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In the spring, the arrival of  the coro-
navirus pandemic thrust the Sonoma 
County economy into its worst freefall 

since the Great Depression.
In two dizzying months, 39,000 people — 

1 in 6 workers in Sonoma County — lost 
their jobs as public health o!cials ordered 
businesses to shut down and residents to 
stay home. More people were thrown out 
of  work in March and April than in two 
full years during the county’s last major 
recession, the 2008 financial crisis.

The shocks have been devastating to 

individuals who lost their income 
or their business, forcing them 
to turn to a mixture of  govern-
ment aid, savings and borrowed 
money to make ends meet. As 
the pandemic enters its eighth 
month, it is increasingly reveal-
ing the economic disparities that 
existed long before the virus was 
detected in the county and began taking a 
disproportionate toll on Latinos and low-
wage workers unable to do their jobs from 
home.

But amid the heartbreaking financial 
losses are reasons to be optimistic about 
the strength of  the Sonoma County econo-

my and its eventual recovery.
Going into the pandemic, 

Sonoma County residents had 
reduced the debt they owed on 
their homes, credit cards, cars 
and other loans to the lowest level 
in nearly two decades, The Press 
Democrat found during an analy-
sis of  20 databases and interviews 

with 30 economists, banking executives, 
financial experts and ordinary citizens 
confronting the most tumultuous econom-
ic year in nearly a century.

The debt reduction represents years 

Borrowing at lowest 
in almost two decades

By KERRY BENEFIELD
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Facing a steep spike in stu-
dents with failing grades as well 
as emerging evidence of  perva-
sive mental health woes among 
area teens, education leaders in 

Sonoma County have scheduled 
an unprecedented emergency 
summit to address what they 
are describing as a looming cri-
sis.

High school students are fail-
ing classes at rates never before 
seen in Sonoma County — in 
some cases double the number 
recorded in the first six weeks 
of  school last year, superinten-
dents of  secondary districts are 
reporting. 

As educators begin a search 
for solutions to the surge of  low 
grades, they are also grappling 
with the troubling results from 
a national survey of  student 
mental health. Sonoma County 
students, unlike the majority 
of  their peers elsewhere in the 
state and nation, are reporting 
feeling deep anxiety over their 
futures.

More than 7 out of  10 of  the 
more than 4,500 high school stu-

dents in Sonoma County who 
participated in a national sur-
vey in May reported that “feel-
ing anxious about the future” 
was the No. 1 barrier to distance 
learning. By comparison, “dis-
tractions at home” was the chief  
obstacle to distance learning 
listed by the more than 20,000 
students from nine states who 
participated in the survey by 
YouthTruth, a nonprofit orga-
nization formed as part of  the 

Center for E"ective Philanthro-
py.

“When we heard the Youth-
Truth (results) that 71% have a 
fear of  the future, that is when it 
hit home: We are di"erent. It is 
now being verified,” Santa Rosa 
City Schools Superintendent Di-
ann Kitamura said. “We are an 
outlier. ... That is corroborating 
that our kids and our teachers 

Educators alarmed by grades
Leaders call summit as 
more of county’s students 
at risk of failing classes
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BETHLEHEM, Pennsylvania — To under-
stand how much President Donald Trump 
has altered the conversation around the 
economy, just listen to Bruce Haines, who 
spent decades as an executive at U.S. Steel 
before becoming a managing partner of  the 
elegant Historic Hotel Bethlehem.

The steel mills that still dominate the sky-
line of  Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, have long 

been empty. And now so are the tables in the 
Tap Room, the hotel’s restaurant, a sign of  
the economic hardship caused by the coro-
navirus pandemic. “It’s been very di!cult,” 
Haines said.

The president’s management of  the pan-
demic is a prime reason many voters cite 
for backing his opponent. But Haines, who 
lives in a swing county in a swing state, is 
struck most by a di"erent aspect of  Trump’s 
record.

“I spent 35 years in the steel business, and 
I can tell you unfair trade deals were done 
by Republicans and Democrats,” Haines 
said. Both parties, he complained, had given 

Trump’s economy isn’t about numbers
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President Donald Trump speaks during a 
campaign rally Saturday at the Pickerington 
County Fairgrounds in Circleville, Ohio.

President’s attitudes toward trade 
found footing in capitalist 
and working-class voters alike
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About 46,000 Sonoma County 
residents are expected to lose 
power as early as 3 p.m. Sunday 
as the region braces for an on-
slaught of  wind similar to those 
that ushered in major wildfires 
in 2017 and 2019.

The dangerous o"shore winds 
expected to arrive late Sunday 
will bring punishingly dry air to 
a region already parched, a key 
ingredient for the troubling mix 
of  factors that have started mas-
sive and devastating wildfires in 
recent years. That includes the 
Glass fire in September, which 
ignited under lighter winds that 
still pushed the fire from its or-
igin on the eastern rim of  the 
Napa Valley westward to Santa 
Rosa's outskirts.

County o!cials estimate 
about 46,367 residents could lose 
power as early as 3 p.m. Sunday 
when PG&E said it expects to 
begin cutting service in areas 
with high fire risk. The greatest 
impact will be in the Sonoma 
Valley, but residents throughout 
the county will be a"ected, from 
the west county and north coun-
ty communities. Santa Rosa 
o!cials expect 5,300 residents 
to lose power in Oakmont and 
upper elevation neighborhoods. 

Sonoma County Fire District 
Chief  Mark Heine urged res-
idents to be watchful for fire 
alerts or news and be ready to 
evacuate quickly if  ordered. The 
district is putting 40 extra fire-
fighters on 15 additional engines 
on duty to monitor the county 
for any report of  fire. 

“We’ll be patrolling and ready 
to fight any fire that starts,” 
Heine said. “I don’t want people 
to be scared ... but in the same 
breath, I must say this is the 

Forecast 
evokes 
previous 
disasters
46,000 people in county 
could lose power amid 
heavy o!shore winds
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Hairdresser Adriana Wilson chats with Michelle Lifto as she blow-dries Michelle’s hair at the Powder Room salon in Santa Rosa.
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of  tragedy, hard work, 
sacrifice, self-discipline 
and good luck. It can be 
a firm foundation for the 
Sonoma County economy 
as it emerges from the 
pandemic and tries to re-
capture the prosperity that 
was setting 21st century 
records when COVID-19 
hit, experts said.

