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PD’S BEST PHOTOS OF 2019:  
Press Democrat home  
delivery subscribers will 
find The Year in Pictures 
magazine included with 
today’s newspaper.
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HOLDING HERSELF ACCOUNTABLE »  
Popular radio anchor announces 
she is fighting alcoholism.   A3

BASKETBALL REUNION » Former 
Warrior Boykins catches up with 
local athlete he once inspired.   C1

SONOMA GIVES » Special section 
highlights groups working 
toward a better community.   N1

Fountaingrove won’t 
be whole for years

KENT PORTER / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

From Rincon Ridge Drive West, fog-covered Crown Hill Drive in Fountaingrove is busy with new construction at sunrise on Thursday. The 
neighborhood above the Santa Rosa Plain is recovering from the devastation wrought by the 2017 Tubbs fire, but challenges still loom.

Karen Erickson bets she 
could name all her for-
mer neighbors on Bent 

Tree Place in Santa Rosa’s 
Fountaingrove area. She was 
one of the original residents 
of the short, tree-lined street, 
having moved 
there in 1990, 
about the time the 
subdivision off 
Parker Hill Road 
was developed. 
She forged close 
bonds with neighbors, especial-
ly fellow longtime residents. She 
and her husband, Joel, had no 
intention of leaving.

“I was a block captain before 
they had block captains,” Erick-
son said.

Her home was one of  nearly 1,600 in the 
Fountaingrove area destroyed in 2017 by 
the Tubbs fire, which altogether leveled 
more than 4,600 homes, including more 
than 3,000 inside Santa Rosa. Twenty-two 

people died in the fire, including two who 
were overrun by flames in Fountaingrove.

The Ericksons fought with their insurer 
over coverage and discovered crews 
over-excavated their lot during debris 
removal, struggles that delayed their plans 
to rebuild. And their project — a dream 

home with a big pool, basketball court 
and exercise room — now appears too 
expensive for the couple to break ground 
on, Erickson said. Builders are scarce, and 
their planned custom home and amenities 

BETH SCHLANKER / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT, 2019

Karen Erickson, who lost her home in the Tubbs fire, wonders what her next step is as she rests 
on a stone at her property on Bent Tree Place in Santa Rosa on Dec. 16. 

REBUILD AFTER FIRES » Residents struggle with costs, fears, red tape

By WILL SCHMITT
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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ONLINE
Find interactive 
maps and more 
photos by visiting 
pressdemocrat.com 
/fountaingrove

Emails flood officials over SR camp

It started with a trickle in 
September. Residents passing 
by the growing number of  tents 
along a stretch of  public trail in 
west Santa Rosa would share 
their concerns about the home-
less camp, often via email, to 
their elected representatives at 
City Hall and the Board of  Su-
pervisors. 

By mid-October, the trail 
camp had grown to more than 
100 residents, and squalid con-

ditions were setting in that 
would precipitate an emergen-
cy declaration two months later 
and county plans to clear the 
trail by the end of  this month. 

“It was really picking up 
in October, leading up to the 
wildfire,” said Sonoma County 
Supervisor Lynda Hopkins, de-
scribing the level of  public com-

ment on homelessness around 
the time of  the Kincade fire. 

Her district includes the Joe 
Rodota Trail homeless encamp-
ment that by November had be-
come the largest ever on record 
in the county, home to more 
than 200 people.   

“This is a public safety haz-
ard and a humanitarian crisis,” 
Hopkins said at the time, echo-
ing the sentiments of  many 
county residents. 

Authorities are set Sunday to 
begin relocating some residents 
of  the camp that now numbers 
at least 250 people. But county 
officials didn’t take action until 
public feedback reached a fever 
pitch late last year.

By TYLER SILVY  
AND WILL SCHMITT
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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HOMELESS » Public 
decries trail conditions, 
pressuring leaders to act

KENT PORTER / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

The homeless encampment on the Joe Rodota Trail abuts residential areas.

Pat Cipollone

Trump’s 
lawyers 
launch 
defense

WASHINGTON — Lawyers 
for President Donald Trump 
argued Saturday that he had 
valid reasons for withholding 
military aid to Ukraine and that 
House prosecutors overlooked 
facts that are more favorable 
to his case, giving a short pre-
view of  the aggressive defense 
they are expected to mount next 
week in the Senate impeach-
ment trial.

In a two-hour presentation 
that reserved their most provoc-
ative attacks for Monday, mem-
bers of  Trump’s legal team 
echoed the president’s justifi-
cations for his actions toward 
Ukraine and sought to plant 
doubts about both the prosecu-
tors’ case and its lead advocate, 
Rep. Adam Schiff, D-Burbank.

