
By Dakota Morlan
dakota@calaverasenterprise.com

After nearly seven months 
away, students filled class-
rooms at Avery Middle School 
last week, with sixth and sev-
enth graders arriving Sept. 28 
and eighth graders joining them 
on Monday.

The school of roughly 180 
students was one of the first in 
Calaveras County to welcome 
students back to campus, with 
the Vallecito Union School 
District (VUSD) board voting 
unanimously to reopen its three 
school sites on Sept. 16.

The return to campus has 
brought joy and a sense of 
normalcy to teachers, staff 
and students, Principal Scott 
Nicotero says, but it has also 
been a challenge.

Students must remain within 
their grade-level cohorts at all 
times, utilize separate bathroom 
areas and stay on designated 
paths of travel when moving 
around campus – all while wear-
ing masks. For staff members, 
the return to onsite instruction has 
meant cleaning protocol between 
classes, nightly sanitation of facil-
ities, and daily health screenings, 
guided by health officials and 
a reopening advisory committee 
comprised of staff and parents.

Despite the many restric-
tions on campus, Nicotero 
believes that inviting students 
back was the best option.

“The kids are adapting really 

well. … Being in the classroom, 
having that engagement with 
teachers – the social aspect of it 
has been huge for the students,” 
Nicotero said on Oct. 2. “The 
custodians are doing a tremen-
dous job of disinfecting class-
rooms each night. … Again, it’s 
one of those scenarios where it’s 
different and challenging, and we 
have to work a lot harder.”

Feedback from parents has 
been overwhelmingly positive, 
Nicotero said, after 117 VUSD 
parents signed a petition to return 
last month. However, approxi-
mately seven students have opted 
out of onsite learning at Avery 
Middle School. For those stu-
dents, classes will continue via 
remote instruction or through a 
homeschooling program.

As principal, Nicotero says 
he is “elated” to welcome 
back students.

New permit 
rules protect 
mountain lions, 
but tie hands of 
western Sierra 
ranchers

By Davis Harper
davis@calaverasenterprise.com

There’s no simple solution 
for staving off hungry moun-
tain lions in the Central Sierra 
foothills looking to dine on 
cattle, but area ranchers feel 
the latest preservation actions 
taken by the state make a 
dangerous problem even more 
challenging to address.

In response to a petition 
from environmental groups, 
the California Fish and Game 
Commission in April voted to 
advance mountain lion popu-
lations in Southern California 
and along the Central 
Coast to candidacy under 
the California Endangered 
Species Act (CESA). 

The decision initiated a year-
long review process to determine 
whether listing is appropriate.

In the meantime, pumas 
within the Endangered Species 
Unit (ESU) will be protected 
under CESA. That includes 
areas stretching from San 
Francisco in the north to the 
Mexico border in the south, 
and from I-5/I-15 in the east 
to the coast. Lions in these 
areas are presumably at greater 
risk due to freeways and other 
development disrupting habitat 

connectivity, along with roden-
ticide poisoning and state-
sanctioned killing.

Around the same time peri-
od, the Department of Fish 
and Wildlife (DFW) revisited 
and tightened its enforcement 
of regulations governing ani-
mal owners who seek to kill 
a cougar after it attacks their 
livestock or pets.

State policy to manage and 
preserve mountain lion popu-
lations has varied greatly over 
the past century. The lions, 
deemed a bountied predator 
or game mammal for much of 
the 20th century, have been 

declared a specially protected 
species since 1991 via voter 
approval of Proposition 117.

Hunting mountain lions 
was effectively banned under 
that law, but exceptions were 
allowed in cases where lions 
attack, or “depredate” live-
stock or pets. 

Whereas ranchers before 
had more leeway in obtain-
ing what’s known as a dep-
redation permit from DFW, 
they now have new steps to 
take before being permitted to 
make the kill.

For ranchers in the Western 
Sierra and other areas outside 

of the ESU, in particular, the 
department has adopted a new 
policy requiring two depreda-
tions to occur before issuing a 
lethal permit. 