“I appreciate that small 
businesses are su!er-
ing. But the big thing to 
remember is that demand 
will come back. Don’t 
listen to the miserablists. 
Don’t give up hope,” said 
economist Christopher 
Thornberg, who delivered 
the fall forecast for the 
county Economic Devel-
opment Board last month. 
“This isn’t the Great 
Recession. The pandemic 
hit a fundamentally sound 
economy, and that means 
a quick recovery once the 
virus is brought under 
control.”

The Federal Reserve 
Bank of  Atlanta report-
ed this month the U.S. 
economy may have had a 
35.3% growth rate in the 
third quarter, Thornberg 
noted, though other Fed 
studies are somewhat less 
bullish. Thornberg expects 
the improvement in the 
U.S. economy to continue 
unless there’s a serious 
pandemic setback.

“There’s a huge amount 
of  new wealth out there,” 
said Thornberg, founding 
partner of  Beacon Eco-
nomics in Los Angeles. 
“Yes, we had the worst 
quarter in our history in 
the second quarter. And 
we’re going to have the 
best quarter for growth in 
the third quarter.”

A di!erent view
But the view can be 

starkly di!erent at the 
personal level, where 
the pandemic is brutally 
dividing Sonoma County 
further into those who 
have resources, savings 
and manageable debt and 
those who don’t.

The optimistic forecast 
for the post-pandemic 
recovery is an elusive 
mirage for many: People in 
the hardest-hit industries, 
like hospitality, where 
economists say some busi-
nesses and jobs will never 
come back. People who 
don’t have savings and 
investments to help them 
ride out the storm. People 
burdened with too much 
debt. People who have nev-
er learned how to manage 
money in good times much 
less through crises. People 
who don’t have substantial 
equity in a home, now 
soaring in value.

“They can’t pay their 
rent or mortgage. They 
have several thousand 
dollars in credit card 
debt they’ve used to pay 
for utilities and food. For 
many, paying 50% or more 
on rent, it doesn’t leave 
much money for any-
thing else. How do they 
survive?” asked Kathy 
Kane, assistant director 
of  Community Action 
Partnership of  Sonoma 
County, a nonprofit that 
gives assistance to about 
11,000 mostly low-income 
people annually.

No one knows how many 
people in Sonoma County 
have been thrown into 
desperation by the pan-
demic. The first to feel the 
financial impacts were the 
39,000 people who lost their 
jobs last spring, though 
half  have returned to work 
in some capacity. Close 
behind were those who 
have struggled to survive 
even in good economies. 
More than 1 in 10 of  the 
county’s almost 400,000 
adults have no high school 
diploma, with few options 
beyond low-wage jobs, and 
38,000 live in poverty. By 
some estimates, 31,000 of  
the county’s adults are un-
documented immigrants, 
ineligible for government 
aid. A similar number of  
households are thought 
to spend more than 35% 
of their income on rent, 
leaving little margin for fi-
nancial emergencies. Many 
of these vulnerable groups 
living on the fringes of  the 
economy overlap, analysts 
caution. And there are 
untold numbers of  people 
who appear to be prosper-
ous but have no savings 
and are drowning in debt.

Also unknown are how 
many people who entered 
the pandemic in good fi-

nancial shape will now be 
forced by COVID-19 into a 
ruinous financial path just 
to survive. How many will 
have to turn to credit cards 
or personal loans, smash-
ing years of  budgeting and 
prudent financial planning 
and dreams? How many 
will tap into or cash out 
their 401(k)s, endangering 
their secure retirement?

“I’m seeing there’s a 
tremendous amount of  
resilience right now, but 
how long is it going to 
last?” asks Cynthia Riggs, 
a Sebastopol business 
consultant.

That resilience, built 
over hard times, is the 
cornerstone for an eco-
nomic rebound. But even 
a vigorous recovery won’t 
fully repair the damage 
overnight, some econo-
mists caution.

“Both California and 
Sonoma County have 
experienced unprecedent-
ed losses of  jobs across 
all industries; while jobs 
are slowly returning, 
this recession’s depth 
and breadth likely makes 
recovery a matter of  years 
and not months,” said 
Sonoma State University 
economist Robert Eyler 
in a September report for 
the county’s Economic 
Development Board.

More savings, less debt
To overdose on debt 

now would be particularly 
tragic.

Thirteen years ago, 
mortgage mania and 
skyrocketing debt thrust 
the county and the nation 
into a punishing recession, 
2007-2009, one that took 
seven years for Sonoma 
County to overcome. 
But at the beginning of  
the current coronavirus 
downturn, residents had 
their bills down to much 
more manageable levels, 
according to a Press Demo-
crat analysis.

At the time of  the 2007-
2009 downturn, household 
debt in Sonoma County 
was more than four times 
household income, accord-
ing to a Federal Reserve 
report that compares the 
balance of  all debt owed 
by consumers in Sono-
ma County with annual 
income earned by all work-
ers in Sonoma County.

But by 2019, the county’s 
residents had cut their 
debt in half, reducing it 
to just slightly more than 
twice household income. 
It was still almost double 
the debt levels in much of  
middle America and 30% 

higher than California as 
a whole, but it was much 
healthier than in 2007-2009.

More savings and less 
debt — a critical barom-
eter of  economic health 
— mean Sonoma County 
households today may 
be able to endure longer 
periods of  lost income, 
according to economic 
studies and Sonoma 
County financial counsel-
ors. They could face fewer 
home foreclosures, evic-
tions, auto repossessions 
and student loan defaults. 
They’re less likely to have 
to borrow at onerous 
interest rates. They can 
be better positioned to 
participate in the eventual 
recovery when it arrives.

That’s certainly how 
Adriana Wilson sees it.

Six years ago Wilson — 
wife, mother of  three little 
boys and a hairstylist and 
makeup artist at Powder 
Room Salon in Santa 
Rosa — found that she did 
not have the money she 
needed to contribute to her 
family expenses during 
her industry’s slow winter 
months.

“I had no money set 
aside to help me in a crisis. 
I had no emergency fund,” 
Wilson said.

At that time she heard 
about Financial Peace 
University at her church, 
Hope Chapel Santa Rosa. 
Its message, about the 
need to have a household 
budget and an emergency 
fund, made so much sense 
to her. She started saving.

“I started with any extra 
money I had, even if  it was 
just $5, I tried to deposit it 
in my savings,” she said.

By 2018 she had saved 
about $15,000. And then at 
age 37 she was diagnosed 
with thyroid cancer. An 
independent contractor, 
she had no unemployment 
pay during her surgery 
and five-month recov-
ery. But she had about a 
month’s help from family 
and friends, and she had 
savings.

