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At least nine top Sonoma 
County government o!cials, 
including the elected sheri" and 
district attorney, have relied 
on public funds to pay for their 
membership in a politically in-

fluential business group under 
fire for what critics say is a his-
tory of  problems with diversity 
and inclusion, newly obtained 
county records show.

The membership dues for the 
Sonoma County Alliance start 
at $250 and rise to nearly $1,500 
for “sustaining” members, and 
have been covered for the group 
of  government o!cials by tax-
payer or ratepayer funds since 
at least 2014, records indicate.

The payments for individual 

memberships show up as re-
imbursements to those county 
o!cials. They came to light fol-
lowing a public records request 
by The Press Democrat after 
the Sonoma County Alliance 
became a flashpoint last month 
over its makeup and message 
following inflammatory written 
comments by its then-president 
Doug Hilberman.

Hilberman resigned in the en-
suing outcry, and key members 
of  the Alliance, including health 

care giants Kaiser Permanente 
and Sutter Health, have pulled 
out of  the group, saying its val-
ues did not match theirs.

The public spending on coun-
ty memberships for the private 
business group caught some 
o!cials by surprise this week, 
while critics said it raised ques-
tions about potential conflicts 
and undercut the county’s own 
initiatives to support diversity 
and inclusion in civic life.

“I think it’s totally inappro-

priate that ratepayer or taxpay-
er funds are being used to sub-
sidize membership,” said Susan 
Gorin, chair of  the Board of  Su-
pervisors.

Gorin and several of  her 
board colleagues said they were 
unaware of  the county’s policy 
for reimbursement of  dues to 
the Sonoma County Alliance, 
which has an influential po-
litical action committee that 

Public money behind memberships
Top o!cials’ Sonoma 
County Alliance dues 
came from taxpayers

By MARTIN ESPINOZA
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After delaying a walkout for 
months because of  the corona-
virus pandemic, hundreds of  
health care workers at Santa 
Rosa Memorial Hospital are ex-
pected to begin a five-day strike 
on Monday.

Workers say they are pro-
testing a variety of  issues, in-
cluding proposed increases to 
employee health care costs, 
reductions in paid time o" and 
the ongoing lack of  personal 
protective equipment during 
the pandemic.

Represented by the National 
Union of  Healthcare Workers, 
or NUHW, the 740 union em-
ployees include nursing assis-
tants, radiologic technologists, 
respiratory therapists, house-
keepers and dietary aides.

Providence St. Joseph Health, 
which runs Memorial Hospital, 
criticized the union for staging 
a strike at a time when hospi-
talizations of  COVID-19 patients 
are on the rise. But one union 
member said workers called the 
strike back in February but put 
it o" because of  the pandemic.

“This was a hard decision,” 
said Steven Batson, an anes-
thesia technologist who works 
in the surgery department. 
“They’re using the pandemic 
as a weapon to raise our health 
care costs.”

Tyler Hedden, Memorial Hos-
pital’s chief  executive, said in 
a statement Saturday the hos-
pital’s emergency department 
would be fully sta"ed to meet 
emergency needs. Memorial 

Hospital 
strike  
to begin 
Monday
Workers at SR Memorial 
set to protest conditions, 
proposed cost increases
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Patrick Rutten of Santa Rosa participates in a Bridge the Blue rally at Old Courthouse Square in Santa Rosa on Saturday. The group of about 
35 rallygoers was part of a larger national showing in support of law enforcement organized by Texas nonprofit Bridge the Blue.

Police supporters hold rally
By DIANE PETERSON
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Rebekah Citlau is a big believer in support-
ing law enforcement, but she also thinks it’s 
vital to bring the nation together through 

healthy, constructive debate about racism and 
bigotry.

“I support All Black Lives, and all the voices 
that encompass our racial and political history,” 
Citlau said at a pro-police rally Saturday in down-
town Santa Rosa. “We have to come together. ... 
I believe in Martin Luther King’s dream. It’s the 
content of  our character and not the color of  our 
skin.”

Citlau, a Sonoma County resident, was one of  
35 people who showed up at the “Bridge the Blue” 

SANTA ROSA ! BRIDGE THE BLUE EVENT

What you’d like to do is 
stack a platter with 
your most fabulous 

home-baked cookies and head 
out to o"er them to isolated and 
hurting elders, sitting a spell 
with those who’d savor a bit of  
conversation.

But you can’t.
I’ve spoken with a number 

of  caring people who’ve struck 
upon next-best things to do for 
seniors, many of  whom wither 
alone in defensive quarantine 
from the pandemic.

“I myself  phone 22 seniors 

every other Thursday, just to 
see how they’re doing,” said 
Carmen Taylor.

