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MAN DIES IN FIRE: Blaze 
kills Fulton resident, 82;  
fifth fire in 12 days burns 
Guerneville home / A3

INSIDE

Top scams and how to spot them

The threat is simple: Pay the IRS for 
unpaid taxes or else the police will show 
up at your door.

It’s one of  the most prevalent impostor- 
type scams that targeted people — espe-
cially elders — this year, Sonoma County 

law enforcement officials and senior ad-
vocates said. Fraudulent calls from the 
IRS also were the top scams reported to 
the Better Business Bureau nationwide.

“They call and threaten that (you) have 
to pay the bill: ‘Send a MoneyGram or the 
police are going to show up at the door,’ ” 
Santa Rosa Police Sgt. Josh Ludtke said.

But the threat is absolutely false. It is 
part of  an enduring set of  schemes crim-
inals use to bilk people out of  cash on the 
phone, often by requiring they act quick-
ly, without time to think it through.

Like the two-bedroom house for rent 
immediately available, sight unseen, with 

a deposit paid with a cashier’s check. Or 
a sweepstakes prize ready for delivery 
with a small processing fee paid upfront. 
Or the job listing offering a chance to 
“make big bucks working from home” by 
signing up now.

If  the offer sounds too good to be true, 
it probably is, said Ludtke, who runs the 
department’s property crimes detectives 
unit.

“The best thing you can do is to be re-
ally cautious. No one here ever wins the 
lottery in Nigeria,” Ludtke said. 

The scope of  the problem is hard to 
capture. Many people likely don’t report 

being victimized because they are un-
aware or are ashamed.

In 2014, the IRS said that the Treasury 
Inspector General identified 1,100 victims 
who collectively lost $5 million through 
unsolicited calls demanding payment. 
The agency reissued public warnings 
about the fraudulent phone calls in Oc-
tober and stated that its employees will 
never call to demand payment.

About 17.6 million Americans lost an 
estimated $8.6 billion through telephone 
scams that same year, according to a 

Sonoma County authorities say 
phony IRS payment demands 
among common ploys in 2015
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WARMING UP: Jim, who gave only his first name, drinks a cup of hot chocolate outside the Redwood Gospel Mission in Santa Rosa on Friday night. “You don’t want to 
be sleeping in a car or living on the streets on nights like these,” he said about the cold weather that has enveloped the North Coast for the past few days.

Coping with the cold
ON THE STREET » With alert issued over freezing nights 
in Sonoma County, homeless pile on layers and seek shelter

From a bench in Santa Rosa’s Old Courthouse Square, 
Rick Robinson glanced up at the temperature sign 
high on the U.S. Bank building on a gray, overcast 

Sunday morning. The red digits read 30.
Robinson, 58, said he had spent the night sleeping in the 

alcove of  a Fourth Street shop, affording him a modicum 
of  shelter and enabling him to stay reasonably warm.

“I just crawl inside the sleeping bag and zip it up,” he 
said, with the bag’s hood covering his head. “The tough 
part is getting up,” he said.

It was about 9 a.m. and the city square’s unofficial 
homeless population was stirring, with several people 
packing their gear in the middle of  three towering red-
woods on the west side of  Mendocino Avenue.

“It’s a fairy ring. It’ll keep you warm,” Michael Cam-
pos, 33, said of  the gathering spot while lighting a ciga-
rette. Campos, who grew up in Guerneville, said he had WINTRY NIGHT: From left, Pete Magoni, Fleming Smith and Robert White, bundled up 

against the cold, on Friday wait at the Catholic Charities homeless services center on 
Morgan Street in Santa Rosa to the Samuel Jones Hall shelter in southwest Santa Rosa. 

By GUY KOVNER
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

TURN TO COLD » PAGE A2

Obama 
tapping 
special 
forces

WASHINGTON — They are 
taking on a larger combat role 
in Afghanistan, where the war 
was supposed to be over. They 
are headed to Syria to help fight 
the Islamic State in its strong-
hold. And President Barack 
Obama recently ordered nearly 
300 of  them to Cameroon to as-
sist African troops in their bat-
tle against a militant group that 
has pledged loyalty to the Islam-
ic State.

With the Middle East in tu-
mult, radical groups holding 
swaths of  territory in Africa, 
and a presidential campaign 
fanning fears of  a growing ter-
rorism threat, the White House 
has steadily expanded the global 
missions of  U.S. Special Opera-
tions troops.

Even as Obama has repeated-
ly said that he opposes Amer-
ican “boots on the ground” in 
far-flung parts of  the world, 
his administration continues to 
carve out exceptions for Special 
Operations forces — with U.S. 
officials often resorting to lin-
guistic contortions to mask the 
forces’ combat role.

The Obama administration 
long ago showed its inclination 
to rely on Special Operations 
troops and clandestine missions 
as an alternative to large wars 
of  occupation. But the spread of  
the Islamic State over the past 
year — from its hubs in Syria 
and Iraq to affiliates in Africa 
and South Asia — has led the 
White House to turn to elite 
troops to try to snuff out crises 
in numerous locations.

These deployments, as well 
as other missions being consid-
ered, have upended the Obama 
administration’s goal of  with-

By MARK MAZZETTI 
AND ERIC SCHMITT
NEW YORK TIMES

Despite ‘no boots on 
the ground’ stance, 
troops’ mission expands
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Damage from sinking land costing billions

DOS PALOS — A canal that delivers 
vital water supplies from Northern Cal-
ifornia to Southern California is sinking 
in places. So are stretches of  a riverbed 
undergoing historic restoration. On 
farms, well casings pop up like mush-
rooms as the ground around them drops.

Four years of  drought and heavy reli-
ance on pumping of  groundwater have 

made the land sink faster than ever up 
and down the Central Valley, requiring 
repairs to infrastructure that experts say 
are costing billions of  dollars.

This slow-motion land subsidence — 
more than one foot a year in some places 
— is not expected to stop anytime soon, 
experts say, nor will the expensive re-
pairs.

“It’s shocking how a huge area is affect-
ed, but how little you can tell with your 
eye,” said James Borchers, a hydrogeol-
ogist who studies subsidence and says 
careful monitoring is necessary to detect 
and address sinking before it can do ma-
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Chris White, general manager of the Central 
California Irrigation District, surveys the effects of 
sinking land on a canal near Dos Palos last week.
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In Central Valley, drought, 
groundwater pumping causing 
drops of 1 foot a year or more