“With my savings, we 
paid for all of  my medical 
bills and had some money 
left over to do things like 
take the kids out for ice 
cream,” she said.

Then she immediately 
started saving again.

Today Wilson is cancer 
free, and now comes the 
COVID-19 crisis, with hair 
salons closed for an ex-
tended period. Her family 
budget required dipping 
into savings once again. 
Gratefully, she went back 
to work last month.

Wilson said she is thank-
ful she has resisted debt, 
although she hopes one 
day to have a mortgage 
and own a home.

“The only debt I’ve had 
for the last six years is a 
car payment, and I paid 
it o! this month, so I am 
currently 100% debt free,” 
said Wilson. Her rule is, 
“If  I can’t pay for it, I don’t 
get it.”

Encouraging signs
Right now, an encour-

aging number of  Sonoma 
County residents like 
Wilson seem to be holding 
their own, proving once 
again their resilience in 
the face of  unrelenting 
crises.

“Unfortunately, we have 
a lot of  experience dealing 
with disasters,” said Ron 
Felder, chief  financial 
o"cer of  Redwood Credit 
Union in Santa Rosa.

Many people appear to 
be taking prudent steps, 
such as putting aside sav-
ings, taking advantage of  
the loan payment deferrals 
widely o!ered by local 
lenders, refinancing loans 
with today’s historically 
low interest rates, hold-
ing back on credit card 
charges or even paying 
down credit card debt and 
seeking advice from finan-
cial experts.

They’re bolstered by 
Sonoma County’s robust 
pre-COVID economy, 
which between 2010 and 
2019 saw a 47% surge in 
gross county product, a 
56% rise in taxable sales, 
a 43% increase in median 
household income and a 
24% jump in jobs.

The expansion created 
41,500 jobs in Sonoma 
County, pulling the local 
economy out of  its 2007-
2009 slump and improving 
the personal finances of  
many of  its residents. 
Unemployment declined, 
from a peak of  10.8% in 
2010 to 2.7% in 2019, the 
lowest level this century, 
while incomes rose, send-
ing the median household 
income from $58,703 
in 2010 to an estimated 
$83,700 in 2019. Mortgage 
burdens fell dramatically, 
helping both owners and 
renters.

“All of  my clients 
seem to be in a stronger 
situation than they were 
in 2008. People are more 
prepared emotionally and 
financially,” said David 
Lawrence, an investment 
adviser with Willow Creek 
Wealth Management in 
Sebastopol.

The county economy 
may also be benefiting 
during the pandemic from 
having slightly higher 
numbers of  people age 65 
and up, at 18% compared 
to the national 15% ac-
cording to the U.S. Census, 
because much retirement 
income continues to flow 

during crises. And unpar-
alleled government aid 
early in the pandemic has 
been a game changer.

“So far government 
programs have really 
taken some of  the sting 
out of  this,” said Michael 
Sullivan, chief  credit 
o"cer at Exchange Bank. 
“But we’re kind of  in the 
top of  the second inning. 
We don’t know how the 
game is going to go. This 
is something that will de-
serve a new chapter every 
month or two.”

So much depends on 
more help from Congress, 
COVID-19 case control, a 
vaccine, household savings 
and, at the end of  the day, 
jobs.

“People are going to 
have to get their jobs back 
and earn a wage. That’s 
the great unknown factor 
right now,” said David Wil-
liams, chief  marketing and 
human resources o"cer 
for Community First Cred-
it Union in Santa Rosa.

On that job front, con-
ditions are improving. By 
September, Sonoma Coun-
ty residents had regained 
20,300 of  the 39,000 jobs 
they lost in March and 
April when the pandemic 
hit. But since February 
7,900 people have left the 
Sonoma County workforce 
of  about 250,000, a sign 
they may have become 
discouraged and stopped 
looking for work.

Playing defense
Residents who can are 

playing defense, cutting 
back on spending, paying 
o! debt and bolstering 
their savings for an uncer-
tain future.

For example, high-in-
come consumers in Sono-
ma County reduced their 
spending by 10.7% between 
January and September, 
and low-income consum-
ers cut their spending by 
4%, economist Thornberg 
reported.

Many Sonoma County 
residents became savers 
when federal and state 
governments tried to o!set 
the economic damage from 
the pandemic by distrib-
uting one-time stimulus 
checks of  up to $1,200 per 
person, boosting state 
unemployment benefits by 
$600 a week, and creat-
ing forgivable Paycheck 
Protection Program loans 
to businesses. At the same 
time, many lenders began 
letting people defer pay-
ments for months on their 
mortgage and other loans.

“One of  the interesting 
things we were seeing 
was that deposits were 
waaaaaa up,”  Williams at 
Community First Credit 
Union said in an email. 
“Stimulus checks and the 
$600 per week augmented 
unemployment were, for 
many, being parked. They 
still are, but to a much 

lesser extent than during 
spring and early summer.”

Nationwide, banks expe-
rienced the same phenom-
enon, with FDIC-insured 
banks in the second quar-
ter reporting the highest 
annual deposit growth 
rate ever.

"As individuals and 
businesses sought safety 
during the uncertain eco-
nomic environment, banks 
experienced their second 
consecutive quarter of  
over $1 trillion in new 
deposits, increases that far 
exceed any deposit growth 
the FDIC has seen in the 
past," FDIC Chairman 
Jelena McWilliams said in 
a statement.

“We were also seeing 
credit card balances down 
10% since the beginning of  
the year,” said Community 
First chief  executive o"-
cer Todd She"eld. “They 
were taking some of  these 
payments and using them 
to pay down debt.”

Several financial insti-
tutions said about 20% 
of  their borrowers took 
advantage of  90-day loan 
deferrals, where monthly 
payments were deferred 
but not forgiven.

At Community First, 
about two-thirds of  the 
more than 3,500 customers 
who got 90-day deferrals 
on their monthly consum-
er loan payments also 
increased their deposit 
balances during that time.

“Which tells us it was 
the uncertainty about 
the future that led them 
to request deferral, and 
not their ability to pay,” 
Williams said. Since then 
90 percent of  the custom-
ers who got those loan 
deferrals have resumed 
payments, She"eld said.

Bankers at Exchange 
Bank are seeing a similar 
trend. “We haven’t noticed 
a run-o! in deposits, they 
still seem elevated. People 
are just moving into cash,” 
said chief  credit o"cer 
Sullivan. Part of  the cash 
increase comes from 
the 2017 fire insurance 
proceeds and much from 
the nearly $260 million 
in Paycheck Protection 
Program loans arranged 
by the bank, he said.