A widowed resident of  a 
retirement complex in Santa 
Rosa, Carmen is no kid herself. 
“I’m going to be 88 in about two 
weeks,” she said.

She volunteers with the 

I’m Home Alone program of  
Catholic Charities. It, like the 
Petaluma People Services 
Center’s You Are Not Alone 
program (petalumapeople.org/
volunteer), enlists volunteers 
to become regular phone pals 
of  elders who are mostly or 
entirely shut in.

Carmen is sure she gets as 
much from the conversations as 
the people she calls.

“They’re lonely,” she said. 
“Some of  them look at me as a 
friend.”

Phone calls and other e"orts 

to connect with seniors might 
never have been more import-
ant than right now, with so 
many of  them in despair from 
being cut o" from family and 
friends and normal life.

“I realize our calls are lasting 
longer as the months go by,” 
said Michelle Osmon, coordi-
nator of  the Catholic Charities 
program. The elders’ hunger 
for human connection, even 
telephonic, grows as their isola-
tion is prolonged.

“They count on their call,” 
said Osmon. She welcomes 

potential I’m Home Alone 
volunteers to phone Catholic 
Charities at 528-8712, extension 
160, or go to www.srcharities.
org/volunteer.

FROM OAKMONT, Karen 
Oswald shares: “Many of  us 
make daily e"orts to connect 
with those of  our friends who 
no longer have a spouse or 
partner to help alleviate the 
impact of  being isolated.”

Karen and other Oakmonters 

Small kindnesses can be huge to elders who are shut in
CHRIS SMITH

Bridge the Blue 
rally attendee Tim 
Delaney, left, of 
Santa Rosa, shakes 
hands with Chris-
topher Beasley 
of Santa Rosa on 
Saturday at Old 
Courthouse Square. 
Beasley spoke 
passionately about 
violence toward 
Black people by 
law enforcement as 
several rallygoers 
had discussions 
with Beasley and 
other Black Lives 
Matter supporters.

TURN TO SMITH ! PAGE A!

Several dozen demonstrators show support for law enforcement
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endorses in local elections and 
funnels money to candidates and 
ballot measure contests. It has 
tended to favor more centrist and 
conservative candidates and po-
litical causes.

Herman G. Hernandez, a rising 
leader in the Latino community 
and member of  the county Board 
of  Education, was surprised to 
hear of  the extent of  the coun-
ty’s involvement with the orga-
nization. He said the revelations 
made sense for those like him 
who have sought to highlight the 
longstanding power structure in 
the area.

“It’s kind of  the good old boys’ 
way of  running government 
and business,” said Hernandez. 
“This is one of  the things that 
makes the Sonoma County Alli-
ance so powerful — its big mem-
bership base.”

The Alliance had 355 members 
last year, including a long list of  
government executives and busi-
ness leaders.

Dues covered for at least !
Until recently, at least 15 coun-

ty o!cials, including two county 
supervisors, Shirlee Zane and 
James Gore, have been paying 
members of  the group, according 
to records provided by the county.

Zane and Gore have paid for 
their own memberships out of  
campaign funds, an allowed 
practice.

At least nine of  the 15 coun-
ty o!cials have regularly had 
their membership dues covered 
by public funds, county records 
show and new reporting uncov-
ered.

In addition to Sheri" Mark 
Essick and District Attorney 
Jill Ravitch, the group of  bene-
ficiaries includes: Erick Roeser, 
the county’s elected auditor- 
controller-treasurer-tax collec-
tor; Tennis Wick, the director 
of  Permit Sonoma, the county’s 
planning and building depart-
ment; Karlene Navarro, director 
of  the Independent O!ce of  Law 
Enforcement Review and Out-
reach; Jon Stout, the Sonoma 
County Airport manager; Becky 
Bartling, CEO of  the Sonoma 
County Fairgrounds; Kate Kelly, 
spokeswoman and marketing di-
rector for Sonoma Clean Power, 
the public electricity supplier; 
and Misti Wood, the Sheri"’s Of-
fice spokeswoman.

Two county agencies, Sonoma 
Water and the Economic Devel-
opment Board, also are mem-
bers of  the alliance under dues 
paid for by public funds, records 
show. Until its recent pullout, 
Sonoma Clean Power, the county 
chartered public utility supplier, 
was also a member, and its annu-
al dues were covered by agency 
funds, according to Kelly, the 
spokeswoman. 

Some members’ names and af-
filiated departments surfaced in 
a roster provided by the county 
of  department heads who had 
professional a!liations or mem-

berships paid for by public funds. 
Separately, The Press Democrat 
reached out to other county em-
ployees not named in records but 
listed as members in a 2019 Sono-
ma County Alliance publication.

