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Mike Margossian, left, and Cody Simpson of Petaluma stop into Digital Ciggz in Santa Rosa on Tuesday to try the latest vaporizer.
Enthusiasts claim that vaping is risk-free, but health officials disagree and believe they should be included in rules limiting smoking.

E-cigarette fans fume 
over SR smoking ban

Santa Rosa’s plan to expand 
its smoking ban to private resi-
dences is getting support from 

health advocates but also blowback 
from e-cigarette users who say 
the increasingly popular nicotine 
vaporization devices are a healthier 
alternative to tobacco that should 
be exempt from new restrictions. 

More than 1,000 e-cigarette users 
submitted letters to the city stating 
they are “deeply concerned” about 
the council’s proposed action. The 
form letters, most of  which were 
circulated by the owners of  a local 
e-cigarette retailer Digital Ciggz, 
assert that the proposal is “based 
on zero scientific evidence, spuri-
ous, grossly-incomplete studies and 

manufactured fear.”
Digital Ciggz owner Michael 

Mullins urged the City Council on 
Tuesday to keep the products he 
sells exempt from the city’s smok-
ing ordinance, arguing that vaping 
is not smoking because users don’t 
inhale smoke. 

“No one has ever died from nic-
otine. People don’t get cancer from 
nicotine,” Mullins said. “People get 
cancer when they light something 
on fire and they inhale smoke.” 

E-cigarettes are battery-powered 
devices that vaporize a liquid usu-
ally made up of  propylene glycol, 
nicotine, and flavoring. They are 
growing fast in popularity, includ-
ing among young people, and are 
often touted as a healthier alterna-
tive to smoking and a smoking-ces-
sation aid. 

But the claim that e-cigarettes are 
risk-free is the subject of  intense 
scientific debate as governments 
grapple with how to regulate the 
devices. The notion e-cigarettes are 
harmless was disputed by Sonoma 
County health officials, who helped 
implement a similar ban in the 
county two years ago and who have 
pledged to help the city with its 
education and outreach efforts.  

While not as toxic as tobacco 
smoke, there are still a host of  tox-
ins that have been found in e-ciga-
rette aerosol, including acetic acid, 
acetone, isoprene, formaldehyde 
and acetaldehyde, said Terese Voge, 
a health program manager for the 
Sonoma County Department of  
Health Services.

“There’s a lot more than water 

Expanding law to multiunit homes would apply to vaping, pot use

WHAT’S 
NEXT
A public hearing 
on the city’s 
effort to revamp 
and expand its 
anti-smoking 
ordinances is 
scheduled for 
February. If  
approved, the 
new  ordinance 
would go into 
effect in March 
with a yearlong 
phase-in period.
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Canines, Cannabis Don’t Mix

Border collie Rae raced through her 
first agility course like a champ at the 
Sonoma County Fairgrounds this past 
weekend, weaving and jumping with the 
nimble responsiveness for which her 
breed is known.

But a few hours after a “potty walk” 
around the grounds, her owner, Diane 
Szczepanski of  Sebastopol, noticed her 
almost 3-year-old dog was kind of  out of  
it.

Soon after, the dog fell deathly ill, 
trembling on the kitchen floor, semi- 
comatose and having lost bladder con-
trol, Szczepanski said.

A frantic trip to the pet emergency 
room and $300 later, Rae is fine — with a 
diagnosis of  marijuana toxicity. The Em-
erald Cup, a celebration of  all things can-

nabis, was being held at the fairgrounds 
over the weekend at the same time as the 
canine agility competition. Apparently, 
Rae had ingested some kind of  pot — in a 
discarded joint, loose or maybe in one of  
the many creative edible products made 
with the herb.

“Come on, be responsible,” Szczepan- 
ski said of  the pot aficionados who were 
sharing the fairgrounds. “Don’t throw 
your butts on the ground. It’s not funny.

“If  this was not addressed, she could 
have died. I cannot even describe in words 
the panic and worry (that) ensued.”

Szczepanski wants to alert other peo-
ple to the dangers of  pot and animals, 
particularly dogs, who, as any dog own-
er knows, aren’t terribly discriminating 
about what they put in their mouths.

Tim Blake, the producer and found-
er of  the Emerald Cup, felt terrible that 
Szczepanski’s dog got sick, and he said he 
would pay for her vet bill.

“I have three animals myself. I don’t 
want anybody to get sick from cannabis,” 
he said.

The problem apparently occurred with 
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Diane Szczepanski with her border collie Rae at 
home in Sebastopol on Monday. Rae ingested 
marijuana over the weekend while at the Sonoma 
County Fairgrounds for an agility competition. TURN TO CANNABIS, PAGE A8

Sony 
hackers 
threaten 
theaters

LOS ANGELES — Sony Pic-
tures Entertainment, the FBI, 
theater owners and competing 
film studios scrambled on Tues-
day to deal with a threat of  ter-
rorism against movie theaters 
that show Sony’s “The Inter-
view,” a raunchy comedy about 
the assassination of  the North 
Korean leader, Kim Jong Un.

The threat was made in ram-
bling emails sent to various 
news outlets Tuesday morning. 
A version posted by the Hol-
lywood Reporter said, in part: 
“Remember the 11th of  Septem-
ber 2001. We recommend you 
to keep yourself  distant from 
the places at that time. (If  your 
house is nearby, you’d better 
leave.)”

The email specifically aimed 
its threat at “the very times and 
places” at which “The Inter-
view” is to be first shown. The 
film is set for release on Christ-
mas Day. A New York premiere 
is planned for tonight; the film’s 
Los Angeles premiere was held 
Dec. 11 without incident.

That threat turned a continu-
ing attack on Sony by hackers 
from a matter of  theft to one of  
terrorism. A spokeswoman for 
the FBI said it “is aware of  the 
threat and is continuing to in-
vestigate the attack on Sony.”

An official with the Depart-
ment of  Homeland Security said 
the department was analyzing 
the threat but as yet had found 
no clear indication of  an active 
plot against theaters. Sony had 
no comment.

Tuesday’s development posed 
an ugly dilemma for Sony and 
exhibitors: whether to pull “The 
Interview,” caving to hack-
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Emails reference 9/11, warn 
against going to N. Korea 
movie; FBI investigating

By MICHAEL CIEPLY 
and BROOKS BARNES

NEW YORK TIMES

County home 
sales drop 

in November

The Sonoma County housing 
market is ending 2014 much as 
it began the year, with slightly 
lower sales, higher prices and a 
marked drop in the number of  
economically distressed proper-
ties that once comprised half  of  
all transactions.

Buyers in November pur-
chased 354 single-family homes, 
down nearly 1 percent from 
a month earlier, according to 
The Press Democrat’s monthly 
housing report compiled by Pa-
cific Union International Vice 
President Rick Laws. Sales to 
date this year have decreased 
6.7 percent from the same peri-
od in 2013.

Last month’s median price 
came in at $481,250, an increase 
of  6.9 percent from a year ago.

While brokers said the mar-
ket is less frenzied than in 2013, 
buyers are still making multi-
ple offers on reasonably priced 
properties, especially those sell-
ing for less than $500,000.

“There’s still way more de-
mand than there is product,” 
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Sebastopol woman’s border collie 
sickened after ingesting marijuana 
as dog, pot events share fairgounds

By LORI A. CARTER
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