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Winter mudslides, 
flooding anticipated

COMPLICATIONS LOOM: A crew contracted through CalRecycle works on decontaminating a burned residential site Thursday along Summit Boulevard in Cobb. Along 
with the ongoing wildfire cleanup, area residents must deal with flood risks this winter as the burned land repels water, leading to expected huge increases in runoff.

In the wake of  three devastat-
ing wildfires, Lake County is 
now bracing for an onslaught 

of  mudslides and floods this win-
ter amid forecasts that its burn-
scarred landscape will be unable to 
absorb all the rain headed its way.

Runoff into local creeks that car-
ry water out of  the hills is expected 
to increase dramatically this year 
as a result of  fire damage in some 
watersheds, according to a Cal Fire 
analysis. Some creeks are expected 
to swell as much as 90 percent com-
pared to average years, the Lake 
County Public Works Department 
forecast.

“So when Cal Fire writes that re-
port and we hear their hydrologist 
say they’re concerned, that’s some-
thing we’re going to listen to,” said 
Scott De Leon, director of  the Pub-
lic Works Department.

The county has stockpiled 
6,000  sandbags at fire stations in 
Cobb, Middletown and Hidden 
Valley Lake. Public works crews 
have placed sandbags and concrete 
barriers around 14 homes facing 
the greatest risk of  flooding, De 
Leon said. The homes, which were 
identified in a hazard mitigation 
program prepared by the county 
and the Natural Resources Con-
servation Service, are located in 

Cleanup crews reach halfway point

Two months after the last 
flames of  the Valley fire were ex-
tinguished, crews have only just 
reached the halfway point in a 
massive project to clean up the 
ruins of  homes and other debris 
left by the third most destructive 
wildfire in California history.

CalRecycle crews have cleared 
680 of  the 1,210 properties they 
have access to, the agency an-
nounced this week.

“We still have quite a few homes 
left, but it’s hard to say (when 
they’ll be cleared),” said Diane 
Nordstrom-Lamkin, the planning 
chief  for Valley fire debris remov-
al efforts. “The weather could 
change on us any time, and that 
will change how we do things.”

Crews average 20 to 25 property 
cleanups a day, Nordstrom-
Lamkin said.

CalRecycle, also known as the 
state Department of  Resourc-
es Recycling and Recovery, was 
tasked this fall by the state Of-
fice of  Emergency Services with 
removing debris left by wildfires 
in Lake, Calaveras and Trinity 
counties. PHOTOS BY CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

REUSING MATERIALS: The charred chassis of a truck is marked as scrap 
metal Thursday at a Valley fire cleanup site along Shasta Road in Cobb. 

MOVING FORWARD: A sign declares a resident’s intent to rebuild on a 
burned lot along Summit Boulevard in Cobb.
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Lake County prepares for El Niño’s impact on fire-ravaged land
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Officials: CalRecycle 
workers clearing debris  
at 20-25 properties a day
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“We’re keeping an eye on things after hours and even on weekends.”
SCOTT DE LEON, director of Lake County Public Works, on efforts to prevent flooding and warn residents when water levels rise

Change in 
loan limits 
benefits 
area home 
buyers

Rising home prices in Sonoma 
and Napa counties are trigger-
ing a change in federal housing 
rules that will help home buyers 
in both counties obtain larger 
mortgages and make smaller 
down payments.

The Federal Housing Finance 
Agency is raising conforming 
loan limits in both counties on 
Jan. 1, which will allow entities 
like Fannie Mae and Freddie 
Mac to buy or guarantee bigger 
mortgages in both counties.

Loan officers and real estate 
officials characterized the in-
crease as a modest but positive 
step that will reduce the cost of  
buying homes in Sonoma and 
Napa counties.

“It certainly is going to help,” 
said Leslie Appleton-Young, 
chief  economist for the Califor-
nia Association of  Realtors. “It’s 
not a huge increase, but every 
little bit helps.”

Higher-income buyers will 
benefit the most from the chang-
es. Appleton-Young said the in-
creased loan limits could prove 
a factor in roughly 6 percent of  

Feds to back bigger 
mortgages in Sonoma, 
Napa counties next year
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Families  
of attack 
victims meet 
with Obama

SAN BERNARDINO — Presi-
dent Barack Obama opened his 
Christmas vacation on a somber 
note: meeting with families of  
the 14 people who were killed in 
the San Bernardino shootings.

Obama stopped in California 
en route to Hawaii on Friday for 
his annual holi-
day getaway.

His wife, 
first lady Mi-
chelle Obama, 
joined him for 
the meetings at 
Indian Springs 
High School, 
just a short 
drive from the 
airport where 
Air Force One 
landed after 
the cross-coun-
try flight from 
Washington.

“Obviously, 
those fami-
lies are going 
through a difficult time, not just 
because they’ve lost loved ones, 
but obviously at the holiday sea-
son I think that loss is even more 
acute,” said White House press 
secretary Josh Earnest. “The 
president felt before he could 
begin his holiday that it was im-
portant for him to spend some 
time with these Americans who 
are mourning.”

Authorities identified the 
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