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after visiting a psychia-
trist for blood tests and 
medication, according to 
his mother, Rod Cameron 
lost it. Neighbors reported 
to police that the immense, 
320-pound man was 
roaming the neighborhood 
naked, punching out deco-
rative street lights with his 
bare hands and screaming. 

Responding deputies 
twice called for backup 
and, after administering 
three Taser shocks and 
restraining him with 
handcuffs and a nylon 
cord wrapped around his 
ankles, seven deputies 
finally managed to get 
Cameron under control. 

Then they noticed he 
had stopped breathing. 
They administered CPR 
and took him to Sonoma 
Valley Hospital, where he 
was pronounced dead. 

CRISIS INTERVENTION
Both the Pritel and 

Cameron incidents are 
being investigated by the 
Santa Rosa Police Depart-
ment, as a neutral law-en-
forcement agency outside 
of  the Sonoma County 
Sheriff’s Office. But crisis 
intervention is part of  any 
law enforcement officer’s 
job, and they do receive 
training for it.

“Every deputy goes 
through a 32-hour crisis 
intervention training acad-
emy dealing with people in 
crisis situations and men-
tal health disorders,” said 
Sgt. Spencer Crum, public 
information officer of  the 
Sonoma County Sheriff’s 
Office. “We have trained 
over 500 law enforcement 
officers over the last 10 
years.”

For people in mental 
health crises or their 
families, calling the police 
is not necessarily the first 
thing that comes to mind. 
Instead they might call the 
county’s 24-hour Access 
Line, at the emergency 
number 565-6900 – as Ran-
dy Pritel did. For many 
Sonoma County residents, 
however, mobile services 
are unavailable. 

The Mobile Support 

Team (or MST) is de-
scribed as “a partnership 
with the Santa Rosa 
Police Department and the 
Sonoma County Sheriff’s 
Office” on the county web-
site, staffed by “licensed 
mental health clinicians, 
certified substance abuse 
specialists, post-graduate 
registered interns” and 
others. It is contacted 
through the county’s 24-
hour Access Line, or a law 
enforcement officer can 
ask for their support. 

If  the MST is not avail-
able for response, callers 
are asked if  they can get 
the concerned party to the 
hospital or to Santa Rosa 
for evaluation – and, if  not, 
told to call the Sheriff’s 
office. 

Andrew Leonard, the 
interim communication 
manager for Behavorial 
Health, reported that the 
budget for fiscal year 2017-
18 for the MST program is 
$1,473,084. The funds come 
out of  the county budget 
– but many residents in 
Sonoma County are not 
direct beneficiaries of  the 
mobile services of  the pro-
gram, unless they live in 
that Highway 101 corridor.

“I have been a consistent 
advocate for expanding 
the mobile crisis support 
team to areas outside of  

the Highway 101 corridor,” 
1st District Supervisor 
Susan Gorin said. “It is 
expensive, but just as 
importantly, the mental 
health resources 
may not be readily 
available on an 
emergency basis 
in areas outside of  
the corridor.”

Understandably, 
no program can 
accommodate all contin-
gencies. Gorin noted that 
in the case of  Cameron, 
the event unfolded so 
quickly that a support 
team coming from Santa 
Rosa would not have had 
time to arrive in any case.

And both Gorin and 
Dr. Michael Kozart, the 
interim director of  the 
Behavioral Health divi-
sion (in which the MST 

operates), pointed out that 
the MST cannot go into a 
situation unless it is safe 
for clinicians.

Calling this a “very 
tumultuous time” at the 
county health depart-
ment, Kozart said, “The 

most challenging and sad 
reality is the limitation we 
face around involuntary 
treatment.” 

“Ultimately, our ability 
to treat involun-
tary folks is vastly 
limited, compared 
to treating volun-
tary folks,” said 
Kozart.

Kozart de-
scribed it as a 

“sad reality... that the only 
time you can get help is 
when you’re so sick you 
get a 5150 (evaluation) and 
are brought in.”

Jude Cameron only 
wishes the deputies that 
fateful night had been 

aware they were dealing 
with a mental-health case.

“He looked upon the 
police as I do, as pro-
tectors,” she said. She 
wondered why police don’t 
carry medication that will 
calm or sedate mentally ill 
people like her son. Or why 
a health care professional 
isn’t on call to ride along 
with police in such calls. 

“There must be a better 
way,” she said. 

In Sonoma Valley, that 
better way has yet to 
arrive. 

Contact Christian at chris-
tian.kallen@sonomanews.
com. 

