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10 YEARS AFTER TSUNAMI: An Indonesian  
family embraces a second chance after teens 
connect with a couple whose kids were lost / A3
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HOT PICKS 
FOR NYE

The Flaming Lips in SF are among the best options for ringing in 2015 Time Out

FLOOD CLEANUP 
LESS COSTLY
Storm damage in Healdsburg 
and elsewhere in county may 
not be enough for aid Empire

HAVANA — Like tens of  thousands 
of  Cubans, Gerardo Luis wants to get 
to the United States and he’s suddenly 
worried that time may be running out.

Across an island where migrating 
north is an obsession, the widespread 

jubilation over last week’s historic 
U.S-Cuba detente is soured by fear 
that warming relations will eventu-
ally end Cubans’ unique fast track to 
legal American residency.

For nearly a half-century, the Cu-
ban Adjustment Act has given Cubans 
who arrive in the U.S. a virtually guar-
anteed path to legal residency and 
eventual citizenship. The knowledge 
that they will be shielded from depor-
tation has drawn hundreds of  thou-
sands of  Cubans on perilous raft trips 
to Florida and land journeys through 
Central America and Mexico.

“If  they take away the adjustment 
law, it would mean Cubans would end 
up just like all the other Hispanics 
who want to enter the United States,” 
said Luis, a 36-year-old construction 
worker who said he may try to reach 
Mexico and walk across the border if  
he doesn’t get a visa soon.

U.S. officials say there are no im-
mediate plans to change immigration 
laws or policy. But with the U.S. and 
Cuba negotiating a return to full dip-
lomatic relations, many Cubans are 
wondering how long their extraordi-
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CONSERVATION LEADER: Ralph Benson, executive director of Sonoma Land Trust, pauses Monday at the Glen Oaks Ranch near Glen Ellen. 

Land Trust Legacy
“We need to think large by connecting landscapes and creating big expanses of open land.”

RALPH BENSON, executive director of Sonoma Land Trust

County theaters packed for ‘Interview’

Moviegoers packed the three Sono-
ma County theaters that screened 
the controversial comedy “The In-
terview” on Christmas Day. Theaters 
beefed up security on one of  the big-
gest days for movie watching after 
hackers the U.S. says are linked to 
North Korea threatened to attack 
movie houses showing the film about 
an assassination plot against Kim 
Jong Un, North Korea’s leader.

Following a cyberattack on its com-
puter network, Sony Entertainment 
last week canceled the movie’s release 
after large theater chains refused to 
show it. The move was widely criti-
cized, including by President Barack 
Obama. Independent theater owners 
on Tuesday asked Sony to release the 
film, which it did at 331 theaters na-
tionwide and through online stream-
ing video sites. The limited release 
was a far cry from the 3,000 screens 
the movie was initially scheduled to 
open on.

“I’m a huge believer in free speech 
and freedom of  artistic expression,” 
said Ky Boyd, proprietor of  Rialto Cin-
emas in Sebastopol, which showed the 
movie Thursday along with Petalu-
ma’s Boulevard 14 Cinemas and Sono-
ma 9 Cinemas. “The movie has had so 
much press, people deserve a chance 
to see it.”

Rialto Cinemas filled 60 of  73 seats 
for its 11:45 a.m. showing, which Boyd 
said was good for the time slot. Bou-
levard 14 Cinemas sold out or nearly 
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Moviegoers leave the theater after the first  
showing of “The Interview” on Thursday at the 
Boulevard 14 Cinemas in Petaluma.

Detente raises Cuban migration fears

After 12 years at forefront of county conservation, Benson to pass torch
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While US immigration policy to go 
unchanged, some on island worry 
days of fast-track residency ending 

Ralph Benson took a sip of  coffee on a re-
cent drizzly morning and pointed out the 
windows of  the spare old ranch house, 

where he lives near Glen Ellen, to some of  the 
land he’s spent the past decade trying to shield 
from development.

Benson, 72, has led the Sonoma Land Trust in 
conserving about 33,000 acres around the coun-
ty since 2003. He plans to retire from the job 
after his replacement is hired, likely in January. 

For now, he lives during the week at the land 
trust’s 234-acre Glen Oak Ranch preserve. From 
there, he can look across Highway 12 and see 
several small, oak-dotted parcels that the orga-
nization recently purchased as part of  an effort 

to piece together a contiguous, protected wildlife 
corridor through Sonoma Valley. And just out of  
sight is what he sees as one of  the organization’s 
biggest ongoing projects: the oak woodlands 
and redwood forests of  the state-owned Sonoma 
Developmental Center. Land trust staff mem-
bers have been working with other agencies and 
political leaders to craft a conservation plan they 
hope the state will consider as an alternative 
to selling the site to developers as it decides the 
future of  the embattled facility. 

“That’s the biggest game in town,” Benson 
said, describing the nearly 1,000-acre property 
as a critical puzzle piece in the effort to preserve 
and connect natural areas in the valley. Other 
areas he hopes his successor can help the land 
trust preserve include redwood forests in north-

BENSON’S TENURE
Ralph Benson, who has 
led the Sonoma Land Trust 
since 2003, plans to retire in 
January. During his tenure 
the trust has:

 ■ Conserved about 33,000 
acres around the county.

 ■More than tripled the 
amount of protected land to 
48,000 acres.

 ■ Seen its budget increased 
from $1 million to $5 million.

 ■ Doubled its staff from 11 
to 24.
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People wait in line for visas Monday at the U.S. 
Interests Section in Havana, Cuba.

Students 
overlook 
referrals 
from UC

Aimee Ruiz was panicked. 
The four UC campuses she ap-
plied to had rejected her. Two 
private colleges had accepted 
her but not offered enough fi-
nancial aid. She considered tak-
ing a year off school to work and 
save money.

Then UC Merced emailed to see 
if  she wanted to enroll in its fresh-
man class even though she had 
not sought admission there. “I 
was so happy, I remember danc-
ing in my room. I had a future,” 
the La Puente resident said.

The offer, known as referral, 
is a tenet of  the University of  
California — a guarantee that 
students who meet the system’s 
basic academic eligibility re-
quirements but do not get into 
their preferred schools will have 
a place to go.

But few students take advan-
tage of  it. Only about 2 percent 
of  the high school seniors who 
were offered the referral to Mer-
ced last year decided to enroll.

The low number of  students 
who accept the offer — currently 
available only from Merced — are 
leading some critics to suggest 
that it’s time to end the program.

Because many students pre-
fer private schools or California 
State University campuses over 
an unsolicited invitation from 
UC Merced, the guarantee of  
admission to UC for the high-
est-performing seniors has little 
meaning, said William Tierney, 
co-director of  USC’s Pullias 
Center for Higher Education. 
While “a great talking point,” it 
is not valued by many families 
and does not help ease enroll-
ment pressures facing public 
higher education, he said.

Supporters, however, note 
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With admission offers to 
Merced left unused, some 

question if program’s useful
By LARRY GORDON

LOS ANGELES TIMES


