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Woman, 45, suspected of 
illegally funneling money 
meant for 2 local schools

Former 
nonprofit 
treasurer 
arrested

Authorities arrested a Sebas-
topol woman this week, accus-
ing her of  illegally funneling 
thousands of  dollars from a 
nonprofit that raises money for 
enrichment programs at two lo-
cal schools. 

Melissa Riley, 45, remained 
in jail Thursday afternoon after 
her arrest the day before, when 
she was booked into the Sono-
ma County jail 
on suspicion of  
felony embez-
zlement and 
grand theft. 

Riley, who 
served in a vol-
unteer position 
as the nonprof-
it’s treasurer 
until the mon-
ey was discov-
ered missing in early December, 
also was held on misdemeanor 
possession of  a controlled sub-
stance, Sonoma County Sheriff’s 
spokesman Sgt. Juan Valencia 
said. Deputies found Riley was 
carrying what appeared to be 
methamphetamine during her 
arrest in the jail’s lobby, where 
she went to attend a probation 
appointment related to a prior 
DUI case, Valencia said. 

“Her job was to make checks 
out and manage the funds for 
the program,” Valencia said. 
“She had access to the (bank) 
account.” 

Authorities launched the 
embezzlement investigation 
on Dec. 3, after deputies were 
called to investigate a report of  
missing funds from the Twin 
Hills Apple Blossom Education-
al Foundation. An audit from a 
former bookkeeper revealed the 
foundation’s account was emp-
ty, Valencia said. 

The nonprofit, where Valen-
cia said Riley first began work-
ing as a treasurer in August 
2018, raises money for enrich-
ment programs at both Apple 
Blossom Elementary and Twin 
Hills Middle School, such as art 
and music classes. 

An initial investigation found 
funds had been transferred from 
the foundation to several oth-
er bank accounts investigators 
suspected were in Riley’s con-
trol, Valencia said. Investigators 
could not say exactly how much 
money they believed Riley took 
from the account, though it was 
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Ronza Wilson, right, of Pallet, a company that manufactures the shelters being constructed as a temporary housing solution for the homeless, 
shows Sonoma County General Services Department Director Caroline Judy the interior of one of the shelters at a parking lot in Sonoma Valley.

The emergency shelters aren’t yet 
built, but Sonoma County officials 
already have selected many of  the 

future residents for a sanctioned homeless 
camp on the north side of  the Sonoma 
Valley, prioritizing 48 of  the most vulner-
able residents now living in squalor at the 
sprawling homeless encampment of  about 
220 people along the Joe Rodota Trail in 
west Santa Rosa.  

County leaders say people at risk of  
death, exploitation or physical abuse, plus 
seniors and those suffering from severe 
or persistent mental illness or medical 
conditions would have priority.

A needs assessment, as of  Thursday 
afternoon, had yielded a high-priority list 
of  28 people and another 20 people at risk, 
said Rohish Lal, a county spokesman. 

With some homeless residents forced 
to find another place to pitch their tents, 
others — at least 48 of  them to start — will 
be welcomed to Los Guilicos, each being 
given a private, $4,500 shelter complete 
with an outlet to power devices, a bed and 
a heater. 

Those 48 residents will be brought to the 
site at the Los Guilicos campus, a far-flung 
parking lot on the eastern edge of  Santa 
Rosa, across Highway 12 from the Oak-
mont retirement community. 

The $2 million temporary homeless shel-
tering plan, unveiled Tuesday by county 
officials as a stopgap measure until April 

30, has drawn fierce criticism from Oak-
mont neighbors. 

During a 45-minute period Thursday 
afternoon, more than two dozen cars 
passed by the Los Guilicos site, turned 
around and drove back across Highway 12 
as Oakmont residents examined the area 
that will soon be home to a population 
that has sparked fear among some in the 

community of  3,000-plus tidy houses with 
well-manicured lawns. 

“All will feel the brunt of  the presence 
of  the encampment,” said Oakmont 
resident Brenda Steele in an email. “Still 
shaking my head.”

Caroline Judy, the county’s general 

Prepping for arrivals 
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48 most vulnerable residents picked for sanctioned emergency shelter

Workers from Pallet, the shelter manufacturer, assemble a row of structures that will be used as 
a temporary housing solution for the homeless in a parking lot of the juvenile justice center site.

Sheriff holds 1st Spanish-language town hall

The realization came quickly 
to Sonoma County Sheriff Mark 
Essick in the months after he be-
came the county’s top lawman. 

