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In a series of  conversations we’ve been having with readers recently, 
one thing has come through loud and clear: For many of  you, The 
Press Democrat is a key part of  your daily life. It is a part of  your 

morning routine, a familiar and trusted news source. It’s increasingly a 
part of  the time you spend with a computer, tablet or smartphone — 
particularly when news is breaking.

We heard that you love the local news 
and sports, the distinctive voices of  our 
columnists, the letters to the editor, and 
even the little reader-submitted photo 
that runs each day on the weather page. 
You can’t get enough (or enough cover-
age) of  local food, wine and beer.

Our photography is not only 
eye-catching, it often moves you — the 
most recent example being the dramatic 
coverage of  the Valley fire.

We started meeting with readers this 
fall to discuss some possible changes to 
the newspaper, and now we would like to 
invite you to join the conversation.

As we greeted about 60 readers at a 
series of  roundtable discussions about 
possible changes to the newspaper, 

many were apprehensive. Some feared 
a radical change — aware that newspa-
pers across the country are threatened 
by declining readership and advertising 
revenue, some even cutting the print 
edition altogether on certain days of  the 
week.

Don’t worry. We’re not cutting publi-
cation days. While we continue to enjoy 
one of  the best rates of  local household 
readership of  any newspaper in Califor-
nia, reader habits are changing and we 
need to change with them. 

We’ve spent several months studying 
ways to make the newspaper more rel-
evant to our community while making 
sure the costs of  producing our news 
report are in line with the revenues com-

ing into our business.
Here is what we’ve concluded:

  ■ Our purpose is to enhance public 
understanding of  the communities we 
serve in the heart of  Sonoma County 
by being the most trusted source of  
high-quality news and the primary fo-
rum for the free exchange of  ideas.

  ■ We want to be known for watch-
dog reporting that holds public figures 
accountable; for coverage of  local food, 
wine and beer; for coverage of  the en-
vironment and the outdoors; for cover-
age of  housing; and for unforgettable 
photography.

  ■ While readers expect many things 
from The Press Democrat, they come to 
us primarily for our local news report. 
We should emphasize local, Bay Area 
and state news — starting in the first sec-
tion of  the newspaper. At the same time, 
we should trim incremental national 
and world stories, while understand-
ing many readers still turn to us for a 
comprehensive report that includes deep 
reporting and analysis of  national and 
world events.

  ■ We want more stories about people 
— local heroes, community icons and 
those who make this a unique place. We 
want to reflect more points of  view and 
the experiences of  a diverse population.

  ■ We need to increase our digital 
content and find innovative ways to tell 
stories with new technology.

To do all of  these things means we’ll 
also have to make some tough choices 
— for instance, reducing some coverage 
of  routine news in outlying areas. We’ll 
probably have smaller print editions 
some days and fewer wire services, but 
a stronger focus on local news. We have 
outlined some of  our ideas to four rep-
resentative groups. But before we make 
any final decisions, we’d like to hear 
from more of  you.

This month marks three years since 
The Press Democrat was returned to 
local ownership with Sonoma Media In-
vestments. All of  us here want to ensure 
that our newspaper and our news report 
continue to remain essential to this com-
munity we all call home. And we’d like 
your help with that. We have prepared 
a survey that appears on Page B2 of  to-
day’s paper and online at the link below. 
If  you have additional thoughts, please 
email us at TellUs@pressdemocrat.com 
or write us at Reader Survey, The Press 
Democrat, 427 Mendocino Ave., Santa 
Rosa 95401. 

We look forward to hearing from you. 

 —  Catherine Barnett, Executive Editor 

SEE THE SURVEY ON PAGE B2 OR FILL IT OUT ONLINE AT PRESSDEMOCRAT.COM/TELLUS
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What went wrong?
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AT THE READY: Boggs Mountain helitack crew members Jamie Alcantar, from left, Stephanie Cardwell, Capt. Kyle Lunsted, Jake Spiegle, Josh Tann 
and Capt. Dolye Head prepare the helicopter for a rescue mission Oct. 21. Four other Boggs crew members suffered significant burns in September’s Valley fire.

With flames swirling all around them, four firefighters 
trapped on a narrow Lake County ridge during the first 
hour of  what would become the state’s third-most- 

catastrophic wildfire made the last-ditch decision most avoid at 
all costs: Seek refuge in emergency fire-resistant shelters.

“The ground was on fire,” Cal Fire firefighter Niko Matteoli 
said. “It didn’t need to be verbalized; we all knew immediately 
the intensity of  the situation and we all just acted. There was no 
hesitation.”

But at that critical moment, with their faces already burned, 
firefighters Matteoli, 24, of  Santa Rosa and Logan Pridmore 
found the outer packaging of  the standard-issue shelters 
carried by wildland firefighters across the country had melted. 
Matteoli removed his gloves and tore away the molten plastic 
with his bare hands, and eventually he and Pridmore hid from 
the heat under one aluminum cocoon.

The failure of  the shelter packaging to withstand the power-
ful radiant heat on Sept. 12 at the start of  the Valley fire is a key 
element of  a Cal Fire inquiry into the chain of  events leading 
the four firefighters to suffer significant burns. The review is 
also examining whether tactics need to change in the fourth 
year of  a historic drought in which massive wildfires have 
defied predictions and models for fire behavior.

 The inquiry’s conclusions are eagerly awaited by wildland 
firefighters throughout the West. About 100,000 firefighters 

ABOVE: The site 
beside a metal garage, 
shown Oct. 21, where 
the Boggs crew 
deployed their shelters 
during the Valley fire.

AT LEFT: A fire shelter 
is displayed, the same 
as the ones the Boggs 
crew used in the Valley 
fire in September.

At the start of the Valley fire, 4 firefighters were burned; an inquiry is examining 
 why their emergency-shelter packaging had melted and if tactics need to change
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William Canby
Federal appellate court judge, 
84, decided a few years ago to 
mostly stop hearing cases.

9th Circuit 
addresses 
senility 

on bench 

SAN FRANCISCO — Now 84, 
federal appellate court Judge 
William Canby made the diffi-
cult decision a few years ago to 
mostly stop hearing cases after 
a 30-year career. He was sharp 
and healthy, but didn’t want to 
risk mental decline that would 
lead him to make mistakes, he 
said.

“It seemed to me if  the goal is 
to work until you are no longer 
able, you will work a couple of  
years too long,” he said.

Canby’s decision reflects one 
of  the unique job hazards fed-
eral judges face: age-related 
mental decline. Unlike judges in 
most states, U.S. Supreme Court 
justices and federal appellate 
and district court judges are ap-
pointed for life. To be removed, 
they must be impeached by Con-
gress, which has occurred only 
a few times.

Some judges stick around 
too long, colleagues and court 
observers say, prompting com-
plaints that they are showing 
signs of  senility such as forget-
fulness, an inability to follow 
arguments and long delays in 
deciding cases. Judges say they 
often enlist peers or family 
members to quietly and deli-
cately encourage the person to 
seek help or leave.

But the 9th U.S. Circuit Court 
of  Appeals, which includes fed-
eral courts in California and 
eight other Western states, has 
taken a more proactive approach 
to the problem of mental decline 
by trying to get its judges to 

Judges appointed for life 
urged to think about mental 

decline before it occurs
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