DFW said in a memoran-
dum released in July that 
the department took a “fresh 
look” at how these permits are 
being issued, given “evolv-
ing scientific knowledge and 
recent events involving moun-
tain lions in California.” The 
“recent events” were likely in 
reference to the attention sur-
rounding the state-sanctioned 
January killing of P-56, one of 
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New preservation rules make it harder to obtain permits to kill mountain lions preying on 

livestock.
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Calaveras County Health Officer 
Dean Kelaita, MD, announced his resig-
nation to county supervisors last week, 
citing “the current political climate” as a 
reason for his stepping down. 

Kelaita’s last day of service will be 
Oct. 16, marking the end of a 20-year 
tenure as health officer. During that 
period, he provided counsel to numer-
ous county department heads, 23 gov-
erning board members and four differ-
ent sheriffs. Health crises addressed 
during his time in office include 
the events of 9/11 and bioterrorism 
threats, H1N1, and natural disasters 
including the 2015 Butte Fire and the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

“It is time for me to step down,” 
Kelaita wrote in his resignation letter. 
“In order to be effective, I have always 
strived to assist community leaders and 
decision makers by providing unvar-
nished medical and scientific infor-
mation, as well as technical expertise 
unbiased by subjectivity or partisan 
influence. Under the current political 
climate, this is no longer possible.”

Kelaita plans to remain in the com-
munity as medical director at Avalon 
Health Care in San Andreas and will 
also return full time to his primary 
care practice in Angels Camp. 

“We are so fortunate as a county to 
have had Dr. Kelaita,” county board of 

supervisors chair Merita Callaway told 
the Enterprise on Tuesday. “He’s well-
respected by the medical community, 
and he’s done a superb job as our pub-
lic health officer. I am personally and 
professionally sad that he is leaving. … 
He’s going to be very hard to replace.”

Callaway added that she has expe-
rienced the challenges of the “current 
political climate” in her own position 
on the board, receiving angry calls 
and comments from those who are 
frustrated by too many – and not 
enough – COVID-19 restrictions. 

She said that fielding political 
complaints should not be the health 
officer’s job.

Since the onset of the pandemic, 

many health officers throughout the 
state have resigned or retired includ-
ing Tuolumne County’s interim Public 
Health Officer Liza Ortiz, MD, and 
health officers in Butte, Placer, Nevada, 
San Benito, Yolo and Orange counties.

“CMA is deeply disturbed by the 
news that some local health officers, 
many of whom have been working 
tirelessly for months, have been sub-
ject to unfair and uninformed attacks 
and have become political targets,” 
the California Medical Association 
tweeted on June 9.

According to Callaway, Calaveras 
County’s new public health officer 
will be appointed by Health and 
Human Services Agency (HHSA) 
Director Kristin Stranger and must be 

approved by the board of supervisors. 
It is not required for a health officer to 
live in the county he/she serves.

“I am confident that under the com-
petent leadership of (HHSA Director) 
Kristin Stranger and the excellent public 
health department professional staff, the 
community will continue to effectively 
manage the COVID-19 pandemic and 
protect the health of our residents until 
such time that a new Health Officer can 
be recruited,” Kelaita said. 

The Public Health division of 
HHSA is currently working to secure 
interim health officer support and will 
provide more information to the pub-
lic soon, according to a press release 
issued Tuesday afternoon.

Calaveras County health officer resigns amid ‘current political climate’

Enterprise report

Ballots for the Nov. 3 
General Election have been 
sent off to voters across 
Calaveras County, the 
Elections Office stated in a 
press release Monday.

Voters should start seeing 
ballots in their mailboxes as 
early as Friday.

Ballots can be returned via 
drop boxes in Angels Camp, 
Valley Springs, San Andreas, 
West Point, Copperopolis and 
Arnold. They may also be 
returned by mail in the postage 
paid envelope, but they must 
be postmarked by Nov. 3 and 
received by Nov. 20. 

Vote Centers will be open 
from Oct. 31 to Nov. 3 for vot-
ers that need assistance, want to 

vote on an accessible tablet, need 

a replacement ballot, require lan-

guage assistance or need to reg-

ister and vote in person.