“Savings levels have 
been increasing for our 
members,” said Felder at 
Redwood Credit Union.  
“We’ve been looking close-
ly at how many people are 
running up their credit 
cards, as an early indicator 
they may be headed for 
trouble, and we haven’t 
seen a lot of  that. We’re 
actually seeing more of  a 
reduction. That’s en-
couraging. But the more 
prolonged this gets, the 
situation may change.”

Playing defense is not an 
option for everyone.

“On the one hand the 

HOUSEHOLD DEBT FALLS IN SONOMA COUNTY 
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Adriana Wilson, a hairstylist and makeup artist at The Powder Room in Santa Rosa, will be debt-free after paying off her car this month.

“People are being very conservative, not taking 
vacations, not doing remodels. They’re hanging 
onto their money just to be safe because they 
don’t know what the future is going to be.”
DAVID WILLIAMS, Community First Credit Union chief marketing o!cer

A12 THE PRESS DEMOCRAT • SUNDAY, OCTOBER 25, 2020

Ted Appel



massive government 
stimulus caused deposit 
balances to increase, and 
credit card balances to 
decline,” said CEO Shef-
field at Community First. 
“But there is a group of  
people — we’re talking to 
them every day — that the 
stimulus did not reach. 
They are not eligible for 
unemployment, or they’ve 
applied for unemployment 
but still haven’t received 
any funds, or they seem to 
be having trouble navigat-
ing the system.

“This group is probably 
smaller than headlines 
and concerns about evic-
tions suggest, but they are 
out there. And, with the 
$600 federal unemploy-
ment ended, this group 
will be growing.”

Among lower-income 
residents, the financial 
impact of  COVID-19 was 
muted at first but for many 
it’s now intense, said Kane 
at Community Action 
Partnership.

“With COVID, we’re see-
ing people did have a few 
more resources than after 
the 2017 fires, but people 
ran through their savings 
very quickly,” Kane said. 
“In March people did 
not come in right away. 
But as time has gone on, 
they have no money left, 
they’ve exhausted their 
resources, and it’s a much 
more dire situation.”

“We have members who 
are in a good position, 
with enough cash flow,” 
said Felder at Redwood 
Credit Union. “We also 
have members who are not 
spending as much, shel-
tering in place, and maybe 
their cash flow position 
has actually improved. 
And, of  course, we have 
people who have lost their 
jobs, don’t have the neces-
sary reserves, and they’re 
really struggling.”

Recession lessons
So far today’s recession 

is di!erent from the Great 
Recession that upended 
the local economy from 

2007 to 2009, when the 
housing market collapsed, 
said economist Eyler, who 
is dean of  the School of  
Extended and Internation-
al Education at Sonoma 
State University.

Instead, this is what 
Eyler called a “classic” 
recession a!ecting jobs 
and incomes,

“It seems people are not 
in an enormous financial 
panic yet,” Eyler said. 
He cited several reasons: 
record low interest rates, 
the stock market recovery, 
government stimulus pro-
grams and the stable, even 
strong, housing market.

Unrestrained mortgage 
lending proved devastat-
ing to homeowners and 
the local economy during 
the Great Recession, but 
subsequent prudent bor-
rowing is a rock that so far 

is supporting the economy 
during the 2020 pandemic, 
research shows.

The Great Recession 
occurred in a housing 
bubble and destroyed 
massive amounts of  
wealth, said economist 
Thornberg. “This time it’s 
the opposite. There is no 
collapse of  wealth. This is 
a completely di!erent kind 
of  recession.”

Bankruptcies, which 
surged after the Great 
Recession, aren’t rising 
during this downturn, 
according to bankrupt-
cy court records.  But 
they’re a lagging indicator, 
reminds Craig Burnett, 
a Santa Rosa bankruptcy 
attorney since 1988.

“None of  my clients go 
to bankruptcy court as a 
first resort,” he said.

It’s too early to know if  

the COVID-19 crisis will 
cause a rise in bankrupt-
cies, Burnett said. “It’s 
hard to predict because of  
the stimulus. But that’s all 
temporary, and we’ll see 
how it settles out. Right 
now we’re near an all-time 
low in bankruptcy filings.”

From March through 
September, the first seven 
months of  the COVID-19 
recession in Sonoma 
County, 246 individuals 
and businesses sought 
protection from their 
creditors in U.S. Bank-
ruptcy Court. A year 
ago, 360 filed bankruptcy 
during the same period. A 
seven-month comparison 
to the Great Recession is 
not published, but there 
were 1,550 filings in the 12 
months after the start of  
the 2007-2009 slump.

“This crisis is more cat-

astrophic than the Great 
Recession, but we’re in a 
better position,” said Wil-
liams at Community First. 
“We had lots of  propping 
up by the government, giv-
ing people time to manage 
their resources. People are 
being very conservative, 
not taking vacations, not 
doing remodels. They’re 
hanging onto their money 
just to be safe because 
they don’t know what the 
future is going to be.”

Felder at Redwood 
Credit Union agreed that 
today’s recession di!ers in 
important ways from the 
financial crisis a decade 
ago. “There are so many 
unique things with this. 
There’s the incredible 
swiftness with which 
the economy shut down, 
obviously unprecedented. 
Then, a key di!erence 

is what’s going on with 
housing. We had a housing 
crash last time. I think 
we’re not going to see that 
this time. And another 
key di!erence is all the 
government assistance 
and stimulus.”

Whether those di!erenc-
es will pave the way for an 
easier recovery than after 
the Great Recession is a 
real possibility but not yet 
certain.

“We’re not out of  the 
woods yet,” said Eyler at 
Sonoma State University. 
“We’re just hoping the 
housing markets remain 
stable. But we have to start 
turning the job market 
around soon.”

Mary Fricker is a retired 
Press Democrat business 
reporter.  You can reach 
her at mfricker@sonic.net.

FINANCE
CONTINUED FROM A!"

CHRISTOPHER CHUNG /  THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Kathy Kane is the assistant director of Community Action Partnership of Sonoma County, a nonprofit that gives assistance to approximately 11,000 mostly 
low-income people annually.
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DEALING WITH DEBT ! HOUSEHOLDS LESS VULNERABLE

By MARY FRICKER
FOR THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Sonoma County households spent a 
decade getting their personal financ-
es in order after the Great Recession, 

an achievement economists say can help 
the county survive financial damage from 
the coronavirus pandemic and wildfires, 
as long as residents don’t take on too much 
new debt.