The documents provided by 
the county do not show how 
much money was spent, or for 
how long the a!liated employ-
ees have had their memberships 
reimbursed.

Call to halt payments
Gorin said she has already in-

structed County Administrator 
Sheryl Bratton to provide an ac-
counting of  the public costs for 
Alliance memberships, and she 
said the county should stop those 
payments immediately.

“I absolutely see a problem 
with this,” said Gorin. “We can-
not on one side condemn racist 
and sexist behavior, and on the 
other hand support an organiza-
tion that lacks diversity on their 
board and certainly in their pub-
lic messages to the community.”

The public spending on dues 
for professional organizations is 
common for public o!cials, who 
belong to a wide range of  trade 
and accrediting groups as part 
of  their jobs. For example, the 
county’s top civil attorney, Coun-
ty Counsel Bruce Goldstein, has 
four memberships paid for by the 
county, including the California 
Bar Association and the Sonoma 
County Bar Association. 

But Hana Callaghan, direc-
tor of  government ethics at the 
Markkula Center for Applied 
Ethics at Santa Clara Universi-
ty, drew a distinction between 
public-sponsored professional 
a!liations and memberships in 
groups like the Alliance, with 
longstanding ties to particular 
interest groups and a large polit-
ical footprint.

“To say the least, it’s not ideal. 
It is taxpayer money,” Callaghan 
said. “When joining as an indi-
vidual, unless being required to 
do that by your job or your role 
— and requiring and desiring are 
di"erent things — it would be bet-
ter for individuals that are joining 
to pay for that themselves.”

As the county’s preeminent 
business networking and polit-

ical advocacy group, the Sono-
ma County Alliance has spent 
nearly $250,000 in the past five 
years to influence local politics. 
It endorsed four of  the five in-
cumbents on the Board of  Super-
visors.

In response to the revelations 
about county spending on Alli-
ance memberships, Gorin, who 
has never received the group’s 
endorsement, along with Zane 
and Gore, called for an immedi-
ate board discussion of  the issue, 
citing the business group’s cur-
rent public relations crisis.

“I think in the past you could 
justify it,” Zane said of  the coun-
ty memberships. “It’s an oppor-
tunity to network and work with 
people and further our cause and 
our mission of  serving Sonoma 
County residents. I don’t see that 
as having been a conflict, but it is 
now. Was it a problem all along? 
Yeah, probably. But a lot of  stu" 
is being exposed right now.”

Embroiled in controversy
The Alliance was thrust into 

the center of  controversy after 
the letter last month from Hilber-
man, posted on the group’s web-
site, which sought to respond to 
weeks of  civil unrest in the coun-
ty amid Black Lives Matter pro-
tests and calls for police reform. 
It led o" with the inflammatory 
phrase “ALL lives matter” and 
went on to question the cost and 
purpose of  protest movements 
across a half-century of  Ameri-
can history.

Hilberman, owner of  a Santa 
Rosa architecture firm, resigned 
days later after the letter was 
removed from the group’s web-
site and an apology posted in 
its place. That did not quell the 
backlash from Alliance mem-
bers and the wider community.

In the upheaval, at least two 
board members stepped down 
— Judy James, Kaiser Perma-
nente’s public a"airs director 
in Marin and Sonoma counties, 
and Kelly, the marketing and 
communications chief  for Sono-
ma Clean Power, which also an-
nounced its pullout.

Other a!liated companies that 
have cut ties include Redwood 
Credit Union and the North Bay 

Business Journal, which 
is owned by Sonoma Me-
dia Investments, owner 
of  The Press Democrat.

County o!cials, too, 
have renounced mem-
bership, including Rav-
itch; Deva Proto, the 
elected county clerk, 
recorder, assessor and 
registrar of  voters; Wick, 
the Permit Sonoma di-
rector; and Navarro, 
the independent law en-
forcement watchdog.

“I spoke at length with 
another member about 
the need to be at the ta-
ble to e"ect change, but 
from what I see, your ta-
ble continues to include 
those who support the 
message that I reject,” 
Ravitch wrote in a July 8 
letter to Alliance Execu-
tive Director Brian Ling, 
withdrawing her mem-
bership.

Hernandez said he 
welcomed Ravitch’s 
move to leave the group 
but voiced disappoint-
ment that she, Essick 
and Roeser used tax dol-
lars rather than campaign funds 
to pay for their memberships.

Ravitch said she joined as a 
representative of  the Family 
Justice Center last year. In her 
letter, she promised to reimburse 
the county for its payments on 
her behalf.

Proto and her top deputy, 
Amanda King, have always per-
sonally paid for their member-
ships, they said in interviews. 