When voting in person, resi-

dents should follow local health 

guidelines by wearing a face 

covering and maintaining six 

feet of social distancing, per the 

Elections Office’s request.

Sign up here to track your bal-

lot and receive automatic email, 

text or voice call notifications. 

A complete list of voting 

locations and ballot drop boxes 

may be found on the Elections 

Office webpage.

For more information, con-

tact the Elections Office at 

(209) 754-6376.

General Election 
ballots sent out to 
Calaveras County

A costly dilemma?

Some Calaveras schools 
resume onsite learning, 
others debate return

see Lions, A7

see School, A7
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The pandemic didn’t stop the stomp 
during the 27th annual celebration of the 
winegrape harvest in Calaveras County.

Traditionally staged on the first 
Saturday of October at Murphys 
Community Park, this year, the Grape 
Stomp was a little different. 

Teams picked up a half wine barrel 
and 25 pounds of Syrah grapes provided 
by event sponsor Aloria Vineyards and 
headed home to get stomping. The event 
was hosted by the Calaveras Winegrape 
Alliance (CWA) via Zoom on Sept. 27 
as teams of local families and wineries 
fought for dominance. 

Some earned style and spirit points 
by creating their own custom backdrops, 
sporting Daisy Duke shorts and even 
writing a grape-themed song. In the skill 
category, teams were judged based on 
how well they could stomp their grapes 
within a three-minute period and how 
much juice they could pour into their 
measuring bucket in two minutes. 

The winning team in the skill category, 
Crushing It, produced 5.8 liters of juice, 
while runners up Grape & Grain pro-
duced 5.75 liters. Video recordings of the 
virtual stomp and awards ceremony can 
be viewed on the CWA Facebook page

CWA Executive Director Sandra Hess 
and Morgan Gace, CEO of the Calaveras 
Chamber of Commerce, judged the event, 
while also assisting long-standing master 
of ceremonies, Doug Brown. 

“We had a ball hosting the event online 
and chatting it up with such spirited 
stomp teams using Zoom,” Hess said. 
“The Calaveras Wine Region has been 
built by so many with prospecting and 
innovative spirits. We took a different 
approach to make this annual tradition 
happen and the community came along-
side to see it through! Not only did we see 
many of our past stomp teams but also 
welcomed first-time stompers this year.”

This year’s Grape Stomp honored the 
late Steve Collum, lead vineyard manager 
in Calaveras wine country and owner of 
Vineyard Concepts, who died in August. 

“Steve was a significant part of the 
Calaveras Wine Region and brought an 
innovative approach to vineyard man-
agement as he also designed his own 
vineyard sun-blocking solution,” Hess 
said. “Steve helped many of our win-
ery and grower members achieve their 
goals, and this year’s Grape Sponsor, 
Aloria Vineyards, received their sus-
tainable vineyard certification thanks to 
Steve. He will always be remembered 
for his generous heart and care for this 
wine community.”

In the days following the Grape Stomp, 
the event’s silent auction also went online, 
raising funds for the CWA’s High School 
Scholarship Program, parks and com-
munity organizations. The total amount 
raised has yet to be determined, though a 
target goal has been set for $4,500.

“We hope to meet our commitments 
to many again this year, even though we 
had to move away from the park and go 
online,” Hess said. “We are grateful for 
the support of our business community.”

Annual Grape Stomp held in cyberspace
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“This school is beautiful, but 
it’s an empty shell when we 
don’t have students on campus,” 
Nicotero said.

At Calaveras Unified School 
District (CUSD), another unani-
mous vote from a school board 
to return to campuses this month 
might not be enough to bring stu-
dents back to middle school and 
high school.

While CUSD elementary 
schools are reopening with a 50% 
blended model on Oct. 12, 31 
staff members at Toyon Middle 
School and Calaveras High 
School have submitted requests 
for formal leave, resulting in a 
staffing shortage.

“The board is meeting this 
Thursday to consider a recom-
mendation that we continue with 
100% distance learning at the 
middle and high schools, due to 
a projected staffing shortage cre-
ated by a significant number of 
certificated (and) classified staff 
submitting for a formal leave 
of some kind (primarily family 
medical leave or COVID-related 
expanded family leave),” CUSD 
Superintendent Mark Campbell 
told the Enterprise on Tuesday.

