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By Nicholas Ibarra
nibarra@santacruzsentinel.com 
@nickmibarra on Twitter

WATSONVILLE >> Watsonville en-
acted an eviction moratorium 
Monday, joining the growing 
number of California jurisdiction 
to adopt protections that broadly 
apply to tenants left unable to af-
ford their rent due to the novel 
coronavirus.

Tenants in the city who lose 
their jobs or see their income fall 
due to COVID-19 — and related 
state and local orders — are pro-
tected from eviction for inability 
to pay rent through May 31.

The moratorium applies to 
both residential and commercial 
tenants.

Eligible for protection are those 
who are laid off, see their wages, 
hours or incomes reduced due 
to the virus. Tenants who miss 
work to care for relative who is 
sick with or at high-risk of infec-
tion from the virus — or to care 
for a homebound child who would 
otherwise be in school — are also 
covered.

To demonstrate their need, 
tenants must notify their land-
lords and provide documenta-
tion or other “objectively verifi-
able means.”

Once the moratorium ends, 
tenants must fully repay their 
rent within six months. In the in-
terim, they are directed to pay 
landlords as much as they can 
afford.

Watsonville became the first 
jurisdiction in Santa Cruz County 
to enact an eviction moratorium. 
Similar protections were enacted 
covering unincorporated Santa 
Cruz County on Tuesday, and set 
to be considered in Santa Cruz and 
Scotts Valley Tuesday evening, and 
in Capitola on Thursday.

Monterey County and San Jose 
each passed eviction protections 
for those affected by the corona-
virus last week.

California Gov. Gavin Newsom 
paved the way for the wave of lo-
cal protections on March 16, issu-
ing an executive order aimed at 
giving local governments the au-
thority to halt evictions at least 
through May 31.

In Watsonville, the City Council 
first considered the eviction mor-
atorium at an emergency meet-
ing Friday. But the meeting was 
plagued by technical issues affect-
ing the number of council mem-
bers attending the meeting re-
motely, prompting the council to 
adjourn until Monday.
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A lone motorist steers through Highway 17’s Laurel Curve as the unobstructed lines of the thoroughfare take on a geometric rhythm 
Tuesday morning. One of the coincidental benefits of the current shelter in place is far less cars on the road and a significantly 
reduced human collective carbon footprint.  
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ALONE IN THE LANES

By Jessica A. York
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@reporterjess on Twitter

SANTA CRUZ >> Frustrated with the 
speed of local government coro-
navirus relief response, local ac-
tivists gathered together several 
dozen homeless people Monday 
night at the downtown Town 
Clock to hand out $5,000 worth 
of single-night hotel vouchers.

Behind the goodwill gesture, 
said Keith McHenry of the local 
Food Not Bombs group, was an 
effort to spur city and county of-
ficials into immediately take on 
the responsibility moving for-
ward. McHenry said he was able 

to fund the expenditure with the 
help of a grant fund he had se-
cured earlier.

During Monday’s downtown 
gathering, co-hosted by Food 
Not Bombs and officers from the 
Santa Cruz Chapter of the Califor-
nia Homeless Union, organizers 
provided vouchers for 39 hotels 
rooms at five area hotels, provid-
ing a night of shelter to 81 peo-
ple, McHenry said. He hoped to 
be able to continue offering ad-
ditional nights going forward, he 
said.

“If they’re not doing anything 
or they’re not going to do any-
thing and unless we put them in 
a position where they’re so em-

barrassed, they have to do some-
thing,” McHenry said. “I’ve been 
sending out emails about this for 
about two and a half weeks.”

According to the 2019 Point-
in-Time Count, 2,167 Santa Cruz 
County residents are homeless, in-
cluding about 1,700 people who do 
not have access to shelter.

Santa Cruz County County 
Administrative Office and Hu-
man Services Department offi-
cials have been working to se-
cure emergency hotel rooms to 
provide safe and isolated areas 
specifically for homeless individ-
uals diagnosed with COVID-19. 
Santa Cruz County Assistant Ad-
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Activists  draw virus shelter battle lines
Dozens of 
homeless 
individuals 
gathered 
Monday night 
at Santa Cruz’s 
downtown 
Town Clock 
to acquire 
activist-
offered hotel 
vouchers. 
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SANTA CRUZ >> The Santa Cruz 
County District Attorney’s Of-
fice reminds residents that 
price gouging is illegal after 
a proclamation of a State of 
Emergency.

