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Suspected drunken driver 
slams into patrol SUV 
on Interstate 880 near 
Hayward / A5

INSIDE

Health law reeling but surviving
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Duane Anderson loads empty donation barrels onto a pallet Dec. 21 at the Redwood Empire Food Bank in Santa Rosa.

Unable to afford a meal
HUNGER INDEX » Report shows improvement from 2016, but officials 
worry fires could make it harder for low-income families to buy food

Unions 
cast eye 
on pot 
workers

GOSHEN — Unions have 
caught a whiff of  a rare oppor-
tunity to organize a whole new 
set of  workers as recreational 
marijuana becomes legal in Cal-
ifornia.

The United Farm Workers, 
Teamsters and United Food 
and Commercial Workers are 
looking to unionize the tens of  
thousands of  potential workers 
involved in the legal weed game, 
from planters to rollers to sell-
ers. The move could provide a 
boost to organized labor’s lag-
ging membership — if  infight-
ing doesn’t get in the way.

The United Farm Workers, 
co-founded by iconic labor 
leader Cesar Chavez, says or-
ganizing an industry rooted in 
agriculture is a natural fit, and 
growers could label their prod-
ucts with the union’s logo as a 
marketing strategy.

“If  you’re a cannabis work-
er, the UFW wants to talk with 
you,” national vice president 
Armando Elenes said.

But United Food and Com-
mercial Workers, which rep-
resents grocery store employ-
ees, meat packers and retail 
workers, registered its intent 
to organize cannabis workers 
across the country.

“We would hope they re-
spect our jurisdiction,” UFCW 
spokesman Jeff Ferro said.

Teamsters organizer Kristin 
Heidelbach said there’s no need 
for unions to battle each other. 
There will be plenty of  work-
ers needing representation as 
small cannabis businesses run 
by “happy stoner” types give 
way to large pharmaceutical  

The number of  low-income Sonoma Coun-
ty residents who could not afford to buy 
food for three meals every day declined 

slightly last year, but county officials and non-
profit organizations are concerned about the 
October wildfires’ impact on family nutrition.

Members of  61,000 “at-risk” families — those 
making less than $50,000 a year and accounting 
for nearly one-third of  all households — did 
without 26 million meals last year, according to 
the latest Sonoma County Hunger Index report 

by the county’s Human Services Department.
That marked an improvement from 2015, 

when low-income families missed 33.7 million 
meals, a trend county officials attributed to 
rising household incomes for some families.

If  the 26 million “missing meals” were 
spread among all county residents, it would 
amount to each person missing one meal a 
week, the report said.

Meanwhile, the wildfires that destroyed 
5 percent of  Santa Rosa’s housing stock and 
eliminated jobs will likely make the situa-

Dark, desperate life for some in Puerto Rico

MOROVIS, Puerto Rico — 
Three days before Christmas, 
Doris Martinez and daughter 
Miriam Narvaez joined their 
neighbors in a line outside 
city hall in Morovis, a town of  
30,000 people still living without 
electricity in the mountains of  
central Puerto Rico more than 
three months after Hurricane 
Maria battered the U.S. island.

They waited two hours under 
the searing sun for their twice-
a-week handout — 24 bottles 
of  water and a cardboard box 
filled with basic foods such as 

tortillas, canned vegetables and 
cereal.

Martinez, a 73-year-old can-
cer survivor, balanced the wa-
ter atop the food and picked her 
way up a steep hill to the home 
where she lives alone, washing 
and wringing out her clothes 
by hand and locking herself  in 
at night, afraid of  robbers. Her 
53-year-old daughter loaded her 
food and water into her car and 
drove off to the public housing 
complex where she would then 
have to wait with dozens of  oth-
er neighbors in another line to 
cook on one of  six gas burners 
in the administrator’s office.

“Things are not good,” Nar-
vaez said as she headed toward 
home.

This is life in Puerto Rico 
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Joaquin Rivera Calderon, 75, gets up early on Dec. 20 to check out a 
nativity scene depicting the birth of Jesus that he placed on the balcony 
of his house in Morovis, Puerto Rico.

WASHINGTON — Before 
Congress left Washington for 
the year, Republicans finally 
made good on their determina-
tion to knock big holes in the Af-
fordable Care Act, crippling its 
requirement that most Amer-

icans carry health insurance 
and leaving insurers without 
billions of  dollars in promised 
federal payments.

At the same time, public sup-
port for the perennially con-
troversial law has inched up 
to around its highest point in a 
half-dozen years. Nearly 9 mil-
lion people so far have signed 

up for ACA health plans for 2018 
during a foreshortened enroll-
ment season, far surpassing ex-
pectations.

This dual reality puts the 
sprawling ACA — prized do-
mestic legacy of  the Obama era, 
whipping post of  the Trump 
administration — at a new prec-
ipice, with its long-term fate 
hinging on the November mid-
term elections certain to con-
sume Washington once the New 
Year begins. If  Democrats win a 

majority in either chamber of  
Congress, the law would be pro-
tected; a GOP sweep could fur-
ther embolden repeal attempts.

“It’s right on the balance 
there,” said Robert Blendon, a 
Harvard professor of  health pol-
icy and political analysis. “The 
viability of  the program is heav-
ily dependent on the outcome of  
the election, not the changes in 
between.”

With recent polls showing 
health care remains a top con-

cern among voters, both major 
political parties have an incen-
tive to wield it as an election is-
sue. Democrats are likely to ar-
gue that the GOP wants to take 
coverage away from millions of  
Americans, with Republicans 
focusing on escalating insur-
ance prices.

What happens in the interim, 
health policy analysts say, de-
pends on how events play out in 
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GOING WITHOUT FOOD
The Sonoma County Hunger Index 
assessed the ability of 61,000 house-
holds making less than $50,000 a year 
to buy the food for three meals a day 
in 2016.
Total meals: 176 million
Meals purchased by families: 
105 million
Meals provided by food assistance 
programs: 45 million
Missing meals: 26 million
Source: 2017 Sonoma County Hunger Index