The recommendation will 
likely bring opposition from a 
coalition of CUSD parents and 
students who staged a demonstra-
tion last month urging the district 
to reopen school sites.

Currently, Bret Harte Union 
High School in Angels Camp is 
the only high school in the county 
with confirmed plans to reopen.

Beginning Oct. 19, students 
will return to campus for two 
days out of the school week, 
with cohorts alternating onsite 
learning days.

Bret Harte Union High 
School District (BHUHSD) 
was the last in the county to 
vote on reopening school sites, 
following three other school 

boards that voted “yes.”

The BHUHSD board’s deci-
sion on Sept. 28 was unanimous 
and the result of “a lot of discus-
sion,” according to BHUHSD 
Superintendent Mike Chimente.

“It’s just the right thing to 
do for the kids,” Chimente 
said on Tuesday. “While, in 
my heart, I feel it’s the right 
thing, I don’t think waiting 
any longer would have made 
any difference. We just have 
to try and see what happens.”

Roughly 100 students at the 
high school will be continuing 
with distance learning, Chimente 
said, reflecting approximately 
20% of parents surveyed by the 
school who answered that they 
did not want their children to 
return to campus.

Staff members have been 
largely supportive of the reopen-
ing plans, he said.

“The majority I’ve talked to 
have missed the interaction and 
are all cautiously optimistic,” 
Chimente said. “I can’t speak 
for 100% of staff, but I think 
they all understand that virtual 
(instruction) is not what they 
signed up for.”

Planning to reopen a high 
school has brought unique pit-
falls, requiring the reimagining 
of some activities and the can-
celing of others.

With the state’s governing 
body for high school athletics 
planning to begin both winter 
and spring sports during the win-
ter season, Chimente says more 
guidance is needed from the state 
to determine how sporting events 
should be staged and when pre-
season conditioning can com-
mence. Meanwhile, he said, 
coaches and student athletes are 
“chomping at the bit.”

Band is no longer feasible 
under COVID-19 guidance, nor 
is changing into physical edu-
cation (PE) clothes. Chimente 
says students might obtain PE 
credits by keeping a daily exer-
cise log at home, while a drama 

production might be organized 

with social distancing.  

“In high school, it’s not just all 

core academics. It’s important for 

us to be able to provide (Career 

Technical Education), art, labs. 
For a lot of kids, that’s the hook 
for them to come to school,” 
Chimente said, adding that dis-
tributing meals to students on a 
50% blended model also presents 

new challenges.

“I think every district is doing 

the best they can to navigate these 

uncharted waters,” he continued. 

“We have to be mindful of how 

we’re going to take care of each 

other when we return. … It is just 

going to be different for a while, 

but I still think that difference is 

worth having kids on campus.”

two male radio-collared moun-
tain lions living in a fragile 
habitat in the Santa Monica 
mountains that had been 
tracked by the National Park 
Service for decades.

The new “two-step” policy 
for obtaining a depredation 
permit is based on California 
Fish and Game Code Section 
4801.5, which generally 
requires that non-lethal mea-
sures be used before a lethal 
permit can be issued.

When a mountain lion kill 
of livestock “was confirmed 
before, and it was requested 
by the owner that suffered the 
livestock loss, then we could 
issue a lethal permit right 
away,” said Eric Kleinfelter, 
DFW environmental scientist 
for Amador and Calaveras 
counties. “Now, when folks 
report an incident, and it’s con-
firmed to be a lion kill of 
livestock, then the first step is 
to request a non-lethal hazing 
depredation permit. It doesn’t 
allow for killing” off the bat.

For an example of non-lethal 
measures, ranchers can pur-
sue lions with quads and dogs, 
but have to use rubber bul-
lets, cracker shells or bean bag 
rounds as ammunition.

Precautionary measures 
include penning domesticated 
animals or livestock at night 
(the primary time mountain 
lions attack); installing motion-
sensored lighting and using 
a loud radio to scare away 
pumas; and for large landown-
ers, driving the perimeters of 
their property regularly to sur-
vey and ward off any hungry 
lions, Kleinfelter said.