 
‘Our ability to treat involuntary 

folks is vastly limited.’
— Michael Kozart, director Behavioral Health

Health  
Continued from A4

shelter next December through 
March, funding that “will be 
included in the CDC budget 
coming forward in June.” The 
identification of  the funds came 
after several meetings between 
SOS, CDC and Gorin’s office. 

But it’s not the end of  the 
crisis for SOS.

“Let’s work on the gap 
funding for next year and then 
meet after budgets to discuss 
this larger direction,” said 
Gorin. “These conversations 
are difficult, and there are no 
easy answers. Few jurisdictions 
have solved the issue of  home-
lessness, for many different 
reasons.”

For the past several years, 
SOS has offered its winter 
shelter at the Sonoma Alliance 
Church on Watmaugh Road; it 
largely served overflow during 
the winter months when space 
wasn’t available at its small 
shelter, the Haven, on First 
Street West. The winter shelter 
program costs about $60,000 to 
operate, according to SOS offi-
cials, but about half  of  that cost 
has been deferred by a county 
grant of  $30,000.

This year, however, when the 
Community Development Com-
mission allocated more than $2.1 
million for homeless support to 
multiple county agencies, Sono-
ma Overnight Support received 
none of  it.

That determination, made 
at a March 13 CDC meeting 
and re-enforced at a follow-up 
meeting, drew the ire of  SOS 
Executive Director King, who 
described herself  as “flabber-
gasted” at 
the refusal. “I 
understand 
that Santa Rosa 
has a prob-
lem, there’s 
huge numbers 
of  homeless 
there,” said 
King. “But does 
that make our 
homeless any 
less import-
ant?’”

On March 14, the Sonoma 
City Council voted to write a 
letter of  support for SOS to the 
county Board of  Supervisors, 
encouraging funding for SOS in 
general and the winter shelter 
program in particular. And in 
a series of  meetings over the 
following weeks, the local and 
county agencies hammered out 
an agreement that led to the 
promise of  $30,000 in one-time 

funds for the winter program.
Geoffrey Ross of  the CDC said 

the county got more funding 
from HUD than anticipated. “It 
was these additional funds that 
allowed the CDC to recommend 
the SOS Emergency Winter 
Shelter to be funded at the same 

level as last 
year,” he said.

But talks 
continue to be 
strained be-
tween SOS and 
the CDC, largely 
because the CDC 
is reliant on 
state and even 
federal funding, 
from Housing 
and Urban De-
velopment. That 

funding is tied to a “housing 
first” model and a coordinated 
intake process. 

The Housing First model is 
defined by HUD as “an approach 
to quickly and successfully 
connect individuals and families 
experiencing homelessness to 
permanent housing without pre-
conditions and barriers to entry, 
such as sobriety, treatment or 
service participation require-

ments.”
King said SOS is willing to 

accept the more-open Housing 
First approach for winter shelter 
candidates, as it has for the past 
several years, but still refuses to 
accept those standards for over-
night residents at the Haven, 
where sobriety is required and 
local homeless are prioritized.

Another small Sonoma Coun-
ty shelter, Wallace House Com-
munity Services in Cloverdale, 
also refuses the Housing First 

requirements and, like SOS, has 
not applied for county funding 
dependent upon it.

So the SOS budget continues 
to be strained. So much so, that 
King has distributed a form 
letter to local nonprofits, civic 
groups, church congregations 
and others asking the Board of  
Supervisors to match the reluc-
tant CDC grant with another 
$30,000 from county discretion-
ary funds. 

If  approved, those county 

grants would bring county 
support up to the $60,000 level 
that SOS originally asked for 
its winter shelter program. But 
the philosophical differences 
between the Sonoma Valley 
shelter and the county Commu-
nity Development Commission 
remain.

Gorin remains cautious about 
promising too much from coun-
ty funds. 

“CDC and I will talk about 
how to consider this request 
and perhaps outreach to SOS 
to understand their budgeting 
needs, including a review of  the 
last few years of  their budgets 
and operations,” Gorin told the 
Index-Tribune in an email.

Gorin also promised an 
upcoming “needs analysis” to 
study the Valley homeless pop-
ulation, identify gaps in service 
and work on “expanding effec-
tive services in the Valley that 
do conform to the requirements 
of  CDC and HUD.” She said she 
would convene a meeting in July 
or August “to begin the analysis 
and community discussion.”

Contact Christian at christian.
kallen@sonomanews.com.

                                                     
‘Let’s work on the gap 
funding for next year 
and then meet after 

budgets to discuss this 
larger direction.’ 

– Susan Gorin
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The Sonoma Alliance Church on Watmaugh has served as the site of the 
SOS winter shelter.
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SOS Director Kathy King, above at the Haven, says the shelter’s no-drugs policy is at odds with the county’s ‘housing first’ model.
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