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Sonoma County Superior Court Judge Elliot Daum listens to an attorney during court proceedings  
on Friday at the Sonoma County Courthouse in Santa Rosa. Daum is retiring in December.

Judicial vacancies 
threaten system

Smuggling trucks become traps

SAN ANTONIO — In one 
truck, the migrants crouched 
in the dark in a 3-foot crevice 
between the trailer’s ceiling and 
the top of  medical-supply boxes. 
In another, smugglers crammed 
73 men, women and children 
into a trailer filled with rotting 
watermelons, to try to disguise 

their scent for Border Patrol 
dogs.

Sometimes, the trailers are 
comfortable, or as comfortable 
as a human-cargo operation can 
be, with water, ventilation and 
even refrigeration to keep every-
one cool. But just as often, espe-
cially in the South Texas heat, 
they can become inhumane.

One group of  trapped mi-
grants cut their hands trying 
to rip insulation from a trailer’s 
door to try to get some air and 
left bloody handprints. Others 
drank their own urine when 
their water supply went out.

Luciano Alcocer, 56, still viv-

idly recalls his 12-hour trip from 
Chaparral, New Mexico, to Dal-
las packed into an unventilated 
trailer in 2002. Two immigrants 
died, and Alcocer thought he 
would, too.

“I thought my final moment 
had arrived,” he said. “We were 
desperate. We were like chick-
ens spinning on a rotisserie.”

Last Sunday, a thirsty immi-
grant’s request for water at a 
Walmart in San Antonio led to 
the discovery, in the parking 
lot, of  the deadliest truck-smug-
gling operation in the United 

SCOTT DALTON / NEW YORK TIMES 

Luciano Alcocer survived a 12-hour ride from  Chaparral, New Mexico, to 
Dallas packed into an unventilated tractor-trailer in 2002. Two  
immigrants died, and Alcocer thought he would, too.

Elliot Daum’s greatest hope is that his 
retirement party will coincide with his 
replacement’s swearing-in.

But the way things have been going lately, 
that’s not a likely scenario for the Sonoma 
County superior court judge, who is leaving 
the bench in December after 17 years.

Gov. Jerry Brown has shown he’s in no hur-

ry to appoint judges. Brown has left unfilled 
a spot created when Judge Gary Medvigy 
retired in October. And his last pick, in 2013, 
came after a more than yearlong wait.

With the possibility of  even more judges 
retiring over the next 12 months, there’s a fear 
things could bog down at the Hall of  Justice 
with increased reliance on visiting judges, 
trial delays and greater strain on jurors.

SONOMA COUNTY » SUPERIOR COURT

As judges retire and governor fails to make interim 
appointments, some fear court delays, juror strain
By PAUL PAYNE
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT 
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By MANNY FERNANDEZ 
AND NICHOLAS KULISH
NEW YORK TIMES
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Big rigs promise faster 
trip over border, but 
turn deadly in heat

MOSCOW — President Vlad-
imir Putin announced Sunday 
that the U.S. diplomatic mis-
sion in Russia would have to 
cut its staff by 755 employees by  
Sept. 1, a response to the new 
U.S. sanctions that escalated the 
tensions between Washington 
and Moscow.

“Over 1,000 employees — dip-
lomats and technical workers 
— worked and continue to work 
today in Russia; 755 will have to 
stop this activity,” he said, ac-
cording to both a clip shown on 
state-run Rossiya 1 television 
and a transcript provided by the 

Interfax news 
agency.

Although the 
reduction in  
U.S. diplomatic 
staff had been 
a n n o u n c e d 
on Friday, in 

response to a law passed in 
Congress last week expanding 
sanctions against Russia, the 
president’s statement was the 
first to confirm the large num-
ber of  embassy personnel in-
volved.

Putin said that Russia had  
run out of  patience waiting for 
relations with the U.S. to im-
prove.

“We waited for quite some 
time that maybe something will 
change for the better, had such 
hope that the situation will 
somehow change, but, judging 
by everything, if  it changes, it 
will not be soon,” Putin said in 
the interview, according to In-
terfax.

Although the initial news 
alerts in Russia said that Putin 
had ordered 755 Americans out 
of  the country, the president 
had actually ordered an overall 
staff reduction. Not all of  those 
leaving their posts would be 
Americans expelled from the 
country.

Part of  the confusion 
stemmed from the fact that the 
Russian president used a Rus-

Vladamir Putin

Putin 
cuts US 
diplomat  
numbers
755 told to cease activity 
amid escalating tensions 
between US and Russia
By NEIL MACFARQUHAR
NEW YORK TIMES
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INSIDE
In Estonia, Vice 
President Pence 
reassures allies 
amid Russia 
sanctions / A10

Maduro 
tightens 
grip on 
country

CARACAS, Venezuela  — Pres-
ident Nicolás Maduro defiantly 
followed through Sunday with 
his pledge to hold an interna-
tionally condemned election, 
creating a critical new stage in a 
long-simmering crisis that could 
mint the Western Hemisphere’s 
newest dictatorship.

In a South American nation 
known for election turnouts 
topping 70 percent, Venezuelans 
appeared to vote with their feet 
— staying away from the unpop-
ular ballot in droves. 

Stinging tear gas filled the 
capital and beyond on a deadly 
day in which the Maduro gov-
ernment showed zero tolerance 
toward pro-democracy protests 
and stormed squares with shock 
troops. Those citizens who did 
vote came under the watchful 
gaze of  326,000 national guard 
soldiers and police.

The election, decried as illegit-
imate by a growing list of  nations 
including the United States, will 
create what critics call a puppet 
congress with vast powers to re-
write the constitution and sup-
plant the opposition-controlled 
National Assembly, leaving all 
branches of  government under 
firm socialist control.

“Venezuela has screamed with 
its silence,” said Julio Borges, 
head of  the National Assembly.
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Deadly protests rage on 
amid internationally 
condemned election 
By ANTHONY FAIOLA
WASHINGTON POST

VENEZUELA
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Voters line up to cast their ballots 
Sunday In Caracas next to murals 
with images of late Venezuelan 
President Hugo Chavez.


