williams, former president of  the 
Boy Scouts’ Redwood Empire Council 
who now serves as vice president for dis-
trict operations in the council’s territory 
of  Sonoma and Mendocino counties. The 
phrase shifted in the 1960s to mean “not 
gay,” he said, referring to a distinction 

that no longer officially matters.
The Boy Scouts’ national executive 

board, composed of  71 civic, corporate 
and church leaders, ended the organi-
zation’s ban on openly gay adult leaders 
with 79 percent of  those who participated 
in a telephone meeting Monday voting in 
favor, the New York Times reported. 

As the national board voted Monday, 
about 200 Cub Scouts from around North-
ern California were attending summer 
camp at Camp Royaneh near Cazadero, 
run by the Scouts’ San Francisco Bay 
Area Council.

Jason Lewis, director of  support ser-
vices for the council, referred questions 
about the policy on gay leaders to the Boy 
Scouts of  America’s official statement an-
nouncing the change.

That statement and remarks from BSA 
leaders struck a forward-looking tone.

BOY SCOUTS ALLOW GAY LEADERS

New policy called ‘step forward for social justice’; church units exempt
By GUY KOVNER
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Global El Niño both a boon and a bane

WASHINGTON — In Cali-
fornia, they’re counting on it 
to end a historic drought; in 
Peru, they’ve already declared 
a pre-emptive emergency to pre-

pare for devastating flooding. 
It’s both an economic stimulus 
and a recession-maker. And it’s 
likely to increase the price of  
coffee, chocolate and sugar.

It’s El Niño — most likely, the 
largest in well over a decade, 
forecasters say. A lot more than 
mere weather, it affects lives and 
pocketbooks in different ways in 
different places.

Every few years, the winds 
shift and the water in the Pa-
cific Ocean gets warmer than 

usual. That water sloshes back 
and forth around the equator 
in the Pacific, interacts with the 
winds above and then changes 
weather worldwide. This is El 
Niño. Droughts are triggered 
in places like Australia and In-
dia, but elsewhere, droughts are 
quenched and floods replace 
them. The Pacific gets more 
hurricanes; the Atlantic fewer. 
Winter gets milder and wetter in 
much of  the United States. The 
world warms, goosing Earth’s 

already rising thermometer 
from man-made climate change.

Peruvian sailors named the 
formation El Niño — the (Christ) 
Child — because it was most 
noticeable around Christmas. 
An El Niño means the Pacific 
Ocean off Peru’s coast is warm, 
especially a huge patch 330 feet 
below the surface, and as it gets 
warmer and close to the surface, 
the weather “is just going to be a 
river falling from the sky,” said 
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Weather pattern could boost 
US economy, end drought, 
wreak havoc in Peru, India

Covered 
California 
rates rise 
slightly

Defying dire predictions about 
health insurance rate shock 
across the country, California’s 
Obamacare exchange negotiated 
a 4 percent average rate increase 
for the second year in a row.

The modest increase for 2016, 
announced Monday, may be 
welcome news for many of  the 
1.3 million Californians who 
buy individual policies through 
the state marketplace, known as 
Covered California.

California’s rates are a key ba-
rometer of how the Affordable 
Care Act is working nationwide, 
and the state’s performance is 
sure to be hotly debated among 
supporters and foes of the health-
care law, including the current 
crop of presidential candidates.

Outside California, critics 
of  Obamacare have seized on 
the fact that major insurers in 
several states have sought rate 
hikes of  20 percent to 40 percent.

Peter Lee, executive direc-
tor of  Covered California and a 
former Obama administration 
official, said he relished the 
opportunity to prove that the 
healthcare law is working well.

“We have Chicken Littles who 
keep saying the sky is falling to-
morrow and rates will skyrock-
et through the roof,” Lee said.

“This proves them totally 
wrong. For the second year in 
a row, Covered California has 
delivered premium increases 
dramatically below the rates we 
have seen historically in the in-
dividual market,” he added.

But he acknowledged that the 
state has plenty of  unfinished 
business and that some families 
will face hefty rate hikes.

About 30,000 people, or 2 per-
cent of  enrollees, will see their 
premiums increase in excess of  
15 percent if  they don’t change 
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State health exchange’s 4% 
average increase lower than 
expected; 2 insurers added

By CHAD TERHUNE
LOS ANGELES TIMES

Cal-OSHA 
found that 
serious safety 
violations 
were made 
during 
work on the 
Highway 101 
bypass project 
in Willits.

CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / The Press Democrat, January 2015