Last year, county residents had about 
half  the consumer debt they carried 
during the 2007-2009 downturn, accord-
ing to the Federal Reserve. The central 
bank has begun tracking household debt 
compared to income at the county level 
nationwide, because the institution’s 
analysts have discovered that benchmark 
has a big e!ect on how well regions can 
recover from recessions.

Credit is vital to an economy and peo-
ple’s well-being. It helps businesses and 
individuals overcome obstacles and build 
wealth. But in times of  financial crisis, 
like today, too much debt can become an 
unmanageable burden.

“We’re specifically watching how people 
are managing their debt. It’s intriguing to 
see how educated they are in household 
finances because of  the Great Recession,” 
said Sonoma State University economist 
Robert Eyler, dean of  the School of  Ex-
tended and International Education. “How 
they manage debt is a key to the health of  
our local economy.”

For most households, debt falls into sev-
en categories: mortgage, second mortgage 

or home equity loan; home equity line of  
credit; student loan; personal loan, includ-
ing payday and installment borrowing; 
automobile loan; credit card; and retail 
charge card.

At the national level, new borrowing 
during the pandemic has varied. Mort-
gages have surged. 
Home equity lines of  
credit have been flat, 
as have student and 
auto loans. Credit 
card debt has tanked, 
in part because people 
are staying home. 
Other consumer bor-
rowing is down, ac-
cording to economic 
and national financial 
media reports.

In Sonoma Coun-
ty, Press Democrat 
research found a 
similar range of  debt 
usage. Mortgages, by 
far the largest debt 
shouldered by most, 
are increasing mostly 
at reasonable levels with sensible financial 
terms, a stark contrast to the high-risk 
mortgage mania that helped bring about 
the previous recession. But other types of  
debt are more vulnerable to the needs and 
whims of  borrowers and lenders.

The biggest component of  most Amer-
icans’ borrowing is for housing, which 
accounts for 72% of  the debt in Sonoma 
County, according to Experian, a formi-

dable national credit reporting agency. 
Mortgages have sometimes been a partic-
ular risk for local homeowners, because 
the county’s housing prices can be highly 
volatile and significantly out of  line with 
personal and household incomes.

Last year’s county median, or mid-level, 
price of  a single-family 
home — $650,000, as 
reported by Rick Laws 
of  Compass real estate 
brokerage in Santa 
Rosa — was about 
eight times the median 
annual income of  local 
households. By com-
parison, a house typi-
cally costs only three 
to four times median 
incomes nationwide, 
analysts reported.

Although housing 
in Sonoma County is 
expensive, local house-
holds have made the 
most progress paying 
o! home loans com-
pared with other forms 

of  consumer debts in recent years.
Some of  this came at the expense of  

people forced out of  homes they could 
not a!ord. Lenders initiated foreclosure 
proceedings on 31,742 residential  
properties countywide from 2007 to 2013, 
equivalent to 15% of  the county’s hous-
ing stock, and many of  these struggling 

Reasonable mortgage 
balances boost outlook 

CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Mark Reab still lives in the Forestville home where he has had a succession of mortgages since he purchased it in 2006.

Dear Reader,
Let me tell you about 

where I live.
On my early-morning walks 

with my Yorkie mix, Simba, we 
often encounter small families 
of  deer, which see so many 
human walkers and runners 
in my neighborhood that they 
glance up but don’t dash away. 
If  I’m not in a rush, I’ll stop to 
watch geese swim in the two 
ponds we pass.

My two-story, two-car-garage 
Colonial home, tucked into a 
cul-de-sac, sits on close to an acre 
of land and backs onto a wooded 
area. My deck wraps around 
the back of the house with a 
screened-in gazebo. There’s an 
unspoken rivalry between the 
neighbors over who can keep 
their grass so plush and green 
it looks like carpet. At night, the 
sound of the frogs and owls can 
lull you to sleep.

My “hood” is idyllic, except for 
one thing.

The value of my home in 
Prince George’s County, Mary-
land, would be significantly high-
er if  my husband and I weren’t 
Black — and if all our neighbors 
weren’t Black.

Pick up and move our Black 
neighborhood of doctors, 
teachers, police o"cers and 
small-business owners just  
20 miles west to a white subdi-
vision with a similar economic 
makeup, and our homes would 
easily be worth 40% more. This 
is true for other Black commu-
nities around the country, where 
homes can be undervalued by as 
much as 65%.

This is the legacy of systemic 
racism that our government cre-
ated and, in many ways, still isn’t 
doing enough to eradicate.

The key to the net worth of  
most Americans isn’t a stock 
portfolio, but the equity accu-
mulated in their homes. It’s this 
equity that has created gener-
ational wealth for many white 
Americans. This wealth can fund 
college educations or finance 
small businesses. But homeown-
ership, which is so central to the 
American Dream, has been and 
far too often remains an unequal 
and financially frustrating expe-
rience for Black families.

The 2019 Federal Reserve 
Survey of Consumer Finances 
shows that 45% of Black families 
own their homes, with a median 
home value of $150,000. That 
compares to a 73.7% homeowner-
ship rate for white families, with 
a median home value of $230,000.

Those gaps — homeown-
ership compounded by home 

MICHELLE SINGLETARY

How race 
lowers 
property 
value
Black people benefit less 
from homeownership 
than white people do

The airlines of  the United States 
have extra-special status. How 
special? Many of  them may get a 

second pile of  coronavirus relief  money 
before citizens who can’t a!ord to fly get 
another $1,200 check.

But as carriers have made their case 
to legislators in recent months, some 
have also been pitching banks — using 
their customers’ faith in free travel as a 
kind of  collateral.

United and Delta have been using 
their frequent-flyer programs as sup-
port for their e!orts to raise more cash 
with the help of  Goldman Sachs and 
other banks. And the boasting the two 
carriers have done as they’ve raised 
billions of  dollars amounts to this: 
They and their lenders think they have 
customers, more than 100 million of  us 
in each program, right where they want 
us.

Take it from a Delta securities filing 
from last month, which called the 
foundational aspect of  frequent-flyer 
programs “the fundamental aspiration 

of  earning a free flight.” Because of  our 
irrational desire for freebies, Delta add-
ed, it can “manage costs by modifying 
inventory levels and value.”

In other words, the airline can raise 
the prices of  trips and upgrades, in 
miles, at any time. And it believes it 
can do so with relative impunity from a 
passenger revolt or from intense protest 
by American Express cardholders.