Yet in arguing that the case 
for Trump’s removal was par-
tisan and misleading, lawyers 
for the president omitted facts, 
presented claims that lacked 
context or downplayed evidence 
gathered by House investiga-
tors. Their most sweeping ar-
guments did not specifically de-
fend Trump, but instead framed 
impeachment as no more than 
a politically motivated effort to 
remove him from the ballot in 
November.

“They’re here to perpetrate 
the most massive interference 
in an election in American his-
tory,” said White House counsel 
Pat Cipollone, who said Trump 
did “absolutely nothing wrong.”

“We can’t allow that to hap-
pen. It would violate our Con-
stitution. It would violate our 
history. It would violate our 
obligations to the future,” Cipol-
lone told the Senate. “And most 
importantly, it would violate the 

IMPEACHMENT »  
Opening paints Dems  
as politically motivated
By ELISE VIEBECK, MIKE 
DEBONIS AND RACHAEL BADE
WASHINGTON POST

TURN TO DEFENSE » PAGE A2

Ted Appel
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For as the unsanctioned 
settlement on county park-
land grew in west Santa 
Rosa, so too did the torrent 
of  emails from the public. 

They came in by the 
hundreds, flooding the in-
boxes of  Santa Rosa coun-
cil members, county super-
visors and top officials for 
both local governments. 

Members of  the public 
decried camp conditions. 
They demanded action. 
And, they offered their 
own solutions to one of  the 
county’s most intractable 
problems. 

Emails dating from No-
vember to mid-December 
and obtained by The Press 
Democrat through public 
records requests, show 
business owners docu-
menting a cacophony of  
concerns. Trail users and 
community groups put 
forward petitions calling 
for action, and residents 
pushed for something 
more to be done.

Some of  their proposals 
were clearly unworkable. 
Others appeared cruel and 
inhumane. 

Concerns surge
In early December, the 

chorus of  complaints tied 
to the camp reached a high 
note, calling out the risks it 
presented to public safety 
and health — from uncon-
trolled fires and untreated 
human waste to reports of  
theft, trespassing and vi-
olence, and a growing rat 
infestation. 

Sebastopol resident 
Cheryl Sisson laid out the 
dangerous stakes of  a mess 
she said government lead-
ers had left to fester. 

“This has to stop,” Sisson 
wrote in a Dec. 7 email to 
the Board of  Supervisors. 
“Soon, someone is going 
to get hurt — the homeless 
fear no repercussions and 
people are really starting 
to get angry.”

Elected officials and their 
aides scrambled to answer 
as many emails as possible, 
building spreadsheets and 
special folders to contain 
the mass of  incoming feed-
back. They crafted boil-
erplate responses to use 
as placeholders until they 
could share more personal 
correspondence.  

Supervisor James Gore, 

who represents northern 
Sonoma County, said his 
staff was inundated with 
messages on the camp 
— a different experience 
from the normal deluge of  
emails supervisors get on 
hot-button issues. 

“The distinction on this 
was it was very visceral,” 
Gore said. 

The onslaught came as 
the trail camp continued 
to swell amid colder and 
wetter winter weather. 
The emails and voicemails 
offered a window into how 
elected officials grappled 
with the mounting pres-
sure to take swift action. 

Hopkins, who is nearing 
the end of  her first term 
with the Board of  Super-
visors and is up for reelec-
tion, said the sheer volume 
of  emails was rivaled for 
her only by the experience 
in the wake of  her district’s 
bout with devastating 
floods, and by the county’s 
searing wildfires. And the 
constant emails over road 
damage, she added.

“Yeah, it’s infrastruc-
ture, disaster, homeless-
ness,” Hopkins said.

Residents want respect
Many writers identified 

themselves as taxpayers or 
residents living adjacent 
to the trail, a county park 
within Santa Rosa city lim-
its. 

They expressed frustra-
tion and anger that local 
officials allowed people to 

live on public land in such 
numbers. Fallout from the 
camp was spilling over into 
their yards and businesses, 
they wrote.  

“This isn’t a complex 
issue. I am a tax paying, 
hard working, contribut-
ing member of  society who 
should not feel threatened 
on their own property by 
people who choose to con-
tribute nothing and who 
trespass illegally,” Erin 
Rineberg, of  Santa Rosa, 
said in a Nov. 17 email. 
She voiced concern for 
the well-being of  homeless 
people, but deep dismay 
over repeated instances of  
trespassing. “Homeowners 
should have more rights 
and be treated with more 
respect than they are when 
it comes to the homeless.”

