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Lawsuit targets pension benefits

Tom Price

Price 
resigns 
over 
trip bill 

WASHINGTON — Tom Price, 
the health and human services 
secretary, resigned under pres-
sure Friday after racking up at 
least $400,000 in travel bills for 
chartered flights and undermin-
ing President Donald Trump’s 
promise to drain the swamp of  a 
corrupt and entitled capital.

Already in trouble with 
Trump for months of  unsuc-
cessful efforts to repeal and re-
place President Barack Obama’s 
health care program, Price failed 
to defuse the president’s anger 
by offering regret and a partial 
reimbursement. His departure 
was the latest from an adminis-

A new lawsuit seeks to roll back gen-
erous pension benefits granted to Sono-
ma County government employees more 
than a decade ago that are blamed for 
spiraling debt and eating away at funding 

for basic services.
The suit filed by retired Santa 

Rosa attorney George Luke accus-
es elected officials and other coun-
ty leaders of  conflict of  interest for 
approving increases in 2003 that 
benefited them directly and of  fail-
ing to disclose long-term pension 
costs to taxpayers, now estimated 
at more than $99 million a year for 
the county.

It asks Sonoma County Superior Court 
Judge Rene Chouteau to declare the in-

creases “illegal” and prohibit the 
county from making payments 
to fund them. It names as defen-
dants the Board of  Supervisors,  
the county administrator, the 
auditor-controller-treasurer tax 
collector, the human resources 
director and the Sonoma County 
Employees’ Retirement Associa-
tion and its chief  administrator.

“When everyone who is sup-
posed to represent the interest of  the tax-
payer has their hand in his pocket, his 

only recourse is to seek the protection of  
the courts whose solemn duty is to require 
compliance with the law,” Luke wrote in 
his suit filed Aug. 28.

The legal challenge — which could 
affect thousands of  current and retired 
county employees — comes amid con-
tinuing controversy statewide about pen-
sion benefits granted years ago that have 
threatened the financial well-being of  lo-
cal governments and strained their ability 

SONOMA COUNTY » Officials 
accused of conflict of interest in 
approving increases in 2003
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Secretary was already in 
trouble with Trump over 
failed health care reform

By PETER BAKER  
AND GLENN THRUSH
NEW YORK TIMES
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Bills tackle 
housing 
shortage

SAN FRANCISCO — Gov. 
Jerry Brown put his signature 
Friday on bills aimed at tackling 
the affordable housing crisis in 
California, which needs an esti-
mated 1.5 million more homes 
and apartments to satisfy de-
mand from those priced out of  
the soaring market.

Brown signed the 15 bills in 
San Francisco, where the need 
is especially acute. An average 
one-bedroom apartment there 
rents for more than $3,000, and 
the median home price is about 
$1.5 million.

The legislative package, 
hammered out during months 
of  negotiations and passed by 
lawmakers as the session end-
ed earlier this month, would 
funnel new money from a ballot 
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Just as grape growers keep watch for 
the moment of  peak ripeness, cannabis 
farmers have for generations monitored 

       the color of  the bud’s trichomes, an ar-
omatic crystal resin that transforms from 
clear to milky white, then gold to amber.

For many, the signs are there. It’s time 
to bring the crops in. 

The outdoor cannabis harvest has be-
gun across the North Coast, the first year 
when the state will attempt to measure 
and tax the crop within a new regulated 
system.

“They’re just as busy as the grape 
growers,” said Tony Linegar, Sonoma 
County’s agricultural commissioner. 
“That on-edge feeling this time of  year — 
it’s the same.”

There are no official figures available 
yet to estimate the acreage of  cannabis 
being harvested from outdoor farms this 
season. Farmers in the unincorporated 
area of  the county are currently applying 
for business permits, with some existing 
operators seeking retroactive permission. 

Time of the season
to harvest cannabis

HANG DRY: Nelson Cossey hangs trimmed cannabis to dry Wednesday at Justice Grown.

By JULIE JOHNSON
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT  
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MARIJUANA CROP »  
Workers reap their bounty 
in the fall, but only a small 
fraction is considered legal 

FRESHLY 
PICKED: Harvest-
ed and trimmed 
marijuana from 
Justice Grown 
farm in rural 
Santa Rosa on 
Wednesday.
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PULLING WEED: Annalisa Hopper harvests marijuana Wednesday at Justice Grown farm in rural Santa Rosa. While much cannabis is grown year-round indoors under 
artificial lights, the fall harvest of the region’s outdoor crop is the culmination of a process that starts around June.

“If cannabis can be used to maintain a diversity of 
agriculture in Sonoma County, I am all for that.” 
TONY LINEGAR, Sonoma County’s agricultural commissioner thinks  
cannabis will help other businesses


