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Warning 
system 
to get 
overhaul

Federal authorities knew 
technology used to broadcast of-
ficial emergency warnings from 
cell towers was outdated years 
before deadly fires ignited last 
month in Sonoma County and 
throughout Northern Califor-
nia, forcing tens of  thousands 
of  people to flee for their lives, 
many with no warning. 

Messages were too short, 
didn’t support web links and 
had the potential to be broadcast 
too widely, according to Federal 
Communication Commission 
members charged with regulat-
ing how cellphone companies 
issue government warnings. 
The commission in 2015 began a 
formal process to update the re-
quirements and bring warning 
capabilities into step with tech-
nological advancements, but 
implementation was delayed by 
industry objections. 

Sonoma County officials have 
cited those issues as factors in 
their controversial decision not 
to use the Amber Alert-type 
broadcasts to warn people about 
approaching fires that erupted 
Oct. 8 and ultimately burned 
across 174 square miles in the 
county, killing 23 people and de-
stroying more than 5,100 homes. 

Even with the program’s lim-
itations, some residents have 
expressed outrage that coun-
ty emergency services staff 
didn’t send Wireless Emergency 
Alerts, sidestepping a tool used 
by Lake County last month to 
warn Clearlake area residents 
threatened by flames. 

“If  we had not been awakened 
by the phone call of  a concerned 
friend who lived nearby, I would 
not be writing this note to you,” 
Bernie Krause, a famed sound-
scape ecologist who lost his Glen 
Ellen home in the fire, wrote in 
an email. “We’d be dead. We re-
ceived no alert either by email, 
or smartphone, or loudspeaker 
notices to evacuate. And we lost 
everything.”

The Wireless Emergen-
cy Alert messages go to most 
cellphones within a certain 
broadcast area, reaching even 
out-of-towners and overriding 
do-not-disturb settings with a 

FCC orders cellphone 
firms to enable links, 
allow longer messages
By JULIE JOHNSON
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT  
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NORTH BAY FIRES
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FIRE VICTIMS DISPLACED: Renee Hernandez applies makeup at a bathroom mirror surrounded by her sons, Cisco, from left, and Ben Jr., and husband Ben in their 
room at the Sebastopol Inn. The Hernandez family has been forced to rent hotel rooms since it lost its Santa Rosa home in the Tubbs fire.

Rental crunch gets  
tighter across county 

Families, workers on edge as loss of housing raises fears of chain reaction

Ben Hernandez and his family have spent 
the past five weeks in hotels, unable to find 
a place to rent after wildfires destroyed 

more than 5,000 homes in Sonoma County, 
including their three-bedroom tract house in 
northwest Santa Rosa.

“It’s looking more and more like we might have 
to stay with relatives,” 
said Hernandez, who 
works in maintenance 
and construction. His 
homeowners insur-
ance is paying for the 

hotels, he said, but the company “is only going to 
give you so much housing money” toward a fu-
ture when the family can rebuild in Coffey Park.

County renters, property managers and hous-
ing advocates say the October wildfires grabbed 
hold of  a constrained rental market and squeezed 
it by the throat.
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A FAMILY HOME LEVELED: Ben Hernandez, middle, who finds the family’s pet in the ashes of their 
Hopper Lane home, is comforted by son Ben Jr. while the family sifts through the remains of their 
home Oct. 20 in Santa Rosa’s Coffey Park neighborhood. 
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INSIDE
District Attorney Ravitch says 
staff is “aggressively pursuing  
evidence” of price gouging / A14

Trump, GOP rapidly reshape appellate courts

WASHINGTON — In the weeks be-
fore Donald Trump took office, law-
yers joining his administration gath-
ered at a law firm near the Capitol, 
where Donald McGahn II, the soon-to-
be White House counsel, filled a white 
board with a secret battle plan to fill 
the federal appeals courts with young 
and deeply conservative judges.

McGahn, instructed by Trump to 
maximize the opportunity to reshape 

the judiciary, mapped out potential 
nominees and a strategy, according 
to two people familiar with the effort: 
Start by filling vacancies on appeals 
courts with multiple openings and 
where Democratic senators up for 
re-election next year in states won by 
Trump — such as Indiana, Michigan 
and Pennsylvania — could be pres-
sured not to block his nominees. And 
to speed them through confirmation, 
avoid clogging the Senate with too 
many nominees for the district courts, 
where legal philosophy is less crucial.

Nearly a year later, that plan is com-
ing to fruition. Trump has appointed 
eight appellate judges, the most this 
early in a presidency since Richard 
Nixon, and on Thursday, the Senate 
Judiciary Committee voted along 
party lines to send a ninth appellate 
nominee — Trump’s deputy White 
House counsel, Gregory Katsas — to 
the floor.

Republicans are systematically 
filling appellate seats they held open 
during President Barack Obama’s fi-
nal two years in office with a partic-
ularly conservative group of  judges 
with life tenure. Democrats — who 

STACKING THE SYSTEM » Republicans filling bench vacancies  
at fastest pace since Nixon; Democrats unable to stop them 
By CHARLIE SAVAGE
NEW YORK TIMES
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Don McGahn, the White House counsel, is greeted 
by President Donald Trump during a swearing-in 
ceremony Jan. 22 at the White House in Washington.

10th Annual Quaker Holiday Faire
Saturday, November 18, 2017

10 a.m. – 4 p.m.
684 Benicia Drive, Santa Rosa

Featuring Local Vendors With Beautiful Holiday Gifts

Pastries with warm beverages will be provided for a small donationFRIENDS HOUSE

Join us
as we stand in support
of the community