Neighbors near the trail, 
their emotions still raw 
from the Kincade fire and 
the evacuation orders that 
displaced nearly 200,000  res-
idents, returned home to 
watch the camp grow al-
most immediately. Resident 
Bonita Cole spelled out her 
fears in a Nov. 4 email to 
county officials. 

“It occurs to me that one 
carelessly discarded ciga-
rette could turn this trail 
into a tunnel of  fire,” Cole 
said.

Something short of  
that scenario happened 
late last month, when a 
propane tank exploded in 
the trail camp, fueling a 
fire that nearly jumped a 
neighbor’s fence and left a  
150-foot burn scar. It was 
the second such blaze, at 
nearly the same location, 
in as many months. 

Some residents, in-
cluding Samantha Yates, 
shared personal stories. 

Yates called the encamp-
ment strung out along the 
south side of  Highway 12 
an eyesore. It hadn’t af-
fected her personally until 
Dec. 11, when, she said, she 

had packages stolen from 
her porch. A neighbor sus-
pected trail residents, spy-
ing them jumping the fence 
back to the trail. 

“Those were Christmas 
gifts I saved a long time for 
and put a lot of  thought 
into,” Yates wrote in a Dec. 
12 email. “To me, this is a 
personal attack and has 
gone too far.” 

Mary Paternoster is 
chief  operating officer of  
Southpoint Management, 
which has a self-storage 
facility separated from the 
trail by a fence. She sent 
numerous emails to coun-
ty supervisors, attaching 
pictures of  discarded drug 
needles carelessly thrown 
onto the property and doc-
umenting the trail’s con-
tinual growth. 

An email from Pater-
noster to the city about 
untended fires on the trail 
in November rose to Fire 
Chief  Tony Gossner’s at-
tention and prompted an 
investigation by the Santa 
Rosa Fire Department. Af-
ter a conversation with the 
chief  about the complaint 
of  open fires, Fire Marshal 
Scott Moon dispatched two 
inspectors along the trail, 
emails showed. 

The inspectors “ob-
served very little activity” 
on their Nov. 14 visit. They 
reported meeting a home-
owner and trail user who 
was considering selling his 
home because of  the en-
campment and came back 
with “an interesting obser-
vation”: The storage facili-
ty appeared to be “spread-
ing horse manure or some 
type of  fertilizer on the 
ground … It was quite ‘fra-
grant’ to say the least,” a 
fire inspector wrote in an 
email to Moon.

The fertilizer was spread 
along the fence for plant-
ing to beautify the wall as 
part of  the facility’s oper-
ations, Paternoster said in 

an email to The Press Dem-
ocrat. “We have a huge 
facility, we’re constantly 
planting, we’re constantly 
cleaning, we’re constantly 
doing stuff,” she wrote.

Trail use curtailed
While many people 

voiced concerns about 
safety and quality of  life, 
others lodged more niche 
complaints. 

Zeke Gibson wrote to 
bemoan the trail’s impact 
on his family, but also on 
his hobby — flying model 
aircraft, which he likes to 
do on land near the trail. 
Gibson later told The Press 
Democrat that his “small 
RC flying club” has since 
disbanded, the result, in 
part, of  the lack of  access 
to the trail.

He has been jolted from 
sleep early in the morning 
by people picking through 
his recycling, presumably 
looking for cans to trade in 
for change. 

“They are everywhere 
in this city, often within 
feet of  my home where 
my family sleeps,” Gibson 
wrote, “and now I can’t 
even enjoy an occasional 
trip to a dairy field to fly a 
model airplane because of  
this absolute failure of  gov-
ernment?”

John Wilshire and Lynn 
Wilshire complained of  a 
negative review on their 
vacation rental because of  
the homeless problem. 

Debbie Moore said the 
trail camp interfered with 
trips by her household to a 
favored eatery. 

 “I just wanted to let you 
know that we are no longer 
eating dinner at our favor-
ite pho restaurant on Stony 
Point Road due to the en-
campment situation,” 
Moore said in an email to 
county officials. 

Alternatives suggested
In almost every com-

plaint, a solution was of-
fered. 

Residents clamored for a 
sanctioned camp to shelter 
trail residents, pushing for 
sites including the coun-
ty-owned, 72-acre Chanate 
Road hospital property and 
the Sonoma County Fair-
grounds. 