Looking out upon the crowds 
during various speaking en-
gagements, Essick noticed 

Sonoma County Latinos were 
not proportionally represented 
compared to other groups in at-
tendance. 

“We don’t always reach all the 
people in our community,” Es-
sick said. 

Essick aimed to reverse that 
trend with his office’s first Span-
ish-language town hall this 
week, an event he said repre-
sented the agency’s continued 
effort to engage the Latino com-
munity in Sonoma County.

Coffee and pan dulce, a sweet 

Mexican pastry, greeted attend-
ees Wednesday evening as they 
arrived at Amarosa Academy, 
an alternative education cam-
pus south of  Santa Rosa’s Rose-
land neighborhood. 

While the Sheriff’s Office 
hosted town halls to connect 
with residents in Geyserville 
and Petaluma last year, Sgt. 
Juan Valencia told attendees 
that Wednesday’s meeting was 
the first of  its kind in the agen-
cy’s 170-year history. None oth-
er was tailored specifically for 

Spanish speakers, said Valen-
cia, who serves as the agency’s 
spokesman. 

“The Latino people have a 
voice in the community and 
we always want to work with 
them,” Valencia said, address-
ing the crowd at the start of  the 
event in Spanish. “When I was 
made a sergeant, I wanted to act 
like a bridge to the community. 
Get information from (them) 
and give it to the sheriff so we 
can work together.”

Essick and Assistant Sheriffs 

Jim Naugle and Al Vernon, who 
each oversee the department’s 
patrol and detention facilities, 
respectively, were among the 
20 Sheriff’s Office employees 
present at the event. They out-
numbered the handful of  peo-
ple who attended the gathering 
throughout the evening, which 
was designed to accommodate 
attendees’ schedules. Instead of  
a set agenda, people were able 
to drop in at their leisure and 
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Think you’ve got the Chop’s?
Gather your friends, coworkers and family members
and put together a team to compete in the fourth
annual Who’s Got The Chop’s Lip Sync Battle.

The competition is tough,
making an impact is easy.

All proceeds benefit Chop’s Teen Club and
our local teens.

March 14, 2020 Luther Burbank Center

whosgotthechops.org
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believed to be in excess of  $40,000, Valen-
cia said. A timeline of  the transfers was 
not clear as of  Thursday. 

“It’s a big puzzle,” Valencia said. 
“We’re waiting for more statements, 
bank information to come in, and then 
we can give the case to the District Attor-
ney’s Office for a prosecution.” 

Twin Hills Union School District Su-
perintendent Barbara Bickford, whose 
school district coordinates with the non-
profit, declined to comment about the 
arrest in an email Thursday. She said 

her district appreciated the hard work of  
board members who manage the educa-
tional foundation.

The nonprofit has switched to a new 
bank and has implemented increased 
security measures, among them re-
quiring two signatures for all transac-
tions the foundation makes, Bickford 
added. The board’s bylaws also are be-
ing revised.

Several attempts to reach members 
of  the Twin Hills Apple Blossom Edu-
cational Foundation were not returned 
Thursday. 

You can reach Staff Writer Nashelly 
Chavez at 707-521-5203 or nashelly.
chavez@pressdemocrat.com.
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As a deputy sheriff, a commer-
cial fisherman and a logger, Paul 
Stefani was far more at home 
than most in the wilds of  Sono-
ma, Mendocino and Humboldt 
counties.

Stefani harvested North Coast 
timber as a young man and he 
fished off the coast before, during 
and after his career with the 
Sonoma County Sheriff’s Office. 
In the 1960s and ’70s, he was a 
pioneer in regional law enforce-
ment efforts to curtail the bur-
geoning trade in outlawed drugs.

A September 1970 Press Dem-
ocrat story on the rising preva-
lence in Sonoma County of  mar-
ijuana, heroin and other illicit 
substances carried the headline, 
“Stefani — a Name the Dopers 
Know.”

The piece delved into the work-
ings and mindset of  a narcotics 
enforcement team headed by the 
logger-turned-undercover sher-
iff’s lieutenant.

One paragraph read, “The 
name Paul Stefani might not 
mean much to you — unless 
you’re a user. Then it’s as familiar 
as (President Richard) Nixon.”

Stefani had been retired from 

law enforcement for 38 years and 
from commercial fishing for 32 
when he died Monday from com-
plications of  cancer. The long-
time resident of  western Sonoma 
County was 86.

