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A NINE-YEAR RUN: Bull 
market on cusp of mak-
ing history, if stocks hold 
steady for another day / A8
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W I N N E R  O F  T H E  2 0 1 8  P U L I T Z E R  P R I Z E

Retardant drop cited in death

SACRAMENTO — A firefighter 
from Utah was killed last week from 
falling tree debris after a modified 
airliner dropped thousands of  gal-
lons of  flame-suppressing liquid on 
the area where he was helping battle 
California’s largest-ever wildfire, ac-

cording to a preliminary report from 
investigators obtained by the Associ-
ated Press.

Battalion Chief  Matthew Burchett 
was struck by debris on Aug. 13 at 
the Mendocino Complex fires, ac-
cording to the report by California 
fire officials, while three other fire-
fighters received minor injuries.

Services for the 42-year-old subur-
ban Salt Lake City firefighter were 
held Monday in Utah. Burchett’s 
7-year-old son, Griffin, carried his 
father’s helmet underneath his arm 
as he entered the funeral.

The two-paragraph investigative 
summary calls for immediate chang-
es, saying firefighters must keep 
out of  areas with overhead hazards 
when planes are dropping flame re-
tardant. 

Cal Fire said firefighters already 
are trained to do that and couldn’t 
say what went wrong, citing an on-
going investigation.

Burchett was one of  Utah’s most 
knowledgeable wildland firefighters 
and was careful about his surround-
ings, said Ryan Love, a spokesman 
for the Unified Fire Authority that 

covers most Salt Lake City suburbs.
“This was not a lack of  knowledge 

by any means,” Love said. “It sounds 
like a pure accident.”

Burchett had been a firefighter 
since high school graduation and 
thrived in the tough conditions: 
sleeping on the ground, eating 
crew members’ rations and work-
ing to protect people, his family and 
friends said.

They described him as a sharp, 
hardworking leader with an infec-

Preliminary report says 
Utah firefighter killed by 
tree debris after plane’s run
By DON THOMPSON
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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Matthew 
Burchett
Utah battalion 
chief died fighting 
the Mendocino 
Complex fires

Debate rages over Petaluma art project

A lengthy quest to install Petaluma’s 
first piece of  commissioned public art 
has sparked a fiery debate over a sculp-
ture slated for a prominent waterfront 
location. 

A petition to thwart the Water Street 
placement of  “Fine Balance,” a collec-
tion of  five bathtubs atop thin stilts, 
gained more than 1,500 signatures while 

a GoFundMe account to support an op-
position campaign has raised more than 
$3,000. Supporters say the piece is cre-
ated by an esteemed artist and will be a 
unique draw that showcases the city’s 
eclectic nature. 

“It’s dividing friendships, all kinds of  
things,” said Petaluma Public Art Com-
mittee member Katherine Plank, who 
sits on the subcommittee that selected 
San Francisco artist Brain Goggin. “It’s 
hard to believe. It’s just art.”

The next step is a November installa-
tion of  temporary poles to illustrate the 
project’s appearance. After residents 

BRIAN GOGGIN

Rendering of the Water Street public art project .

By HANNAH BEAUSANG 
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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Opponents of Water Street 
sculpture square off against 
city’s Public Art Committee

‘Seller’s market’ softens 

BY THE 
NUMBERS

 ■  Median home 
price falls to $655,200 
from June high of 
$700,000.

 ■ Even with decline, 
median price doubled 
since July of 2011 
when it was $325,000.

 ■ Buyers purchased 
401 single-family 
homes last month, 
down 4 percent from 
last year. 

 ■ Past three months’ 
sales have dropped 
8 percent from same 
period last year.

JOHN BURGESS / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Keller Williams real estate agent Mike Kelly has reduced the price of a Hexem Avenue home in Santa Rosa from $765,000 to $699,000 as home 
sales appear to slow in Sonoma County.  

The wind has shifted this sum-
mer in Sonoma County’s housing 
market, with slower sales, rising in-
ventory and an end to sellers auto-
matically asking for more cash than 
their neighbors received for compa-
rable homes.

July home sales fell to their low-
est level for the month in nine years, 
according to The Press Democrat’s 
monthly housing report compiled 
by Pacific Union International se-
nior vice president Rick Laws. Sales 
for the past three months have de-
clined 8 percent from the same peri-
od a year earlier.

“It’s going to be a very weak sum-

mer,” said Mike Kelly, an agent with 
Keller Williams Realty in Santa 
Rosa.

Other brokers and agents ex-
pressed more caution in describing 
the changes. But they acknowledged 
that activity has lessened since last 
fall’s wildfires set off a monthslong 
scramble for rental and resale hous-
ing.

“People are still buying houses, 
but there’s not the frenzy anymore,” 
said Tom Kemper, manager of  the 
Coldwell Banker office on Bicenten-
nial Avenue in Santa Rosa.

Buyers purchased 401 single-fam-
ily homes last month, down 4 per-
cent from a year earlier.

July’s median home price fell 
to $655,200, a decline of  6 percent 

from June’s revised record high of  
$700,000. Last month’s median re-
mains 2.4 percent higher than a year 
earlier, when it was $640,000.

The county housing market in the 
last decade has weathered a historic 
crash and the most destructive wild-
fires in state history. The October 
fires claimed 24 lives and burned 
nearly 5,300 homes in the county.

For the last six years, residential 
home sales here have made news for 
limited inventory, frequent bidding 
wars and steadily rising prices — 
typical signs of  a seller’s market. 
Even with last month’s decline, the 
median price has doubled since 
July 2011, when it was $325,000.

SONOMA COUNTY REAL ESTATE

July home sales hit 9-year low, while median price decreases 6%
By ROBERT DIGITALE
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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Pope Francis 

Pope 
assails 
abuse, 
cover-up

VATICAN CITY — Pope Fran-
cis vowed Monday that “no ef-
fort must be spared” to root out 
priestly sex abuse and cover-up 
from the Catholic Church, but 
gave no indication that he would 
take action to sanction complicit 
bishops or end the Vatican cul-
ture of  secrecy that has allowed 
the crisis to fester.

In a letter to Catholics world-
wide following damning new 
revelations of  misconduct in the 
U.S., Francis sought to project a 
get-tough response to the per-
petrators and a compassionate 
shoulder for victims ahead of  
a fraught trip to Ireland this 
weekend.

Francis begged forgiveness 
for the pain suffered by victims 
and said lay Catholics must be 
included in the effort to root out 
abuse and cover-up. He blast-
ed the clerical culture that has 
been blamed for the crisis, with 
church leaders more concerned 
about their own reputations 
than the safety of  children.

“We showed no care for the 
little ones,” Francis wrote. “We 
abandoned them.”

But Francis alone can sanc-
tion bishops and he offered no 
hint that he would change the 
Vatican’s longstanding practice 
of  giving religious superiors a 

Pontiff begs forgiveness, 
but offers no details 
regarding any sanctions
By NICOLE WINFIELD
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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