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A year of nature’s fury, and her heights

Desiccation and flame scarred the 
North Coast in 2015. The year also 
was marked by inspiring ascents, 

inventive social policy, a hard squeeze on 
basic needs, further mainstreaming of  
what once was illicit, political decisions 
born of  tragedy, and revived institutions.

A historic four-year drought delivered 
a parched promise of  a frightening fire 
season. The promise was kept when three 

wildland blazes consumed Lake County, 
seeming to blend into one long inferno 
that eventually destroyed more than 1,000 
homes and burned an area nearly five 
times the size of  San Francisco.

In Sonoma County, a fist-tight housing 
market gave rise to calls for rent control. 
And the plight of  thousands of  homeless, 
most of  whom sleep outside or in cars, 
forced county and city policymakers to 
reinvent their approaches.

A Santa Rosa man fought a riveting 
battle of  determination, skill and spirit in 
a free-climbing ascent of  El Capitan, his 
hands torn and the nation’s eyes upon him 
— an uplift in a year of  some extreme trials.

Marijuana continued its ascent, too, as 

2015 IN REVIEW » North Coast 
finds devastating fires, drought 
countered by uplifting moments 

By JEREMY HAY
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THE DROUGHT: The Russian River flows weakly into an ever-emptying 
Lake Mendocino on Oct. 20. The lack of rain fueled the year’s calamitous 
Lake County fires and forced new water limits in rural Sonoma County.
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Early morning fire  
burns medical center
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Cal Fire crew members Eric Campbell, on ladder, and Brion Borba, center, cut out a hot spot in the waiting room ceiling at the Russian River Health 
Center in Guerneville on Saturday, hours after a fire broke out at the clinic. At right is Cal Fire firefighter Rob Cassady.

Patients trickled in throughout the 
day to see what was left of  the Russian 
River Health Center after a suspicious 
fire ripped through the Guerneville 
clinic in the wee hours of  Saturday 
morning. Overwhelmed by the dam-
age, they offered their condolences 
and support to clinical staff, who spent 
most of  the morning after Christmas 
rummaging through the charred re-
mains in search of  equipment and oth-
er items that could be salvaged.

“It’s shocking looking at it,” said Dr. 
Michelle Davey, a primary care physi-
cian and medical director of  the clin-
ic’s HIV program. “You just feel blown 
away.”

The fire started outside an elevator 
shaft and spread to the attic and roof, 
said Monte Rio Fire Chief  Steve Bax-

man, who responded to the call around 
2:30 a.m. The medical center, which 
serves about 3,500 patients, was heav-
ily damaged. 

“It was all over the attic,” Baxman 
said about the fire. “We had to get into 
the crawl spaces.”

There were no fire stops in the attic, 
which allowed flames to spread quick-
ly through the top of  the two-story 
building on Third Street, said Capt. 
Travis Wood with the Russian River 
Fire District. 

“Most of  the roof  was gone,” he said.
The ceiling above the main lobby 

also collapsed, Baxman said. However, 
the building was empty at the time and 
no injuries were reported.

While many of  the rooms remained 
intact, Wood said they suffered heavy 
heat, smoke and water damage. He 
said the fire caused an estimated 
$500,000 damage to the building alone.

Mary Szecsey, middle, West County Health Centers 
executive director, is comforted by Cheryl Bonnecorso 
after Saturday’s fire. For more photos and a video of 
the Guerneville fire scene, go to pressdemocrat.com.

GUERNEVILLE CLINIC

Facility heavily damaged by blaze officials call suspicious
By ELOÍSA RUANO GONZÁLEZ
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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Riana Buffin, 19, of Oakland 
could not afford to pay a 
$3,000 bail bond fee.

Lawsuits 
target 
bail bond 
system

SAN FRANCISCO — Crystal 
Patterson didn’t have the cash 
or assets to post $150,000 bail 
and get out of  jail after her ar-
rest for assault in October.

So Patterson, 39, promised 
to pay a bail bonds company 
$15,000 plus interest to put up 
the $150,000 bail, allowing her to 
go home and care for her invalid 
grandmother.

The day after her release, the 
district attorney decided not to 
pursue charges. But Patterson 
still owes the bail bonds com-
pany. Criminal justice activ-
ists and lawyers at a nonprofit 
Washington, D.C., legal clinic 
say that is unconstitutionally 
unfair.

The lawyers have filed a class 
action lawsuit on behalf  of  Pat-
terson, Rianna Buffin and oth-
er jail inmates who argue that 
San Francisco and California’s 
bail system unconstitutionally 
treats poor and wealthy sus-
pects differently.

Wealthy suspects can put up 
their houses or other valuable 
assets — or simply write a check 
— to post bail and stay out of  jail 
until their cases are resolved. 
Poorer suspects aren’t so lucky. 
Many remain behind bars or 
pay nonrefundable fees to bail 
bonds companies.

San Francisco public defend-
er Chesa Boudin says some of  
his clients who can’t afford to 
post bail plead guilty to minor 
charges for crimes they didn’t 
commit so they can leave jail.

Boudin represented Buffin, 19, 
after her arrest for grand theft in 
October. Buffin couldn’t afford 
to post the $30,000 bail or pay a 
bond company a $3,000 fee and 
so contemplated pleading guilty 
in exchange for a quick release 
from jail even though she says 
her only crime was being with 
the “wrong people at the wrong 
place at the wrong time.”

Fortunately, the district attor-
ney declined to charge Buffin 
and she was released after being 
held for three days.

“My family was worried,” 

Activists say rules unfair 
to defendants who lack 
valuable assets 

By PAUL ELIAS
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“I’ve never been through something 
like this before. We’re just trying 
to take it all in.”
MARY SZECSEY, executive director of West County Health Centers


