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STATE MANDATE: 
California to require 
homes built in 2020 and 
afterward to run on 
solar power  / B8

INSIDETrump plans to cut sage grouse buffer

WASHINGTON — The Trump admin-
istration on Thursday detailed its plan to 
open 9 million acres to drilling and min-
ing by stripping away protections for the 
sage grouse, an imperiled ground-nest-
ing bird that oil companies have long 
considered an obstacle to some of  the 
richest deposits in the American West.

In one stroke, the action will open 
more land to drilling than any other step 
taken by the administration to date, en-
vironmental policy experts said. It drew 

immediate criticism from environmen-
talists while energy-industry represen-
tatives praised the move, saying that the 
earlier policy represented an overreach 
of  federal authority.

“This is millions and millions of  acres 
of  western land that stretch across the 
spine of  this nation,” said Bobby McE-
naney, an expert in western land use at 
the Natural Resources Defense Council, 
an advocacy group. “With this single ac-
tion, the administration is saying, this 
landscape doesn’t matter. This species 
doesn’t matter. Oil and gas matter.”

Kathleen Sgamma, president of  the 
Western Energy Alliance, an associa-
tion of  independent oil and gas compa-
nies based in Denver, said in an email, 

Fraud suspect arrested at SFO

A Sonoma County financial 
services executive, accused of  
stealing millions of  dollars from 
borrowers struggling to repay 
their student loans, was arrest-

ed at San Francisco Internation-
al Airport while trying to leave 
the country, federal prosecutors 
announced late Thursday.

Brandon Frere, 41, was 
charged with a single count of  
wire fraud following a 10-month 
criminal investigation into his 
Rohnert Park company, Ameri-
tech Financial, and two affiliat-
ed businesses under his control, 
American Financial Benefits 
Center and Financial Education 

Benefits Center, the U.S. Attor-
ney’s Office said.

The charge followed a com-
plaint filed by the Federal Trade 
Commission against Frere and 
his companies in February. The 
judge in that case ruled against 
Frere and placed his companies 
under receivership. Frere ap-
pealed the ruling, and the case 
was still in federal appeals court 
in Oakland when he was arrest-
ed Wednesday night.

Frere and his attorney could 
not be reached Thursday for 
comment. A tweet sent from his 
Twitter account Thursday af-
ternoon, posted while Frere re-
mained in federal custody, stat-
ed: “Success isn’t about avoiding 
failure; it’s about not throwing 
in the towel. Pick yourself  up, 
dust yourself  off and get back in 
there.” The tweet was linked to a 
YouTube motivational video.

Prosecutors alleged Frere 

used his three companies to op-
erate a fraudulent student loan 
debt relief  scheme to enrich 
himself  and his family from 
2014 to November 2018.  During 
that period, Frere and his com-
panies are believed to have col-
lected over $28 million, accord-
ing to prosecutors.

The companies used mail 
solicitations and social media 

ENVIRONMENT » Industry 
hails prospect of 9 million 
acres open to drilling, mining  

CEO of Rohnert Park 
company stole millions, 
tried to flee US, feds say

By CORAL DAVENPORT
NEW YORK TIMES
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A sage grouse stands in a meadow at the Smith Creek 
Ranch, east of Fallon, Nevada.

Arrest 
upends 
trade 
talks

WASHINGTON — As Presi-
dent Donald Trump was arrang-
ing a trade truce with President 
Xi Jinping of  China in Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, over dinner 
Saturday night, his administra-
tion was coordinating the arrest 
of  a top Chi-
nese technol-
ogy executive 
who was flying 
through Cana-
da.

White House 
officials, in-
cluding John 
Bolton, the na-
tional security 
adviser who 
attended the 
dinner with 
Trump and Xi, 
knew of  the im-
pending arrest. 

So did a lead-
ing Senate Re-
publican and Democrat. But it is 
unclear whether Trump knew 
of  the arrest. And Xi was appar-
ently never told at the dinner.

The detention is a boon to 
administration officials trying 
to limit the global spread of  
Chinese technology, especially 
equipment that poses security 
risks, and to enforce sanctions 
with Iran. 

But the move threatens to up-
end sensitive talks to resolve a 
trade war between the world’s 
two largest economies.

Global markets fell Thursday 
amid intensified concerns about 
an emerging cold war between 
the United States and China, a 
sign that the 90-day trade truce 
announced by Trump and Xi 

Detention of Huawei 
official could scramble 
US-China relationship
By EDWARD WONG
NEW YORK TIMES
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INSIDE
Arrest draws 
increased 
skepticism 
over Huawei 
technology  / A8
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The Empire Building clock tower in Old Courthouse Square is staked in scaffolding on Wednesday as it’s remodeled into a boutique hotel.

Construction crews work on the building’s interior. 

Remaking a landmark
SANTA ROSA » Empire Building in Old Courthouse Square undergoes 
painstaking renovations on its way to opening as the Hotel E in May

The ground floor of  the historic Empire 
Building overlooking Santa Rosa’s Old 
Courthouse Square remains a cavernous 

live construction zone, with bare light bulbs 
illuminating concrete pillars and open trenches 
running the length of  the unfinished floor. A gap 
in a second-story wall draws in a draft while pre-
senting a unique view of  the square below.

The ambitious remodel of  the iconic 110-year-
old beaux-arts building into a boutique hotel 
is moving into its second year, with rows of  
scaffolding, stacks of  construction supplies and 
bustling workers spread throughout the site. 
The building’s interior walls are framed up, but 
months of  work lie ahead before the now-delayed 
opening, tentatively set for May of  next year. 

“The challenges have been vexing,” said 
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