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Brewers, 
vintners, 
distillers 
win big

Local wineries, breweries 
and distilleries are big winners 
in the GOP tax package, which 
would slash their tax bills fol-
lowing a concerted lobbying 
effort by the alcohol beverage 
industry to reduce the federal 
excise tax on its products. 

The package, which is expect-
ed to be voted on by Congress 
this week, would help small 
boutique wineries and craft 
brewers as well as large produc-
ers like Jackson Family Wines 
of  Santa Rosa 
and Lagunitas 
Brewing Co. of  
Petaluma.

A winery 
could receive 
a maximum 
tax credit of  
$451,700 annu-
ally under the 
bill, said Rob-
ert P. “Bobby” 
Koch, presi-
dent and chief  
executive offi-
cer of  the Wine 
Institute, which represents Cali-
fornia wineries.

“I have been helping the wine 
industry for 25 years. I think 
this is as big of  an achievement 
for the industry as I have been 
involved with,” Koch said. 

The alcohol-related provi-
sions are not without their 
critics, who contend that lower 
taxes will lead to greater abuse 
and more alcohol-related deaths 
and violence. The Brookings In-
stitution, a centrist Washington, 
D.C., think tank, estimated it 
would result in between 280 and 
660 more drunk-driving deaths 
annually and about 1,550 total 
alcohol-related deaths a year 
from all causes.

The provisions were from a 
bill named the Craft Beverage 
Modernization and Tax Reform 
Act, which was co-sponsored 
by Rep. Mike Thompson, D-St. 
Helena. Sen. Rob Portman, 
R-Ohio, was key to the victory 
as he placed the provision in 
the Senate version that was 
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Flames threaten Santa Barbara
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Brandon Panell, a wildfire team member with the Frantz Law Group, takes pictures of the damage at the burned home of client Andy Lutzringer 
on Thursday in Santa Rosa’s Fountaingrove neighborhood. Hundreds of fire victims are weighing their legal options after the October fires.

High-stakes pursuit of  
damage compensation

Fire victims seeking to recoup losses face hard choices as litigators descend

Enrique Lopez heard the 
pitch before — PG&E is 
to blame for the October 

firestorm that destroyed his 
Santa Rosa home. And the 
massive San Francisco utility 
should pay for it.

The Coffey Park resident 
listened to the presentation 
in a hotel ballroom as a group 
of  lawyers from San Diego 
explained over free pizza their 
plans to sue for uninsured loss-
es expected to climb into the 
billions of  dollars.

They handed out contingency 
agreements and asked each of  
the dozen or so fire victims for 

their business.
Lopez, a vineyard manager 

who has been to at least one 
other similar meeting, decided 
to keep looking.

“We’re shopping around,” 
said Lopez as he stood in a Santa 
Rosa Courtyard Marriott hall-
way with his partner, disability 
attorney Cherri Alcantara. “We 
still haven’t found anyone.”

Lopez is among the hundreds 
of  fire victims considering 
their legal options in the wake 
of  Northern California fires 
that burned 245,000 acres in six 
counties, killed 44 people and 
caused more than $9 billion in 
damage claims.

Pentagon’s shadowy program on UFOs

WASHINGTON — In the $600 bil-
lion annual Defense Department 
budgets, the $22 million spent on the 
Advanced Aerospace Threat Identifi-
cation Program was almost impossi-
ble to find.

That was how the Pentagon want-
ed it.

For years, the program investigated 
reports of  unidentified flying objects, 
according to Defense Department offi-
cials, interviews with program partici-
pants and records obtained by the New 
York Times. It was run by a military 
intelligence official, Luis Elizondo, on 
the fifth floor of  the Pentagon’s C Ring, 
deep within the building’s maze.

The Defense Department has never 
before acknowledged the existence of  
the program, which it says it shut down 

in 2012. But its backers say that, while 
the Pentagon ended funding for the ef-
fort at that time, the program remains 
in existence. For the past five years, 
they say, officials with the program 
have continued to investigate episodes 
brought to them by service members, 
while also carrying out their other De-
fense Department duties.

The shadowy program — parts of  

U.S. DEFENSE DEPARTMENT

The Advanced 
Aerospace 
Threat Identifi-
cation Program 
captured a 
2004 encounter 
near San Diego 
between two 
Navy F/A-18F 
fighter jets  
and an un-
known object 
on video.  
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Frantz Law Group trial attorney Patrick McNicholas, left, and attorney 
Regina Bagdasarian talk with a small group of wildfire victims during 
a meeting Dec. 9 in Santa Rosa.

MONTECITO — Residents 
piled into cars and fled Saturday, 
turning downtown Santa Barba-
ra into “a ghost town” as surging 
winds drove one of  the biggest 
fires in California’s history to-

ward the city and the nearby 
wealthy enclave of  Montecito.

The mandatory evacuations 
around Montecito and neighbor-
ing Summerland came as winds 
that had eased a day earlier 
roared back at around 30 mph, 
with gusts to about 60 mph. Fire-
fighters sprayed water onto hot 
spots sparked by wind-blown 

embers. Firefighters also drove 
to the historic San Ysidro Ranch 
in yellow fire trucks as heavy 
smoke rose from the coastal 
hills, blotting out the blue skies.

A portion of  Santa Barbara 
was under mandatory evacua-
tion. At the city’s zoo, workers 
began preparing for a possible 
evacuation.

In downtown Santa Barba-
ra, Maya Schoop-Rutten, own-
er of  Chocolate Maya, said she 
saw through the window of  her 

chocolate shop smoke suddenly 
appear after strong winds blew 
through.

“It was absolutely incredible,” 
she said. “There was a huge 
mushroom of  smoke that hap-
pened in just a matter of  a few 
minutes.”

Restaurants and small stores 
on normally bustling State 
Street were shuttered.

“It’s a ghost town. Everything 
is shut down,” Schoop-Rutten 
said. “It’s very, very eerie.”

The northbound lanes of  
Highway 101, coming up the 
coast from Los Angeles, were 
closed for a few hours south 
of  Santa Barbara, with cars 
stopped on the freeway.

The 404-square-mile blaze 
called the Thomas fire was mov-
ing rapidly westward and crest-
ed Montecito Peak, just north 
of  Montecito. Known for its star 
power, the enclave boasts the 
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