Even as the coronavirus pandemic 
has sapped the ability and desire to trav-
el, miles programs are a winner for the 
airlines. In the first half  of  2020, Delta’s 
passenger revenue fell 60%, but the cash 
the airline got from American Express’ 
purchases of  miles for its customers fell 
less than 5%. Clearly, nobody is expect-
ing us to stop collecting those SkyMiles.

United puts a di!erent but no less il-
luminating set of  words and numbers to 
our mile lust. It goes into granular detail 
in its pitch about its ability to “nimbly” 
control its mile redemption costs on 
“peak days.” That explains why it’s so 
hard to use your miles to get a great deal 

during school vacations, Mardi Gras or 
other occasions.

But perhaps the most illuminating fig-
ure is this: United estimates the value of  
its MileagePlus program at $21.9 billion. 
Over in the stock market, the value of  
the entire airline — its so-called market 
capitalization — is only about half  of  
that figure.

At least two factors are at work here.
First, people continue to use credit 

cards that o!er miles as rebates, instead 
of  some other incentive like cash back. 
Second, few customers do the math 
and realize that their miles may not be 
worth a lot if  they use them ine"ciently.

Consider Delta’s gleeful filing. Under 
the heading “significant value creation,” 
Delta said American Express customers 
who used its co-branded cards made up 
22% of  the balances carried in 2019 by 
its holders of  traditional credit cards.

Please: If  you need to carry a balance 
on your credit card, don’t do it with 

YOUR MONEY ADVISER ! RON LIEBER

Airline miles not so great for frequent flyers
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“We’re specifically 
watching how people 
are managing their 
debt. It’s intriguing 
to see how educated 
they are in household 
finances because of 
the Great Recession.”
ROBERT EYLER,  
Sonoma State University economist

Sonoma County’s home-related borrowing stays at manageable levels

Ted Appel



By PAUL SULLIVAN
NEW YORK TIMES NEWS SERVICE

In early 2000, Michael and Lynn 
Terry started a business selling 
horse trailers that were light-

er than their competitors’ and 
customized to each client’s needs. 
Nearly two decades later, their 
company, Cimarron Trailers, with 
tens of  millions of  dollars in sales, 
employed over 130 people in Chick-
asha, Oklahoma, and their trailers 
were sold at 30 dealerships across 
the country.

And they wanted to retire.
But as the couple, who met in 

high school, contemplated a sale, 
they faced a conundrum: They had 
o!ers from dealers and competitors 
to buy their business; they also 
had an o!er from a private equity 
firm for a price so high they were 
shocked. But none of  those o!ers 
guaranteed that Cimarron would 
continue as a business with its  
130 employees working in its com-
munity.

“We thought, this has got to go 
on,” Lynn Terry said. “We’re one 
of  the bigger employers here in 
Chickasha.”

So the Terrys went with a less lu-
crative option a couple of  years ago 
— selling their company to their 
employees. But it ensured that their 
company would stay in Chickasha 
and their employees would contin-
ue to have jobs. It also allowed them 
to be paid for the company they cre-
ated and retire in their community.

“Was it easy? No,” Lynn Terry 
said. “But it was the best for the 
future of  Cimarron going forward.”

Employee-owned companies are 
still a small segment of  the U.S. 
corporate landscape. The number 
has stayed at about 6,500 for the 
past decade, said James Bonham, 
president and CEO of  the Employee 
Share Ownership Program Associ-
ation, the trade group for employ-
ee-owned businesses. But he said 
there were now some 10.5 million 
employees who own stakes in the 
companies they work for, through 
employee share ownership pro-
grams, or ESOPs, as they’re known.

For families who own businesses 
and are wondering about their next 
step, selling to employees is an op-
portunity that analysts say owners 
should consider. It keeps the com-
pany intact, it has tax benefits for 
the company and the owners, and 
it allows the owners to sell without 
worrying that the business might 
be gutted and sold o! in parts.

Yet it does have downsides. It’s a 
complicated structure, which comes 
under the regulatory scrutiny of  
the Labor Department, because 
employee ownership stakes are held 
in their retirement plan until they 
leave the company.

“It’s a complicated transaction,” 
said Jere Doyle, family wealth strat-

egist and senior vice president at 
Bank of  New York Mellon, a wealth 
management firm. “If  you talk to 
100 people, you might get eight or 10 
who go through the transaction.”

But he said it’s a structure, given 
its tax benefits, that could increase 
in popularity if  federal tax rates 
begin to rise. “ESOPs may become 
more popular next year if  the 
Democrats hit the trifecta and raise 
the capital gain rates to 39%,” Doyle 
said.

When a family sells a company 
to a competitor or an investment 
fund, members run the risk that 
the identity of  their company will 
die with the sale. It may become a 
division of  someone else’s company 
or worse, it may be combined with 
something else and sold o!, never 
to exist again.

An ESOP allows the company to 
continue in its own right, guided 
by the employees who are the new 
owners. “If  I sold my company to 
my competitors, do you think Ray 
Baker’s name would ever be said 
again?” said Ken Baker, CEO of  
New Age Industries, the flexible 
tubing company his father, Ray, 
started in 1960 and his brother oper-
ated until he took it over. “We have 
a bust of  my father in the lobby. 
His legacy and my brother’s legacy 
continue on.”

The Terrys initially thought their 
daughter and son-in-law might take 
over the business, but when that 
did not happen, they thought about 
how some of  their key employees, 
like Ben Janssen, the current presi-
dent, could continue to run it.

In their case, Cimarron was 
bought by another ESOP, called 
Folience, which made the transac-
tion quicker.

“There was a template in place,” 
Michael Terry said. “Folience gets 
together once a month to talk about 
their failures and successes. We 
didn’t have that.”

For the employees, owning the 
company gives them a boost to their 
retirement income, as long as the 

company continues to grow. With 
an ESOP structure, the money that 
goes into it is tax-free, increasing 
the amount put away for the  
employee-owners.

During the pandemic, employ-
ee-owned companies performed 
better in retaining jobs for workers 
than nonemployee-owned compa-
nies, according to research conduct-
ed by Rutgers University’s School 
of  Management and Labor Rela-
tions and the Employee Ownership 
Foundation. They also maintained 
salaries and wages at a higher rate.

Money from the sale goes to the 
person who started the business. 
But the advantages come in many 
forms, including deferred taxes on 
the money put into an ESOP and 
the timing of  the payout. Doyle 
said more sophisticated structures 
allowed sellers to roll over some or 
all of  the sale proceeds into secu-
rities, known as qualified replace-
ment property. If  the seller doesn’t 
need the money, any capital gains 
in those securities will be erased 
at death, and heirs will inherit the 
portfolio free of  capital gains or 
income tax.