Gov. Gavin Newsom issued 
a proclamation of a State of 
Emergency March 4. After a 
proclamation or declaration of 
a State of Emergency is made, 
according to a press release 
from the District Attorney’s 
Office, price gouging is illegal, 
as defined in California Penal 
Code section 396.

It is illegal to sell items such 
as consumer food items or 

goods and emergency or med-
ical supplies during a state of 
emergency or local emergency 
for a price greater than 10% 
charged by the seller of those 
goods immediately before the 
emergency is declared, accord-
ing to the code. The exception 
is if the price increase is be-
cause of additional costs im-
posed by the supplier of the 

goods or for labor or materials.
Violating section 396 is a 

misdemeanor punishable by up 
to one year in county jail and/
or a fine of up to $10,000, ac-
cording to the code.

To report an incident of price 
gouging, call 831-454-2050 or 
complete a Price Gouging In-
cident Report at datinternet.
co.santa-cruz.ca.us. The form 

can be emailed to cfep@santa-
cruzcounty.us or sent by US 
mail to Santa Cruz County 
District Attorney’s Office, Con-
sumer Fraud Protection Divi-
sion, 701 Ocean Street, Room 
200, Santa Cruz, CA 95060.

Residents are also encour-
aged to report fraud. In a 
March 20 press release from 
the Department of Justice, U.S. 
Attorney David L. Anderson of 
the Northern District of Cali-
fornia urged people to report 
suspected fraud related to CO-
VID-19 by calling the National 
Center for Disaster Fraud ho-
tline at 1-866-720-5721 or to e-
mail disaster@leo.gov.

Contact reporter Elaine Ingalls 
at 831-706-3253.

SANTA CRUZ COUNTY

DA warns of price gouging during COVID-19 pandemic

On Monday, city became 
county's first to adopt 
protections for renters 
impacted by the pandemic
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It is illegal to sell items such as consumer 
food items or goods and emergency or 
medical supplies during a state of emergency 
or local emergency for a price greater than 
10% charged by the seller of those goods 
immediately before the emergency is 
declared, according to the code.
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ministrative Officer Elissa
Benson said in a weekend
release that the county’s
homeless population “rep-
resents a particular area of
concern due to their inabil-
ity to safely isolate if symp-
tomatic.”

“There are 60 hotel
rooms that are either un-
der contract or imminently
under contract,” county
spokesman Jason Hoppin
wrote in an email update
Tuesday. “We expect to have
more soon. There is inter-
est within the hospitality
industry to help out.”

Crowding
Monday’s gathering,

which recorded footage
showed as a large crowd
closely packed together,
drew the scrutiny of local
law enforcement. During
Tuesday afternoon’s Santa
Cruz City Council meeting,
Police Chief Andy Mills an-
nounced that most people
have been complying with
the county- and state-im-
posed stay-at-home orders,
with some exceptions. He
specifically cited golfers at
the DeLaveaga Golf Course
and Town Clock gatherings
as not complying, saying
that his department would
be “more likely to engage
in enforcement” with those
parties.

Countywide, local law
enforcement agencies an-
nounced Tuesday that they
had directed officers and
deputies to contact indi-
viduals who are gather-
ing and non-essential busi-
nesses still operating to
gain compliance. Volun-
tary compliance with the

local shelter-in-place or-
der will be sought, accord-
ing to a release from the
Santa Cruz Law Enforce-
ment Chief’s Association,
but if that compliance is
not gained, officers will
enforce those codes. Mills
said Tuesday that he had is-
sued a cease and desist or-
der to McHenry and Food
Not Bombs’ feeding efforts
downtown.

Asked if the downtown
gathering with little physi-
cal distance between people
were medically irresponsi-
ble during the pandemic,
McHenry defended the ac-
tivists’ efforts.

