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HIGHWAY REVAMP » Repaving 
project sparks safety concern, 
calls made to lawmakers.   A3

NCS PLAYOFFS » Casa Grande 
dominates Montgomery in 
46-28 first-round win.   C1

FIRE RESISTANT » Protect 
your property by planting, 
maintaining a landscape.   D1
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ENDORSEMENTS PULLED:  
In TV interview, Moore 
denies allegations he 
sexually assaulted a 
14-year-old girl. / B1

INSIDE

Questions about why many 
people were not warned about 
the fast-moving fires approaching 
their neighborhoods last month 
went unanswered by Sonoma 
County emergency services man-
agers Friday for the second con-
secutive week.

The county Fire and Emergen-
cy Services Department has not 
provided data on who was warned 
— and at what time — on the night 
of  the deadly Oct. 8 firestorms. 
Officials also refused to explain 
their decision to refrain from us-
ing a government alert system 
that could have warned cellphone 
users as the fires spread out of  
control.

The Press Democrat has repeat-
edly over the course of  two weeks 
requested information from the 
department and interviews with 
emergency manager Chris Hel-
gren and emergency coordinator 
Zachary Hamill, top staff within 
the county’s emergency manage-
ment division. Neither employee 
has responded to emails, voice 
messages and requests through 
four county spokespeople, both 
over the phone and through text 
messages.

A large and vocal group of  
residents have said they re-
ceived no warnings from public 
safety agencies about the fires, 
even hours after they erupt-
ed across Sonoma County. The 
wind-whipped blazes killed  
23 people and destroyed more than  
5,300 homes, eventually burning 
178 square miles of  Sonoma Coun-
ty before they were contained.

As the fires burned, county of-
ficials decided not to send an Am-
ber Alert-style push notification 
to cellphone users. Instead, they 
relied on programs — like web-
based Nixle messaging service 
and SoCo Alerts through a soft-
ware called CodeRED — that only 
sent cellphone and email messag-
es to people who had already en-
rolled to receive them. Less than  
3 percent of  the population had 
signed up for these alerts.

In addition, they sent targeted 
warnings to residents with land-
line telephones living in the coun-
ty.

Residents have expressed out-

Fallen soldier’s mementos recovered after fire

County 
fails to 
respond 
on alerts

Of the many things Stephanie Okrepkie 
left behind in the predawn rush to flee from 
the Tubbs fire in Santa Rosa, a cherished dog 
tag that her father, Sgt. 1st Class Michael 
Ottolini, wore when he died serving in Iraq  
13 years ago hurt the most.

With just minutes to flee from her Coffey 
Park home, Okrepkie, 41, grabbed her tod-
dler son, Tillman, while her husband, Jeff, 
38, took their two dogs, some photo albums 
and a duffel bag of  clothes in a separate car 

as flames rampaged through the neighbor-
hood.

Arriving at her brother Darrell Ottolini’s 
house in the Forestville area about 2 a.m. 
Oct. 9, Stephanie quickly realized the memo-
rabilia of  her father that she had left behind: 
along with mementos of  happier times, the 
dog tag and the carefully folded U.S. flag giv-
en to her at his funeral.

“My heart just dropped to my stomach,” 
Stephanie recalled. “I don’t have anything. I 
have nothing to hold onto.”

FORTUNATE FIND » Firefighters help sift through ashes of SR home 
to find dog tag, flag presented at funeral for Ottolini, who died in Iraq 
By GUY KOVNER
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Interview requests go 
unanswered on why 
many not told of fires
By JULIE JOHNSON
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT  
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Stephanie Okrepkie holds a dog tag worn by 
her father, Michael Ottolini, a 45-year-old 
National Guardsman killed in Irag in 2004. 

Fire victims ask for 
visitors’ sensitivity

SANTA ROSA » Curious onlookers drive through burned-out 
county neighborhoods; residents call some ‘disaster tourists’
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Malahat Fardadi and Jose Munoz, both of Hayward, take photos Tuesday of a burned-out car as they assess the damage on Hemlock Street in the 
Coffey Park neighborhood of Santa Rosa. Residents say people who drive through and take pictures of devastation are being intrusive.

With heavy construction machinery claw-
ing away at plots where homes once 
stood in Coffey Park, displaced resi-

dents returning to search for any surviving me-
mentos in the rubble have noticed an uptick in 
visitors to the site of  their staggering loss.

The destroyed Santa Rosa neighborhood is not 
unique in this trend. From Larkfield to Sonoma 
Valley, blocks laid to waste by last month’s fires 
in Sonoma County have reopened to the public, 
and with that traffic have come new concerns 
from residents about the ruins of  their homes 
now being regarded by outsiders as spectacles.

Representatives of  the Sonoma County Sher-
iff’s Office and Santa Rosa Police Department 
said the activity hasn’t risen to the level where 
law enforcement would be compelled to step in. 
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A sign posted 
for nonfire 
victims hangs 
from a fence on 
Gold Leaf Lane 
in Santa Rosa 
on Tuesday. 

INSIDE
 ■ FEMA uses 

trailers, mobile 
homes to house 
fire victims / A3

 ■ Final evacua-
tion center closes, 
residents  
move out / A3