“I would classify Paul as 
somewhat of  a local law en-
forcement legend,” said friend 
and retired sheriff’s lieutenant 
Rick Oliver.

“He goes all the way back to 
times that not many of  us re-
member,” Oliver added. “I found 
him to be a quite unusual man.”

Paul Gene Stefani was born in 

Willits on Sept. 1, 1933, to Gino 
and Rita Stefani. He grew up in 
both Mendocino and Sonoma 
counties and in the 1950s served 
a stint with the U.S. Army, win-
ning honors as a member of  a 
pistol accuracy team.

Following his military service 
he traveled to Alaska to operate a 
bulldozer at a remote gold claim. 
He also did logging in Mendocino 
and Humboldt counties, then he 
followed the example of  his fa-
ther, who rose to the rank of  cap-
tain with the Mendocino County 
Sheriff’s Office.

Paul Stefani became an officer 
with the Ukiah Police Depart-
ment. But he missed logging and 
returned to the North Coast for-
ests.

He thought he was just taking 
a short break from logging when 
he signed on in the fall of  1960 as 
a deputy with the Sonoma Coun-
ty Sheriff’s Office. But he liked 
the work, and stayed on.

He was promoted to sergeant 
in 1964, and with the rise of  
drug-related crime was assigned 
as one of  the county’s first nar-
cotics investigators. He was run-
ning a four-man enforcement 
team when late Press Democrat 
reporter and editor Dick Torkel-
son connected with him in the 
fall of  1970.

Torkelson wrote, “Not long 
ago it was rare when The Press 
Democrat carried a story of  drug 
arrests. Now they hardly rank as 
news ... You can sniff pot wherev-
er the young gather, at Juilliard 
Park, at Howarth, at the drive-
ins, at rock concerts. You hear 
about pills and glue and marijua-
na in junior highs, even in ele-
mentary schools.”

The reporter characterized 
Paul Stefani as “a tough cop” 
determined to do what he 
could to stem the flow of  illegal 
drugs.

“I’ve seen him talk straight, 
flat-out blunt to a doper,” Torkel-
son wrote. “But I’ve also seen 
him slip one a ten-spot to help 

with the groceries.”
After Stefani retired from the 

Sheriff’s Office just short of  his 
50th birthday, he returned to 
commercial fishing out of  Bo-
dega Bay full time with his son, 
Greg.

The elder Stefani was long di-
vorced when he met Diane Win-
kelman in a chess club. They 
married in 1990, settled in Se-
bastopol and for decades savored 
travel, fishing, camping and 
playing cards.

Paul Stefani died in his sleep 
Monday at the Kaiser Hospital in 
Santa Rosa.

In addition to his wife in Se-
bastopol and his son in Point 
Arena, he is survived by his step-
daughters, Laura Diaz and Amy 
Head, both of  Santa Rosa, and 
Antonia Bello of  Sebastopol, and 
by numerous grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren.

Stefani’s family suggests 
memorial contributions to the 
Sonoma County Deputy Sheriffs 
Association, 2796 Ventura Ave., 
Santa Rosa 95403, or to Gold 
Ridge Fire Association-Random 
Acts of  Kindness, 4500 Hessel 
Road, Sebastopol 95472.

A celebration of  Stefani’s life 
is planned at 1 p.m. on Jan. 25 
at the Saturday Afternoon Club,  
430 Tenth St. in Santa Rosa.

You can reach Chris Smith at 
707-521-5211 and chris.smith@
pressdemocrat.com.

Former deputy at home outdoors

STEFANI FAMILY

Retired Sonoma County Sheriff’s Deputy Paul Stefani was also a  
fisherman, logger and miner.

Logger and commercial 
fisherman a pioneer in 
local drug enforcement
By CHRIS SMITH
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Production and field crew members Brandon Nordmeyer, right, and Ronza Wilson of Pallet, 
the company that manufactures prefabricated shelters, assemble rows of the structures in a 
parking lot of the juvenile justice center that will be used as a temporary housing solution.

services director, said the county has 
never done something like this — offer-
ing prefabricated outdoor shelters to a 
portion of  the county’s homeless popula-
tion, even for the planned 90-day period. 
But she said she’s excited about the site’s 
ability to help address the escalating cri-
sis at the Joe Rodota Trail encampment 
some 9 miles away. 

“It’s a really lovely, serene site,” Judy 
said. “For people who are coming from 
kind of  traumatic experiences, I’m 
hoping it’s a healing site. There’s lovely 
places to walk. It’s a very calming envi-
ronment out here.” 