“The city is the prob-
lem, the county is the prob-
lem. First of all, they should
have put everybody in two
weeks ago,” McHenry said
Tuesday, adding that activ-
ists are working to increase
so-called social distancing
practices. “Secondly, these
people are so desperate,
they don’t listen to you.
The desperation has been
incredible and we actually
spray paint the 6-foot mark-
ers on the sidewalk. A lot of
times people pay attention
to that, but a lot of them go,
‘Oh, this is a hoax, this virus
is not a real thing.’”

Camp dispersal
The grassroots hotel

voucher effort came after

the Santa Cruz Police De-
partment dispersed a large
Water Street tent encamp-
ment stretching down side-
walk adjacent to the down-
town post office. Law en-
forcement directed those
who had been sleeping in
the encampment to go to a
temporary city-run “triage
center” site set up in the
city-owned “Lot 17” next
to the Kaiser Permanent
Arena on Friday. Of that
group, two people were di-
rected to the homeless shel-
ter hosted by the Salvation
Army at the National Guard
Armory in DeLaveaga Park
and one 84-year-old man
with cancer was immedi-
ately given a hotel voucher,
said city spokesman Ralph
Dimarucut.

Initially, city officials
said late last week that
city-funded hotel rooms
they had secured were
being reserved for indi-
viduals requiring isola-
tion or quarantine, or who
were symptomatic. Subse-
quently, another 14 people
from the downtown camp
were given hotel vouch-
ers as an interim measure
over the weekend, Dimaru-
cut said.

Moving forward, Assis-
tant to the City Manager
Susie O’Hara said that “no
encampments will be dis-
persed in a way that cre-

ates more risk of COVID-19
spread.” The federal Centers
for Disease Control and Pre-
vention have released coro-
navirus-related guidance
among people experienc-
ing unsheltered homeless-
ness that states encamp-
ments should not be dis-
persed unless “individual
housing units are avail-
able,” though individuals
can be encouraged to prop-
erly spread out their tents
and sleeping quarters and
government is told to pro-
vide nearby working and
fully stocked restrooms or
portable toilets.

Gov. Gavin Newsom has
set aside $422,309 in emer-
gency coronavirus home-
lessness funding out of a
statewide $100 million al-
location for shelter support
and emergency housing for
local governments. It was
unclear Tuesday how soon
the money would be dis-
tributed locally and to what
specific uses.

The latest local guid-
ance and information on
COVID-19 can be found
online at santacruzhealth.
org/coronavirus. Residents
are encouraged to call 211 or
text “COVID19” to 211211 for
state and local public health
information.

Contact reporter Jessica A.
York at 831-706-3264.
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The urgency ordi-
nance enacting the mor-
atorium narrowly passed
late Monday afternoon in
a 5-2 vote with council-
members Trina Coffman-
Gomez and Ari Parker op-
posed. Urgency ordinances
in the city require support
from at least five council
members.

Watsonville renter Anita
Gabrie, 67, wrote to the
council over the weekend
to detail how coronavirus
is impacting her ability to
pay rent.

“I have no savings. No
family,” Gabrie wrote. “My
only source of income is a
small shop that has been
closed due to Covid-19 shut
downs. I will be homeless
if the City Council does
not enact a moratorium
on evictions immediately.”

About 58% of Wat-
sonville residents live in
rented homes, according
to a staff report.

Area landlords, how-
ever, raised concerns about
the protections and argued
that withholding rental in-
come could leave them un-
able to afford mortgages
and other expenses.

“I believe that people
should not be tossed out
on the street but all the
responsibility should not
be put on the shoulders
of the landlords,” Watson-
ville landlord Tony Mes-
sina wrote in an email co-
signed by his wife, Cas-
sandra. “Perhaps the city
government should pay the
rent that the tenants are in
arrears so that they won’t
be evicted, and the city
could collect after several
months of non payment.”

Kathy Oliver, owner of
Oliver Property Manage-
ment, warned the morato-
rium has “many holes and
potential lawsuits con-
nected to it.”

“This ordinance is going
to affect over 95% of our
landlords that we man-
age for, and I just wanted
to let you know that not
all of them are these big,
conglomerate corporate
landlords,” Oliver told the
council Monday.