Only after those kinds of 
measures are taken, and two 
separate depredations have 
occured, can a rancher be 
issued a lethal permit.

The only exception for 

ranchers is to catch a lion in 
the act. When that happens, 
they’re free by law to make the 
kill right away.

How cattle ranchers are 

responding
The policy change has 

placed fourth-generation cat-
tle rancher Walt Valente in a 
tough position.

Valente, who runs cattle in 
Angels Camp and San Andreas, 
said mountain lion attacks have 
been a common problem in the 
local ranching community for 
as long as he can remember.

He said he’s had at least 
three animals killed over the 
past three years to the jaws 
and claws of a lion, including 
a sheep a couple months ago.

Valente, a former federal 
trapper for the county, took 
issue with the new restrictions.

After a mountain lion kills 
once, “he will kill again. He’s 
going to come back until there 
isn’t anything left. I know that. 
I’ve experienced that,” Valente 
told the Enterprise Monday. 
“That’s our livelihood … they 
kill a calf, that’s $1,000 ... why 
do we have to sacrifice our safe-
ty and animals to feed a lion? 
It’s a lot of danger and cost.”

While Valente’s not advo-
cating for “killing every lion 
in the country,” he said obtain-
ing a lethal depredation permit 
should be simpler.

He’s concerned lions are a 
danger to people too, despite 
the significantly low number of 
attacks on humans over the last 
few decades.

“Some person is going to be 
killed by one of these lions,” 
Valente said. “That’s what 
we’re afraid of. They look at 
you as something to eat.”

Kirk Wilbur, vice president 
of government affairs with 
the California Cattlemen’s 
Association said it’s been 
frustrating to see the move 
to a two-step permit, citing 
decades of understanding 

between ranchers and the 
department over the lethal 
take permit process.

He said compounding politi-
cal pressure from environmen-
tal activists and Gov. Newsom, 
whose father worked for the 
Mountain Lion Foundation in 
the ’80s, likely played a role in 
the policy change.

“It’s the landowner and the 
livestock rancher that ends up 
bearing the burden of losing 
hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars to their property that Prop 
117 was intended to protect,” 
Wilbur said in a phone inter-
view Tuesday.

That said, the policy change 
is not necessarily grounds for 
litigation at the moment for the 
Cattlemen’s Association.

“It’s perhaps met the let-
ter of the law, but I think it’s 
against the spirit of Prop 117,” 
he said.

Western Sierra habitat 

suitable, but critical to 

protect
With plenty of open, unde-

veloped land – much of which 
is federally owned – lion popu-
lations in the Western Sierra 
have some of the most suitable 
habitat in California, leading 
state researchers say.

But it’s also the most critical 
habitat to protect, since dispersal 
from the region is the source of 
population growth for every other 
range in the state, according to 
DFW mountain lion researcher 
Justin Dellinger, Ph.D.

“We know that there’s con-
nectivity issues across the state, 
and we know that the Western 
Sierra is, genetically speaking, 
the thing that’s holding it all 
together,” Dellinger said. “In an 
island, the Western Sierra is per-
fectly fine, but it’s critical for the 
survival of other populations.”

Mountain lions play an 
important role as the apex 
predator in the Western Sierra. 

They can, to a degree, keep 

deer populations in check and 
effectively restore diverse vegeta-
tion to areas that deer would nor-
mally be foraging. Cougars also 
leave carcasses for scavengers.

For a number of reasons, 
habitat management for moun-
tain lions is no simple task.

The dispersal-age males that 
play a vital role in populating 
other areas of the state (running 
the risk of being hit by a car 
crossing a freeway in doing so) 
also happen to be the ones most 
likely to be killed for depredation.

Furthermore, removing lions 
from the land is often just a 
“band-aid” on a deeper wound 
that calls for supplementary 
or alternative treatment – if a 
rancher lives in a travel cor-
ridor, cougars will likely keep 
coming back.

Effectively, depredations beget 
more depredations, and eventu-
ally exhaust the lion population.

