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WINERY WEBSITES FALLING BEHIND: Industry 
experts see many failing to enhance an online 
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POPE POURS IT ON » Winner 
of ‘The Voice’ warms up cool 
night for county fairgoers.   A3

SPECIAL FARM ISSUE » Follow 
the winding path of a squash 
from seed to the table.  D1

BLAZING A TRAIL » Endurance 
runner Braa achieves feats on 
foot through wilderness.  C1

PHOTOS BY BETH SCHLANKER / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Two hot air balloons, above, operated by Wine Country Balloons, take flight Tuesday near Hidden Valley Lake while passengers, below, stand in a gondola 
as crews ready a balloon for takeoff. Federal safety officials have renewed a push for more regulatory oversight of hot air balloon operations.

Hot air ballooning tries
to rise above concerns

PUSH FOR SAFETY » Incidents are rare, but Texas crash renews 
debate over rules for industry flying 500,000 people per year

Thousands soar above the North Coast each 
year in hot air balloons, grabbing a bird’s-eye 
view of  the scenic countryside dotted with red-

woods, rolling hills and vineyards.
For the most part, it’s a serene undertaking filled 

with brilliant sunrises and champagne toasts. Views 
of  colorful balloons floating on the horizon have be-
come part of  the Wine Country experience.

But 16 people died Saturday in a balloon crash 
south of  Austin, Texas — the worst such accident in 
U.S. history — and the National Transportation Safe-
ty Board has renewed its effort to subject air tour bal-
loon operators to greater regulatory oversight.

NTSB records show 20 balloon incidents in Lake, 
Marin, Napa and Sonoma counties dating to the 
1960s, killing one person and injuring several dozen.

Balloon pilots say it’s a solid track record consid-
ering the number of  people killed each year across 
the country in car crashes and small plane accidents.

Because balloon mishaps are so rare, people tend 
to pay attention to them, said Mike Kijak of  Windsor 
who retired last year after flying balloons for 26 years. 

“Ballooning is statistically safer than walking 
down the street,” said Kijak, who estimated he’s 
flown more than 10,000 passengers without incident. 
“It’s really one of  the most relaxing things you can 
do in your life.”

Yet in the aftermath of  the Texas crash, when the 
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HOT AIR BALLOON ACCIDENTS IN THE NORTH BAY
National Transportation Safety Board records show 20 balloon incidents in Lake, Marin,  
Napa and Sonoma counties dating to the 1960s. Here’s a look at the accidents since 1999.
Year Location Incident Injury
2016 Petaluma Hit fence Nonfatal
2015 Hidden Valley Lake Hard landing Nonfatal
2013 Napa Hit power pole Nonfatal
2009 Napa Hard landing Nonfatal
2003 Yountville Fall Fatal
1999 Windsor Hard landing Nonfatal

Obama upbraids Trump as ‘unfit’

Property 
values 
set a new 
record

Rising home values, new 
housing construction and in-
flation have boosted the value 
of  Sonoma County’s taxable 
property to an all-time high 
of  $81  billion — reflecting eco-
nomic growth that county offi-
cials said bolsters a tremendous 
turnaround since the recession 
undermined local real estate.  

The benchmark figure comes 
from the county’s latest proper-
ty tax assessment roll, including 
all taxable residential, commer-
cial and industrial property. 
Home values, which have ris-
en gradually for the past four 
years, have fueled the largest 
share of  the growth, county of-
ficials said Tuesday.

“Residential property values 
have been the driving force be-
hind these increases,” said Greg 
Walsh, the county’s chief  depu-
ty assessor. “We were lowering 
these values during bad years 

WASHINGTON — In an ex-
traordinary denunciation of  
Donald Trump’s temperament 
and competence, President 
Barack Obama urged leaders 
of  the Republican Party on 
Tuesday to withdraw their en-
dorsements of  Trump’s candi-

dacy, flatly calling him “unfit to 
serve” as the nation’s 45th pres-
ident.

Speaking in the East Room of  
the White House while Trump 
rallied supporters in a nearby 
Virginia suburb, the president 
noted the Republican criticism 
of  Trump for his attacks on the 
Muslim parents of  an American 
soldier, Capt. Humayun Khan, 
who died in Iraq.

But Obama said the political 
recriminations from Republi-
cans “ring hollow” if  the par-
ty’s leaders continue to support 

Trump’s campaign.
“The question they have to 

ask themselves is: If  you are 
repeatedly having to say in 
very strong terms that what he 
has said is unacceptable, why 
are you still endorsing him?” 
Obama said. “What does this 
say about your party that this is 
your standard-bearer?”

The president’s condemna-
tion of  Trump, and his direct ap-
peal to Republicans to abandon 
their candidate, were stunning 
even in a city where politics has 
become a brutal and personal 

affair. Obama seemed eager to 
go beyond his past interventions 
in the race, which have included 
forceful rejections of  Trump’s 
statements and policy propos-
als.

Douglas Brinkley, a presiden-
tial historian, called Obama’s 
comments “a highly unusual 
and almost unprecedented mo-
ment.” The last time a sitting 
president was as openly critical 
of  the other party’s candidate, 
Brinkley said, was in 1953, when 

President challenges 
Republicans to repudiate 
‘dangerous’ candidate
By MICHAEL D. SHEAR
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Higher tax bills for 
homeowners generate 
extra $1.6M for county
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MUSLIMS IN US MILITARY
 ■Donald Trump’s clash with family 

of fallen Muslim soldier casts light on 
challenges many face while serving / B1

State ballot 
campaigns 
raise $65M

SACRAMENTO — Cam-
paigns supporting and opposing 
California’s 17 ballot initiatives 
have reported raising at least 
$65 million from April through 
June, according to paperwork 
filed this week with the secre-
tary of  state.

The total does not include 
money spent by people not coor-
dinated with official ballot cam-
paigns.

The vast majority of  money 
spent to influence elections typi-
cally comes in the three months 
before Election Day. If  that 
holds true, California could see 
a record amount spent on ballot 
initiatives this year.

A handful of  races for the state 
Legislature are also drawing 
heavy spending, and candidates 
for governor are fundraising for 
a contest still two years out.

Here are some of  the initia-
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