Her company manages
about 400 properties in
Watsonville on behalf of
more than 300 owners,

she said.
“The abuse has already

started,” Oliver said, re-
counting a call from a ten-
ant who she said was con-
testing an ongoing evic-
tion who had cited the
then-proposed morato-
rium.

Other landlords argued
that commercial tenants
may not need the same
kinds of protections as
those renting homes.

A number of commu-
nity-centered nonprof-
its and health providers
voiced support for the mor-
atorium, including health
clinic Salud Para La Gente.

The nonprofit Watson-
ville Law Center backed
the moratorium, urging
the council to amend lan-
guage in an earlier version
of the ordinance requiring
tenants to provide “verifi-
able documentation” to
landlords to demonstrate
their need.

The final version of Wat-
sonville’s ordinance broad-
ened that documentation
requirement to mirror lan-
guage other proposed mor-
atoriums, requiring ten-
ants to demonstrate their
need “through documen-
tation or other objectively
verifiable means.

Maria Cadenas, execu-
tive director of nonprofit
Santa Cruz Community
Ventures, echoed the law
center’s push to remove
the documentation re-
quirement while lauded
the move to enact a mor-
atorium in an email to
the City Council. The or-
dinance, Cadenas wrote,
will “alleviate the stress
in the community and en-
sure people are more likely
to stay at home during
this crisis — ensuring the
health of our community.”

The final version of
the moratorium included
amendments from Coun-
cilman Aurelio Gonzalez.
Gonzales successfully mo-
tioned to amend the ordi-
nance to include strength-
ened provisions aimed at
preventing landlords from
seeking collections or en-
gaging in retaliation.

“We have to try to keep
people in shelter,” Gonza-
lez said Monday. “That’s
the key part right here.
It’s not that we’re trying
to punish landlords. We’re
trying to save lives.”

An earlier version of this
story ran online Monday.
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The Associated Press

SACRAMENTO >> In an un-
precedented order, Califor-
nia’s chief justice on Mon-
day suspended all superior
court jury trials for 60 days
because of the coronavirus
outbreak.

“The world, country, and
state face a life-threatening
pandemic caused by the
COVID-19 virus,” Chief Jus-
tice Tani G. Cantil-Sakauye
said in her order, which im-
pacts all 58 superior courts.

Local courts can, how-
ever, choose to conduct
some business — just not
jury trials.

The courts are consid-
ered essential services that
are exempt from Gov. Gavin

Newsom’s stay-at-home or-
der that shut many govern-
ment offices as well as most
commercial businesses.

But the social distancing
procedures aimed at slow-
ing the spread of the coro-
navirus — such as limiting
gatherings — are difficult
under usual court condi-
tions, Cantil-Sakauye said.

“Court proceedings re-
quire gatherings of court
staff, litigants, attorneys,
witnesses, and juries, well
in excess of the numbers
allowed for gathering un-
der current executive and
health orders,” she said in
her order.

Even if the courts could
meet the requirements,
school closures mean that

many court employees and
others can’t make court
because they are watching
their children, the chief jus-
tice said.

“These restrictions have
also made it nearly impos-
sible for courts to assemble
juries,” she said.

Under her order, all civil
and criminal jury trials will
be suspended for 60 days
unless there is “good cause
shown” for an earlier trial.
Trials also may be held via
remote technology when
appropriate.

“A suspension of a right,
such as the right to a speedy
trial, can only be delayed by
good cause,” Peter Allen, a
court system spokesman,
said in an email. “The chief

justice is basically saying
the pandemic itself is good
cause unless a local judge
finds good cause not to fol-
low this order based on lo-
cal circumstances.”

The courts also are al-
lowed to adopt any rules
immediately to address the
impact of the virus.

Courts around the state
already were struggling
to handle the risks of the
coronavirus, with some sus-
pending trials for a month
and others shutting down
completely.

Los Angeles County,
which has the nation’s bus-
iest court system, closed
entirely for three days last
week and nearly 400 court-
rooms remain closed.

COURTS

California puts jury trials on hold over virus fears
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