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Turning tragedy into
new alert standards

Donald Trump

Trump
tries to
deflect
blame
President falsely claims
2 children who died
had been ‘very sick’
By NOMAAN MERCHANT
AND ZEKE MILLER
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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Jessica Tunis pauses before placing flowers where her mother, Linda Tunis, was killed in her mobile home by the Tubbs fire. Tunis has emerged as a
leading voice urging emergency officials to adopt more aggressive and comprehensive methods of warning people about emergencies.

Jessica Tunis, daughter of
fire victim, says advocacy
has helped ease her grief
By JULIE JOHNSON
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

W

hat could have saved Linda Tunis?
More than one year after the October
2017 firestorm, that question continues
to haunt her daughter. Jessica Tunis can still
hear her mother’s final words spoken over the
phone, saying her home at Journey’s End mobile
home park in Santa Rosa was burning and she
was afraid. Tunis pleaded with her mother to go
outside. The line went dead.
For Tunis, the list of alternative scenarios that
could have spared her mother is long: a rescue
by neighbors or first responders, better forest
management, buried powerlines.
One option rises to the top. She could have
been warned.
The staggering speed and destructive power of
the half-dozen major fires that ignited the night
of Oct. 8, 2017, during a fierce windstorm caught
tens of thousands of people by surprise, forcing
residents across a wide swath of the county —
from rural enclaves in Sonoma Valley to suburban Santa Rosa neighborhoods — to flee for their
lives.
The fires exposed grave weaknesses in how
emergency officials in Sonoma County prepared
for disasters. Critical among those failings was
how people were warned about imminent danger.
The fire had been burning more than four
hours when Tunis and her mother shared that
final phone call — the only apparent warning
Linda Tunis received that night.
Over the past 14 months, Jessica Tunis has
emerged as a leading voice pushing emergency
officials statewide to adopt more aggressive and
comprehensive methods of warning people —
through cellphone push notifications, social
media messages, electronic billboards, television
and radio interruptions — about wildfires and

CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Jessica Tunis, left, makes mashed potatoes with Jon Deavers and Postulant Dilli Gaff on
Tuesday for the Russian River Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence holiday dinner.
other imminent dangers.
She never could have anticipated such a
personal mission, but it’s brought purpose to the
relentless waves of grief.
“We need to use all the alerts we have at our
disposal,” said Tunis, 50, of Santa Rosa. “Why
wouldn’t you use every possible alert you have to
save lives? Even if it saved one life. It makes me
sick.”
The past year has brought profound change to
Santa Rosa and other communities hit by deadly
fires in Sonoma, Napa and Mendocino counties.
Neighborhoods that were reduced to rubble
are once again taking shape with framed houses.
Nearly 1,400 of the 5,334 homes destroyed in Sonoma County are under construction and
114 have been completed, allowing a small but
growing number of fire survivors to return home.
One by one, a handful of the estimated
TURN TO TRAGEDY » PAGE A12

President Donald Trump
sought to deflect blame for the
deaths of two Guatemalan children in U.S. custody by claiming
they were “very sick” when they
arrived, even though immigration authorities have said both
children passed initial health
checks.
The mother of the boy who
died Christmas Eve said Saturday that her son was healthy
when he left with his father on
their journey hoping to migrate
to the U.S.
Meanwhile, Homeland Security Secretary Kirstjen Nielsen
visited Border Patrol agents
and
medical
officials
at INSIDE
the
southern Government
border
amid shutdown drags
promises
of on into second
more thorough weekend / B1
health screenings for migrant children.
Trump, whose administration has faced widespread criticism over the deaths, pointed on
Twitter at Democrats “and their
pathetic immigration policies
that allow people to make the
long trek thinking they can enter our country illegally.”
He also said that both children “were very sick before
they were given over to Border
Patrol.”
The two tweets were his first
comments on the Dec. 8 death
of 7-year-old Jakelin Caal and
the death on Christmas Eve of
8-year-old Felipe Gomez Alonzo.
Felipe’s mother, Catarina
Alonzo, said her son reported he
was doing well every time that
he and his father called home
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INSIDE

REBUILD NORTH BAY
Looking back over the past year of
the fire recovery effort, as survivors
banded together to help others / H1
SPECIAL SECTION INSIDE:

4 Democratic senators set to
open 2020 presidential bids
By LISA LERER
AND ALEXANDER BURNS
NEW YORK TIMES
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Sen. Kamala Harris, D-California, at a get-out-thevote phone bank Oct. 19 in Greenville, South Carolina.
Harris is poised to enter the 2020 presidential race.

Sen. Kamala Harris, D-California, is
eyeing Baltimore or Atlanta as a possible base of operations for her likely 2020
presidential bid and is close to bringing
on a top aide to run her campaign.
Sen. Elizabeth Warren, D-Massachusetts, has completed a detailed review of
her writings and political record to identify potential vulnerabilities, and her
aides have been scouting headquarters

near Boston.
Sen. Cory Booker, D-New Jersey, has
been interviewing possible campaign
managers, as well as strategists who
could run his Iowa caucus effort.
And Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand, D-New
York, has been reaching out to more
women than men for campaign roles,
though she is expected to pick a man —
her current top aide — to manage a campaign likely to be based near her upstate
New York home.
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A remembrance of Sonoma
County residents lost in
2018 whose contributions
to the community will
endure.
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