There are negatives to this own-
ership structure.

For one, the seller is not going to 
get the highest price when the em-
ployees buy the company. Nor will 
those employees see the company’s 
value skyrocket the way it could if  a 
competitor bought it.

“We pay fair market value,” said 
Daniel Goldstein, CEO of  Folience, 
the ESOP that holds Cimarron 
Trailers as well as an ambulance 
manufacturer and a newspaper 
publisher, both in Iowa. “ESOPs are 
prohibited from paying a premi-
um.”

That lower value ensures that 
employees are not overpaying for 
what will be the bulk of  their retire-
ment savings. It can also mean that 
these companies will later become 
ripe targets for the private equity 
funds that their founders avoided 
the first time around.

Keeping a company intact
Passing a family venture on 
to employees can ensure it 
will continue, not close

RETIREMENT ! SELLING A BUSINESS

NICK OXFORD / NEW YORK TIMES

Lynn and Michael Terry, recent retirees who sold their horse-trailer business to 
its employees, near their home in Chickasha, Oklahoma on Oct. 19.

homeowners lost their 
homes. Since then, stung 
by financial losses and 
restrained by stricter reg-
ulations that followed the 
mortgage meltdown more 
than a decade ago, borrow-
ers and lenders alike have 
been more cautious about 
managing mortgage debt.

In 2019, borrowers 
across the county obtained 
16,293 home loans totaling 
$6.95 billion, according to 
federal mortgage data. It 
is a fraction of  the amount 
borrowed at the peak of  
mortgage and home equity 
debt in Sonoma County 
in 2003, when borrowers 
secured 56,226 mortgages 
for a total of  $13.8 billion.

“Before the Great 
Recession a lot of  people 
viewed their home as a 
piggy bank. That no longer 
is the norm,” said David 
Williams, chief  marketing 
and human resources 
o"cer at Community First 
Credit Union in Santa 
Rosa. “I’m not saying there 
aren’t people like that, but 
for the most part people 
are looking at their home 
as shelter.” 

One result of  less bor-
rowing and rising home 
prices is county homeown-
ers have much lower levels 
of  debt on their homes, 
on average, than a decade 
ago. This summer, local 
homeowners with mort-
gages owed balances equal 
to 45% of  the value of  their 
property, down sharply 
from 2009, when 77% of  
their property’s value was 
encumbered, according to 

CoreLogic, which analyzes 
housing and insurance 
data.

Through dogged deter-
mination, Mark Reab, a 
Forestville general con-
tractor, has knocked down 
his mortgage balance to an 
amount that’s 48% of  the 
current value of  his house.

Reab, 56, was 19 when 
he bought his first house, 
in Santa Rosa for $96,000. 
He lived there for 25 years, 
then rented it and bought 
a home in Windsor. But 
he decided he preferred 
Forestville, and in 2006 he 
bought a $570,000 house 
there with first and second 
mortgages totaling 90% of  
the property value, a com-
mon structure in those 
days. He put 10% down, 
helped by the sale of  his 
Santa Rosa house.

In 2006, when a mid-
priced home in Sonoma 
County was $585,000, 
according to Laws of  Com-
pass real estate, Reab’s 
Forestville house was a 
worth a little under the 
median. It seemed like a 
smart place to be, because 
Reab was aware that home 
prices were down slightly 
from a peak of  $595,000 in 
2005.

However, in 2007 local 
housing prices fell another 
5.5%, then the recession 
hit in December, and home 
values plunged an addi-
tional 29%.

“I could see everything 
was going down, and I was 
losing everything I had 
worked for since I was 19,” 
Reab said.

He hired a loan modi-
fication company to help 
him adjust the terms of  his 
home loans, which some 
lenders began o!ering to 

help people stay in their 
homes during the mort-
gage crisis. Then driving 
home from work one day, 
he heard on the radio that 
o"cials of  that financial 
services company had 
been arrested for fraud. 
He went to see a financial 
advisor who told him, 
“All you can do is walk 
away. You’re too far upside 
down,” because he owed so 
much more on the Forest-
ville and Windsor houses 
than they were worth.

Instead of  giving up, 
Reab started calling major 
banks himself, in the early 
morning hours before 
work for an hour a day. 
He called day after day, 
week after week, trying to 
get loan modifications. He 
worked long construction 
hours and kept making 
monthly mortgage pay-
ments. Finally, in 2010 and 
2011 modifications came 
through for both proper-
ties.

“I decided, ‘I can do 
this,’ ” Reab said.

In 2016, the year Sono-
ma County homes recov-
ered to 2006 values, Reab 
refinanced the Forestville 
home with Hans Bruh-
ner, mortgage advisor 
and branch manager 
for Finance of  America 
Mortgage in Sebastopol. 
Today, Reab owes $341,000 
on a 30-year mortgage for 
a house he estimated is 
worth $710,000.

“It makes me really 
happy to see Mark in such 
a strong position com-
pared to where he started 
in 2006.” said Bruhner, a 
28-year mortgage veteran.

Having less mortgage 
debt is a strong position 
for homeowners during a 

recession because if  home 
values start falling, they’ll 
have a decent chance to 
still owe less than their 
home is worth and will be 
less vulnerable to default 
and foreclosure, econom-
ic research shows. That 
translates into stability for 
renters, too, when land-
lords are secure.

“Housing debt is the 
largest debt people have, 
and if  that becomes di"-
cult to manage, people are 
more likely to lose finan-
cial stability. We haven’t 
seen that yet. That debt 
currently is not at risk as 
in the housing crisis of  
2008-2010, but risk exists,” 
Eyler said. “The real big 
problem coming is, if  
people have to start piling 
on more debt, to stay in 
their homes. That is really 
where the danger comes.”

A decade ago, after 

the collapse of  the local 
mortgage market, soar-
ing foreclosures exposed 
Sonoma County to outside 
investors who snapped up 
housing at depressed pric-
es. Between 2010 and 2014, 
the county added almost 
5,000 rentals, according to 
U.S. Census Bureau data.

“I used to walk my 
neighborhood and identify 
the homes that had been 
foreclosed upon. It was 
obvious because the land-
scaping was overgrown,” 
emailed Noreen Evans, a 
Santa Rosa attorney who 
had a painful front row 
seat as an assemblywoman 
representing the North 
Bay during the financial 
crisis. “I always wondered 
what happened to those 
houses, whether they were 
purchased by corporate 
landowners or what?”