Back at the Rodota Trail, a man named 
Joshua was busy changing his socks, 
balancing on some fabric to keep his 
bare feet out of  the mud. Dry socks are 
important here. The cold, wet conditions 
have helped foster an outbreak of  trench 
foot, an ailment most commonly associat-
ed with WWI soldiers. 

Joshua was happy to have the socks. 
He wasn’t exactly pleased about the 
county’s intention to clear the trail, 
saying he’s had no communication with 
people about where he could go. 

Joshua hadn’t heard about the 
planned Los Guilicos shelter. He’s trying 
to find a new spot before the end of  the 
month.

“The only place I know of  is Sam 
Jones,” he said, referring to the Santa 
Rosa-funded, Catholic Charities-run 
Samual L. Jones Hall shelter with nearly 
200 beds.

County Health Services Director 
Barbie Robinson, who this week took 
over as interim head of  the Community 
Development Commission — the coun-
ty’s lead homelessness agency — said 
county teams have worked with Rodota 
trail residents to identify specific needs, 
and are arranging temporary shelter for 
people accordingly. The county won’t, 
for example, suggest a spot in one of  two 
houses county officials recently bought 
for $2.15 million if  people aren’t ready for 
housing. They’ll also prioritize keeping 
family, or friends, together. 

For the Los Guilicos site, the county is 
getting the shelters from Seattle-based 
Pallet, a 4-year-old company that has 
contracted for work in Tacoma, Washing-

ton; Lynnwood, Washington; and Dallas, 
Texas. It has deployed 49 units total, and 
the Los Guilicos site will host 60 with a 
solar panel for each. 

The beauty of  the shelters, CEO Amy 
King said in a phone interview Tuesday, 
is that they can easily be set up, torn 
down and relocated for other uses. 

King said the shelters take 30 minutes 
to set up, but by 3 p.m. Thursday after 
working since 7 a.m., only one of  the 
shelters was complete. 

“Part of  what’s taking the time is we’ve 
gotta level them out,” Judy said. “The 
parking lot’s not level.” 

They also have to seismically brace 
the structures to make sure they’re up to 
code. Bases for the aluminum structures 
sat on mismatched bricks, a level on top 
of  the base to ensure a square founda-
tion. 

The county bought these structures, 
and Judy said it’s likely the county will 
use these — as well as larger, two-per-
son units on order — at other, perhaps 
permanent homeless shelter sites in the 
future. 

Judy said the Los Guilicos site was 
guaranteed to be open by the time the 
Joe Rodota Trail camp was closed Jan. 
29, but it may open sooner depending on 
construction delays. Although 48 people 
already have tentatively confirmed as 
being among the first residents, others 
have said they have no interest in moving 
there. 

Jesse Johnson was posted up outside 
of  a portable toilet, smoking a cigarette 
near an entrance to the Joe Rodota Trail 
adjacent to the Ross department store off  
Stony Point Road. He admits the condi-
tions aren’t particularly favorable. His 
hands hurt from the cold, he said. 

But in the wake of  the powerful rain-
storm, amid biting cold, Johnson still 
scoffed at moving out to Los Guilicos, 
saying “that’s like putting us off in the 
middle of  nowhere.”

You can reach Staff Writer Tyler Silvy at 
707-526-8667 or at tyler.silvy@pressdemo-
crat.com. On Twitter @tylersilvy. 
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UP NEXT 
Sonoma County officials and the sanctioned 
camp’s nonprofit operator will host a 
community meeting about the site at 9 a.m. 
Friday at Berger Center on Oakmont Drive.

“For people who are coming from kind of traumatic 
experiences, I’m hoping it’s a healing site.”
CAROLINE JUDY, Sonoma County general services director, on the Sonoma Valley site
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Coming Sunday
SonomaCounty exodus continues

For the second year since the 2017NorthBaywildfires,SonomaCounty has seen another sharp decline in
population.We randomly askedwhy residents are departing andwe’ll explain their reasoning.

Meet our latest North Bay Spirit Award winner

Keri Vellis and her family have opened their home to 20 foster children over the last seven years, providing
themwith a safe and caring environment, sometimes at a moment’s notice.OurNorth Bay Spirit Award
winner wanted to domore and we’ll explain.

A win away from the Super Bowl

TheSanFrancisco 49ers have advanced toSunday’sNationalFootballConference championship game,and that
means awinover theGreenBayPackerswould send theNiners to theSuperBowl inMiami onFeb.2.

Ted Appel