Two other o!cials who 
showed up as Alliance members 
but were not listed on the records 
produced by the county are An-
gie Dillon-Shore, executive di-
rector for First 5 Sonoma, which 
focuses on child care and educa-
tion; and Simeon Walton, exec-
utive secretary for the General 
Services department. Neither 
returned emails or calls seeking 
confirmation of  their member-
ship status or whether they paid 
their own dues.

Stout, the airport manager, 
Bartling, the fairgrounds CEO, 
and Wood, the Sheri"’s O!ce 
spokeswoman, all get reim-
bursed by their respective agen-
cies, as does the sheri".

“Being a member gives me 
regular access, via meetings and 
events, to community members 
who are part of  or related to 
these organizations,” Wood said. 
“That access helps me under-
stand our community and build 
relationships.”

Essick is on vacation, accord-
ing to Sgt. Juan Valencia, a de-
partment spokesman, and wasn’t 
available for comment.

‘Change is good’
Ling would not specify this 

week how many members and 
board directors the Alliance now 
has, nor provide details on what 
share of  its ranks are govern-
ment o!cials with memberships 
paid for through their employ-
ers or how many members have 
dropped out. He has said pre-

viously that the group 
lost less than 10% of  its 
membership.

Zane, who gave up 
her membership just 
last week, said given the 
recent events and the 
broader national discus-
sion on race and equity, 
it may be time for all of  
those associated with 
the county to consider 
giving up their member-
ships, or at least paying 
their own way.

The optics of  county- 
paid memberships to a 
group accused of  sys-
temic bias don’t align 
well with the county’s 
own equity goals, she 
said, citing a key rea-
son she renounced her 
membership. Last week, 
Sonoma County super-
visors appointed an in-
terim director for the 
county’s newly created 
Equity O!ce, which 
will recommend new 
policies and programs 
to prevent disparate ra-
cial outcomes.

“I would say we’re 
all evolving, aren’t we?” Zane 
said. “Change is good. Change is 
good.”

Supervisor Gore has main-
tained his membership, pre-
ferring to wait and see how the 
Alliance addresses communi-
ty concerns and its pledge to 
change.

“Everybody has to use what’s 
going on as a visceral gut check,” 
Gore said, referring to how en-
tities like the Alliance and the 
county should move to address 
ongoing problems with diversity, 
inclusion and bias. “Our move-
ment on the Equity O!ce is one 
example of  that.”

Ling said the group has con-
tracted with Inclusion, an in-
ternational diversity consulting 
firm that has worked with such 
heavyweights as ExxonMobile, 
Halliburton and ESPN. The com-
pany’s Bay Area consulting team 
will work with the Alliance on a 
host of  measures, including di-
versity and inclusion training for 
the board of  directors and Ling, 
as well as a series of  listening 
sessions.

Gore, meanwhile, said he 
would welcome a broader con-
versation about the county’s 
policies regarding publicly spon-
sored memberships in private 
groups, particularly those with a 
political bent. He acknowledged 
that the Sonoma County Alli-
ance, and even Los Cien, aren’t 
the same as social clubs such as 
Rotary or Kiwanis.

“Obviously, in light of  what the 
Alliance is going through, that’s 
a deeper level question,” Gore 
said. “I think that’s an important 
conversation to have. ... Anybody 
who lobbies us, we should have 
a conversation about what’s ap-
propriate.”

You can reach Sta! Writer Tyler 
Silvy at 707-526-8667 or tyler.
silvy@pressdemocrat.com. On 
Twitter @tylersilvy.

ALLIANCE
CONTINUED FROM A!
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“To say the least, it’s not ideal. It is taxpayer money. … It would be better  
for individuals that are joining to pay for that themselves.”
HANA CALLAGHAN, director of government ethics at Markkula Center for Applied Ethics at Santa Clara University
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County Supervisor Shirlee Zane, along with Supervisor James Gore, has 
paid for her own membership in the Sonoma County Alliance out of 
campaign funds, an allowed practice; she left the group last week. Zane, 
Gore and Supervisor Susan Gorin have called for a board discussion of 
dues paid with public funds for other top county officials. 
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534 lark!eld center, santa rosa 707.578.2020
www.sonomaeyeworks.com

Sonoma Eyeworks
is happy to announce we are open

by appointment only.
Call store for details: 707-578-2020

Our new hours: Monday thru Friday 10am to 5pm

AFTER SYNERGYLIFTBEFORE

With our heightened measures for health and safety, you can feel con!dent coming in for
surgical procedures, Botox Cosmetic, CoolSculpting treatments and more.

In-of!ce
consultations

707-473-0220
Healdsburg & San Francisco
thejacobscenter.com

Virtual
consultations
calendly.com/thejacobscenter

* patient
results vary

See our website for details!

On Now!

Thanks for helping Sonoma County
get back to business safely.
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