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Santa Rosa Police Department volunteers Dave Tacla, left, and Christopher Billings walk the perimeter of a home Wednesday. The 
police department now offers residents the option of signing up to have their homes checked on while they are on vacation.
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SR joins other local cities in offering to check homes of traveling residents

Francois Hollande

Stakes 
high at 
climate 
talks

LE BOURGET, France — The 
largest gathering of  world lead-
ers in history on Monday began 
a multinational effort toward 
forging what many called the 
planet’s last, best hope to stave 
off the worst consequences of  
climate change.

“Never have the stakes of  an 
international meeting been so 
high, since what is at stake is the 
future of  the planet, the future 
of  life,” President François Hol-
lande of  France told a packed 
United Nations plenary session 
at a convention center in this 
suburb north of  Paris.

During the next two weeks, 
30,000 diplomats and delegates 
will labor to hammer out a new 
global pact that would, for the 
first time, commit nearly every 
country on earth to enact new 
policies to reduce their plan-
et-warming greenhouse gas 
emissions.

The talks were kicked off by 
world leaders including Presi-
dent Barack Obama, President 
Xi Jinping of  China, Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi of  India, 
and President Vladimir Putin of  
Russia, as well as leaders from 
smaller nations and those most 
endangered by the effects of  ris-

Santa Rosa residents headed off on 
vacation now can have police vol-
unteers come by to check on their 

unoccupied homes, rattle their doors and 
look for signs of  trouble.

It’s a standard service offered by most 
of  Sonoma County’s other law enforce-
ment agencies but a new one in Santa 
Rosa, the county’s largest city. Petaluma 
will soon launch a similar service.

“We make sure everything is OK,” said 

Dave Tacla, who now checks Santa Rosa 
homes as part of  a two-person police 
volunteer team.  

Home burglaries, one of  the most 
common types of  crime, but not typical 
headline grabbers, can deeply affect 
residents. 

“The sense of  security that’s lost 
when someone enters your house and 
looks into your private things, it’s very 
traumatizing. It’s an important crime to 
prevent if  we can,” said Santa Rosa police 
Sgt. Josh Ludtke, whose detectives work 
burglary cases.

Ludtke said the vacation home check 
program was an important step in the 
department’s attempts to forge new rela-
tionships with residents and spread the 
word about home-burglary prevention 
while offering “good peace of  mind” for 
residents.

More than checking windows, Ludtke 
said, signing up for the vacation checks 
means the resident will get a packet from 
the city that includes numerous tips 
police recommend are taken prior to a 
vacation. They range from not letting 

World leaders kick off Paris 
gathering; US, China unity 
a shift from past meetings
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Cities up and down the Russian 
River watershed are urging Sonoma 
County to pass a local law requiring 
drug companies to pay for a system 
to collect unwanted or expired med-
icines and dispose of  them in a way 

that is safer for residents and the en-
vironment. 

Six Sonoma County cities have 
signed letters urging the Sonoma 
County Board of  Supervisors to 
study enacting such a countywide or-
dinance. The Santa Rosa City Coun-
cil is set to take up the matter tonight, 
and two other cities, Sonoma and Pet-
aluma, are considering the issue. 

If  approved, such a law would shift 
the burden for disposal of  prescrip-
tion medicines, which can harm 
aquatic environments, from local 
governments to the private sector.  

“It’s inequitable because we’re 
picking up the tab for this work while 
the most important stakeholder in 
this process, the pharmaceutical in-
dustry, is not part of  the solution as 
of  yet,” Cotati City Councilman Mark 
Landman told Santa Rosa’s Board of  
Public Utilities last month. 

Sonoma and Mendocino counties 
have a publicly funded but rag-tag 
medicine collection system that has 
kept 90,000 pounds of  drugs out of  
landfills since 2007. The 11 cities and 
other government agencies in the 
Russian River Watershed Associa-

tion fund and manage the program. 
But the high cost — amounting 

to about $1.1 million to date — frag-
mented management responsibility, 
and sharp decrease in number of  
drop-off sites have left the program 
struggling. 

“We have a problem with our sys-
tem,” Landman told the BPU. “Our 
little patchwork is down to some in-
dependent pharmacies, a few inde-
pendent medical locations (and) po-
lice stations.” 

That network has been weakened 

6 cities push for drug companies 
to pay for drop-off program 
that helps protect watershed 
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Redwood Empire teams 
face far-flung rivals as 
preseason tournaments 
get underway / C1

“The sense of security that’s lost when someone enters your house 
and looks into your private things, it’s very traumatizing.”

JOSH LUDTKE, Santa Rosa police seargeant about need for vacation-check program

Will that self-driving car put you to sleep?

LOS ANGELES — New cars that can 
steer and brake themselves risk lulling 
people in the driver’s seat into a false 
sense of  security — and even to sleep. 
One way to keep people alert may be 
providing distractions that are now il-
legal.

That was one surprising finding when 
researchers put Stanford University 
students in a simulated self-driving car 
to study how they reacted when their 

robo-chauffer needed help.
The experiment was one in a growing 

number that assesses how cars can safe-
ly hand control back to a person when 
their self-driving software and sensors 
are overwhelmed or overmatched. With 
some models already able to stay in 
their lane or keep a safe distance from 
other traffic, and automakers pushing 
for more automation, the car-to-driver 
handoff is a big open question.

The elimination of  distracted driving 
is a major selling point for the technol-
ogy. But in the Stanford experiment, 
reading or watching a movie helped 
keep participants awake.

Among the 48 students, 13 who were 
instructed to monitor the car and road 
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Stephanie Balters sits inside a self-driving car where 
a simulator mimics the driving experience last week 
at the Stanford Automotive Innovation Facility.TURN TO CAR, PAGE A9

Researchers find that illegal 
distractions actually might 

help keep people alert
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