“The bad loans we had 
then cost tens of  thou-
sands of  families their 
homes and made a large 
number of  the new mil-
lionaires on Wall Street,” 
said retired Santa Rosa 
mortgage broker Ann 
McGinley of  the national 
housing market.

High mortgage debt pri-
or to the financial crisis, 
and the ensuing housing 
collapse, plus loss of  
wealth were key reasons 
Sonoma County unem-
ployment almost tripled 
during the crisis. Resi-
dential foreclosures were 
nine times higher and area 
bankruptcies were nearly 
six times higher.

“It was awful, hor-
rible,” said McGinley, 
who teaches continuing 
education classes for real 
estate agents. “In 2007, we 
started keeping tissues on 

our desks for clients, as 
ordinary o"ce supplies.”

So far despite the 
pandemic, mortgages are 
providing support for the 
local economy, not land 
mines. Foreclosures in 
the county for the first 
nine months of  2020 only 
totaled 254, compared to 
7,062 for the same period 
in 2009, according to Attom 
Data, a provider of  na-
tionwide property figures. 
Reason: Lower debt levels 
and loan deferrals many 
lenders are o!ering.

“Property values will 
likely remain strong. I hav-
en’t heard any economists 
talking about decreasing 
property values, and we 
aren’t seeing it,” said Ron 
Felder, chief  financial 
o"cer of  Redwood Credit 
Union in Santa Rosa.

That’s di!erent from the 
previous recession, when 
county home prices fell 
29% in the first year, 2008, 
and another 17% by 2011, 
said Laws of  Compass real 
estate.

“Housing is holding 
up now. I’m still hearing 
multiple o!ers. I think 
builders were more 
cautious because of  the 
Great Recession so there 
is no supply glut,” said 
Michael Sullivan, chief  
credit o"cer at Exchange 
Bank. “Anecdotally we are 
hearing about people re-
locating out of  the city (of  
San Francisco) to move up 
here, since they may not 
be required to go back to 
their o"ce for the foresee-
able future, if  ever.”

Mary Fricker is a retired 
Press Democrat business 
reporter.  You can reach 
her at mfricker@sonic.net.

DEBT
CONTINUED FROM E!

By MARY FRICKER
FOR THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

While mortgage 
debt is more 
manageable in 

Sonoma County than a 
decade ago, other types of  
borrowing are not. Here’s 
a closer look:

Student loans
Student loan debt has 

increased 45.4% in Sonoma 
County since 2003, the 
second-highest jump in the 
nine-county Bay Area, ac-
cording to a 2019 study by 
the Federal Reserve Bank 
of  San Francisco and San 
Francisco O"ce of  Finan-
cial Empowerment. 

But in 2018, the county 
also had the lowest level 
of  student loan defaults, at 
7.3%, according to the Fed. 
While the average local 
household owed nearly 
$37,000 in student loans, 
the typical borrower had 
an outstanding balance 
of  $16,068, according to 
the Fed, the second-lowest 
median in the Bay Area.

The troubling excep-
tion to the good news was 
Guerneville, one of  the 
county’s lowest income 
areas, where the 95446 ZIP 
code had the third-highest 
student loan delinquency 
rate of  all ZIP codes in the 
Bay Area, at 28.6%, and 
the fourth-highest default 
rate at 21.4%. The median 
student loan balance was 
$29,344, the second-highest 
of  all ZIP codes in the Bay 
Area.

Automobile loans
National vehicle debt 

almost doubled between 
2014 and 2019, and was 
up more than 90% in the 
past decade, according to 
the Federal Reserve. That 
growth was the largest of  
all other types of  borrow-
ing except student loans. 
A growing number of  auto 
loans were for seven years 
instead of  five. Early this 
year, auto debt outstand-
ing was at a record high, 
the Wall Street Journal 
reported. During the pan-
demic, vehicle lending has 
been flat.

Sonoma County auto 
loan data was not report-
ed, but the number of  
vehicles sold annually 
in the county more than 
doubled between 2010 

and 2017, then declined 
through 2019, according 
to IHS Markit. This year, 
sales were 24% lower than 
last year through May, 
according to Experian, but 
some auto dealers told the 
North Bay Business Jour-
nal in September sales had 
begun to increase, espe-
cially for used cars.

Personal, credit card
In good times, these 

loans and the ability to 
buy now and pay later 
can help hardworking 
households bridge brief  
shortfalls. For people who 
can pay o! their credit 
card balance every month, 
credit cards are simply a 
convenience. Several area 
bankers said the uncer-
tainty of  the pandemic is 
prompting many of  their 
customers to pay down 
their credit card debt.

But counselors who 
work with lower-income 
families say this kind of  
debt can cause persistent 
and pernicious problems 
for their clients, especial-
ly during hard times. At 
a time when mortgage 
interest rates hover at 
historic lows around 3% 
or slightly lower, rates on 
a payday loan can be 370% 
and on a credit card cash 
advance, 25%, according 
to data from California 
Attorney General’s O"ce 
and Bankrate.com. Some-
times interest rates rise 
automatically. Sometimes 
late payments triple the 
interest rate.

Spokespeople for Catho-
lic Charities of  the Diocese 
of  Santa Rosa and the non-
profit Community Action 
Partnership of  Sonoma 
County said some of  their 
low-income clients are 
accumulating crippling 
levels of  consumer and 
credit card debt to survive 
the pandemic.

“The longer a crisis 
goes on, people with lower 
incomes are living pay-
check to paycheck, using 
predatory services for 
things like cashing a check 
and increasing their debt 
through credit card use,” 
said Kathy Kane, assistant 
director for Community 
Action Partnership. “It’s 
been really hard for fami-
lies and individuals. They 
just keep getting knocked 
down.”

Mary Fricker is a retired 
Press Democrat business 
reporter. You can reach her 
at mfricker@sonic.net.

A breakdown of 
consumer debt
Auto, personal, credit 
card loans on rise; 
families struggling

Average balances for local 
households carrying a 
variety of debt in the second 
quarter of !"#$:
Average mortgage bal-
ance: %&'$,!()
Average home equity line 
of credit balance: %'&,&((
Average student loan 
balance: %&*,+'#
Average personal loan 
balance: %!",)'+
Average automobile loan 
balance: %#$,)))
Average credit card bal-
ance: %*,(&'
Average retail card bal-
ance: %$"!
Source: Experian, March !"!" 
report

SONOMA COUNTY 
CONSUMER DEBT

SONOMA COUNTY

E2 THE PRESS DEMOCRAT • SUNDAY, OCTOBER 25, 2020

Ted Appel

Ted Appel