Residents suggested 
3D-printed houses, straw 
bale structures, $350 
Walmart sheds and even a 
Press Democrat special sec-
tion profiling the “home-
less person of  the day.” 

Other ideas for homeless 
campers crossed into dark-

er territory. They included 
a proposal that the county 
“place them in a cage down 
at the old airfield” or “put 
the unwanted behind a 
chain-link fence and deny 
them services.” 

Hopkins vehemently re-
jected such approaches. 

“Internment camps 
are not ever a solution,” 
she said in an interview. 
“They’re human beings on 
the trail. At the end of  the 
day, it could be any of  us.” 

Another concerning sug-
gestion came from lifelong 
Santa Rosa resident Greg 
Haworth. It drew the atten-
tion of  Ray Navarro, Santa 
Rosa’s police chief.

‘Very Bright Lights’
In an email early on 

the morning of  Nov. 6, 
Haworth explained that 
he frequently commuted 
along the trail late at night 
and had to buy a bright 
bicycle light to see, noting 
that he’d found the trail 
blocked by “a man with 
an absurdly long bike” 
the night before. He’d pre-
viously narrowly missed 
hitting a prone man’s head 
and had struck at least 
three rats. 

He dubbed his solution 
“Operation: Very Bright 
Lights,” in which officials 
would use portable lights, 
like those deployed by au-
thorities at checkpoints, to 
brighten part of  the trail 
for safety.

“Illumination is desper-
ately needed,” he wrote.

A city secretary forward-
ed the message to Navarro 
and a handful of  other offi-
cials. The chief  replied to 
check with staff overseen 
by David Gouin, the city’s 
director of  housing and 
community services, giv-
ing at least some credence 
within City Hall to the pro-
posal.

“Check with David’s 
group but I think lighting 
in a county park should 
be directed to the County, 
maybe with the city ex-
plaining that we can bring 
the topic up in our collab-
orative meetings,” Navarro 
wrote on Nov. 6.

In response, a city 
homelessness staffer ex-
pressed her consternation 
to a co-worker: “Really 
Ray?!#@,” she wrote in an 
email.

Gore noted the many 
emails from residents who 
swore those at the trail 
were from outside the 
county or the state, that 
they’re being shipped here 
or that aid provided here 
for homeless people was 
driving more to come — 
all unfounded or incorrect 
based on data, Gore said. 

Nearly 90% of  local 
homeless people lived 
in the county for sever-
al years before becoming 
homeless, according to a 
2019 survey of  the home-
less population.

“I’ve never met an issue 
where people have such 
strong, entrenched opin-
ions,” he said. “People 
have their minds made up 
in spite of  the data.” 

A few emails were more 
compassionate, suggesting 
housing or shelter options 
for campers and urging ac-
tion before nighttime tem-
peratures dipped below 
freezing.

Finally, in late Decem-
ber, the county took its 
biggest step amid the pres-
sure, with the Board of  Su-
pervisors voting to spend 
$11.63 million on a package 
of  short- and long-term 
shelter and housing op-
tions. One is a sanctioned 
camp that will take 60 peo-
ple living on the Joe Rodota 
Trail. Move-in at the coun-
ty’s Los Guilicos campus 
in east Santa Rosa is set 
to begin Sunday, several 
days before authorities are 
scheduled to clear the trail.  

Hopkins acknowledged 
the push for solutions, 
saying she was inspired by 
residents willing to pitch 
in and work toward some-
thing better. 

“I honestly think there’s 
such a hunger for change,” 
Hopkins said. “Frustration 
is a critical driver for in-
novation. I think it’s been 
the fault of  government 
too long to think we know 
best. The community is on 
board and is invested in 
solutions.” 

You can reach Staff Writer 
Tyler Silvy at 707-526-8667 
or at tyler.silvy@pressdem-
ocrat.com. On Twitter @ty-
lersilvy. You can reach Staff 
Writer Will Schmitt at 707-
521-5207 or will.schmitt@
pressdemocrat.com. On 
Twitter @wsreports  
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PHOTOS BY KENT PORTER / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Henok Tewold walks his dog, Teg, on Jan. 14 along the Joe Rodota Trail in Santa Rosa.

Kevin Brown puts on his shoes Jan. 14 at a friend’s 
encampment along the Joe Rodota Trail, just east of Stony 
Point Road in Santa Rosa. 
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sonomalibrary.org

Overdue book fines
are such a bummer.

That’s why we got rid of them.
Now, come back to the library!

WE FORGIVE YOUBINGE-WORTHY
Sorcery? Romance?

Espionage?Talking animals?
Whatever your genre,
we have you covered.
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