Proactive, non-lethal mea-
sures are favorable from a 
management perspective, but 
not always cost-efficient.

Building enclosures to keep 
livestock in at night significant-
ly reduces the chances of preda-
tion, as the risks of an attack are 
much lower during the day.

“If you’ve got 20 animals or 
less, chances are you just need 
a chain link enclosure with a 
solid roof,” Dellinger said.

That said, 70% of depreda-
tions occur on hobby farms 
that may not have the money 
to invest in enclosures, he said.

What about the health of 
mountain lions’ preferred 
food source?

Valente pointed to the decline 
in local deer populations as a 
potential amplifier for increased 
mountain lion predation of live-
stock in the county.

That said, the little data avail-
able doesn’t reliably support 
that there’s been an increase 
in attacks, let alone whether 
rebounding deer populations 
would reduce depredation.

The number of depredation 
permits issued in Calaveras 
County over the past nine years 
averages to about 12 per year, 
with no significant trends. Less 
than half of the total permits 
issued actually resulted in takes.

Additionally, a decrease in 
deer populations – influenced 
mostly by precipitation levels 
and habitat decline due to devel-
opment or the absence of logging 
– would likely indicate mountain 
lion numbers are on the decline 
as well, since they don’t repro-
duce as fast as their main prey, 
according to Dellinger.

Any current estimate of 
the actual number of moun-
tain lions in Calaveras County 
and the state, however, would 
likely be highly inaccurate, 
Dellinger said. A more accu-
rate statewide and region-spe-
cific count is expected to be 
produced by 2022.

So, helping the deer popu-
lation revive may not be the 
straightforward solution for 
curbing depredation that ranch-
ers are hoping for.

Changes in the bear popula-
tion can also have significant 
impacts on mountain lions, 
Dellinger said.

Bears’ reproduction increas-
es when presented with for-
age opportunities, like access to 
acorns, berries and human food. 
When survivability increases 
for bears, it can spell trouble 
for mountain lions, since bears 
regularly steal kills from lions.

Perhaps ironically, one man-
agement priority for cougars 
and other wildlife Dellinger 
mentioned was preserving the 
kinds of open rangelands that 
have allowed lion populations 
to thrive in rural areas.

In a roundabout way, if 
ranchers stay in business, they 
can effectively preserve lion 
habitat by not selling their prop-
erty away to a large developer. 

In these cases, issuing lethal 
depredation permits may be 
“addition by subtraction.”

“If it’s a large cattle opera-
tion, the long-term viability of 
that operation means long-term 
habitat connectivity for wild-
life in general. Then, yeah, it 
makes sense to have to remove 
an animal to keep that land-
owner in business and keep the 
land intact,” Dellinger said.

With 198,000 acres of range-
lands in Calaveras County, the 
cattle industry yielded $7.8 mil-
lion in revenues in 2018, the sec-
ond highest commodity behind 
timber, per the 2018 crop report.

Mary Anne Garamendi, 
District 2 representative on the 
county fish and game commis-
sion said she understands the 
need for the county to preserve 
its open spaces to protect moun-
tain lions and ranchers’ liveli-
hoods, including through the 
use of conservation easements.

“We need to acknowledge 
that we have a lot of private 
open land and a lot of ranching 
communities in our particular 
areas and neighboring counties, 
and we need to try to keep our 
habitat managed correctly so 
we don’t have depredation of 
our livestock,” Garamendi said.

Ben Stopper, District 5 
county supervisor and repre-
sentative on the county fish 
and game commission said the 
recent developments around 
listing mountain lions as an 
endangered species in other 
parts of the state are “worri-
some.” He said the state should 
“tread carefully” and not issue 
a blanket statewide order that 
would make acquiring lethal 
depredation permits even more 
difficult in the Western Sierra, 
where suitable habitat exists. 

Such an order would be 
“tying the hands of our ranch-
ers and cattlemen through the 
depredation process to protect 
their livestock and their liveli-
hoods,” Stopper said.

For more information, or to 
report a mountain lion attack, 
call the DFW Rancho Cordova 
office at (916) 358-2917.
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