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CEO fraud suspect out on bail

SAN FRANCISCO — A Sebas-
topol man accused of  engineer-
ing a wide-ranging scheme to 
defraud student loan borrowers 
of  at least $28 million provided 
his first public defense Monday 
in the criminal case against him 

at a hearing before a federal 
judge. 

Wearing orange and yellow 
jail garb, Brandon Frere, 41, 
stood quietly as his attorney 
told U.S. Magistrate Judge Sal-
lie Kim that a number of  re-
cent bank transfers by Frere 
may have seemed suspicious to 
investigators but were routine 
business transactions, includ-
ing payments to an attorney and 
about $400,000 for state and fed-
eral tax payments. 

Frere made the transfers from 

his business to personal bank 
accounts on Nov. 29, about 45 
minutes before another federal 
judge in Oakland stripped him 
of  control of  his Rohnert Park 
student loan debt relief  compa-
ny, Ameritech Financial, and 
two sister firms he ran as CEO. 
The daily operations of  the com-
panies were placed in the hands 
of  an outside manager.

Frere was arrested Wednes-
day night by federal agents at 
San Francisco International 
Airport as he tried to board 

a plane to Mexico. The trip to 
Cancun was merely a roman-
tic weekend getaway, his bag 
packed with T-shirts, shorts and 
wine, his attorney Ed Swanson 
said Monday in court.

“What did he do with the mon-
ey? He paid his lawyer,” said 
Swanson, referring to anoth-
er lawyer representing Frere. 
“That’s not something people 
trying to flee ever do.” 

The Sonoma County native 
was charged Thursday in U.S. 
District Court in San Francisco 

on suspicion of  wire fraud, be-
coming the first person to face 
a criminal charge as part of  a 
two-year federal crackdown by 
the Federal Trade Commission 
on student loan debt relief  com-
panies. 

The FTC in February sued 
Frere and his companies — 
Ameritech, Financial Education 
Benefits Center and American 
Financial Benefits Center — in 
a civil lawsuit, alleging they de-

Frere to be monitored, 
will stay in Sebastopol 
with parents until trial
By JULIE JOHNSON
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT  
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WILDFIRE COMBAT PLAN: 
Utilities plan to insulate 
power lines, increase 
inspections and build new 
weather stations / A6

INSIDE

Uncertainty reigns as May delays vote

LONDON — Britain’s embat-
tled Prime Minister Theresa 
May on Monday postponed a 
critical parliamentary vote on 
her proposal for Britain’s depar-
ture from the European Union, 

a humiliating retreat that left 
the country’s economic and 
political future uncertain, and 
revealed her tenuous hold on 
power.

British lawmakers had been 
scheduled to vote today on the 
agreement May had reached 
with the bloc for Britain’s with-
drawal, or Brexit. In changing 
course so late, May has left the 
country without any clear way 
forward after an agonizing bat-
tle over an issue that has gripped 

British society 
for nearly three 
years.

The ques-
tion facing the 
United King-
dom remains 
as straightfor-
ward — and yet 
as divisive — as 
it was when a 

small but clear majority of  vot-
ers called for breaking with the 
European Union: Is it possible 

to have a smooth and orderly 
divorce from Europe that will 
not cause a sudden break in all 
political and economic ties, and 
also spare the British economy?

The answer, for now, seems 
to be a resounding no. And the 
country’s future is as uncertain 
as ever.

But the opposition to her plan 
is also a rebuke to May herself.

After years of  talking the talk 

By STEPHEN CASTLE
NEW YORK TIMES
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Without lawmakers’ OK 
for Brexit deal, UK faces 
political, financial crisis 

Theresa 
May 
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Three years after the Valley fire ripped through southern Lake County and Harbin Hot Springs, workers rebuilding the popular resort near 
Middletown have completed the pool area.

Hope at Harbin resort
Reconstruction of popular hot springs in Lake County reaches 
milestone with completion of pools three years after Valley fire

A John Deere skip loader crept up the slope of  
the mostly barren construction site where 
Lake County’s popular Harbin Hot Springs 

resort once stood. When it reached the top of  the 
slope, the driver carefully maneuvered around pris-
tine pools, a new sundeck, benches and walkways.

The recent completion of  the pool area represents 
the first major milestone in the reconstruction of  
a retreat that for decades attracted visitors from 
across the Bay Area and beyond. Its hot and cold 
pools, especially the ones at the top of  the slope, 
were the heart and soul of  the tranquil, clothing-op-
tional resort, destroyed by the Valley fire in 2015. 

Eric Richardson, one of  six managing directors 
at Harbin, said they hope to reopen the pool area to 
visitors sometime next year. He said the completion 
of  the pool area feels like waking up after a long, 
bad dream. 

“It also represents the first stirrings of  hope and 

By MARTIN ESPINOZA
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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The rebuilding effort continues at Harbin Hot Springs, above, three years after the 
Valley fire. The project had to be scaled back because of rising construction costs, but 
is still expected to total more than $60 million.

EPA to 
cut rules 
for clean
water

WASHINGTON — The Trump 
administration is poised to roll 
back Clean Water Act protec-
tions on millions of  acres of  
streams and wetlands, following 
through on a promise to agricul-
ture interests and real estate de-
velopers to rewrite an Obama-
era rule limiting pollution.

The administration’s plan 
for a vastly scaled-down Clean 
Water Rule is expected to be re-
leased as soon as Tuesday. 

Officials said almost a year ago 
that they had begun the process 
of  reversing the rule President 
Barack Obama put in place, and 
internal talking points laying 
out its case were disclosed late 
last week by the environmental 
media outlet E&E News.

The talking points signal that 
the Environmental Protection 
Agency intends to strip feder-
al protections from all of  the 
nation’s wetlands and many 
streams that do not flow year-
round. The administration has 
not challenged the accuracy of  
the talking points.

“The previous administra-
tion’s 2015 rule wasn’t about 
water quality,” the draft talking 
points said. 

“It was about power — power 
in the hands of  the federal gov-
ernment over farmers, develop-
ers and landowners.”

At stake are billions of  dollars 
in potential development rights, 
the quality of  drinking water for 
tens of  millions of  Americans 
and rules that affect farming in 
much of  the country, as well as 
wildlife habitat for most of  the 
nation’s migratory birds and 
many other species.

In California, up to 80% 
of state’s fresh water 
could lose US protection 
By EVAN HALPER
LOS ANGELES TIMES
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