Punxsutawney Phil predicts 6
more weeks of winter

By Jason Samenow, Washington Post

On a raw, cloudy and damp Sunday morning, Groundhog Phil saw
his shadow in the small town of Punxsutawney, Pa.

The appearance of Phil’s shadow means winter will extend well
into March according to folklore. Had Phil not seen his
shadow, it would have meant spring is around the corner.

Since the Groundhog’s first prediction in 1887 (through 2013),
Phil has seen his shadow 100 times and not seen it on just 17
occasions. There are nine missing years in the record, but
Phil has issued a forecast without exception.

No one questions Phil’s dedication to prognostication, but his
accuracy 1is an unending source of controversy.

Read the whole story

Clarity for Lake Tahoe’s near
shore being sought

By Kathryn Reed

Lake Tahoe’'s clarity is stabilizing and improving, but it is
hard to tell just by walking along the shore. That's because
all of the attention has been placed on what is going on in
the middle of the lake and not at the edge of the lake.

But now the focus is expanding to include what is called the
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near shore. For several years the water people most often come
in contact with has been going from pristine to looking at
times like any other lake — brown and murky.

Regulating bodies and scientists are trying to figure out why
this 1s happening and what can be done to stop it.

Lahontan Regional Water Quality Control Board on Feb. 13 will
take up the issue at a meeting in South Lake Tahoe. A draft of
the Lake Tahoe Nearshore Water Quality Protection Plan was
unveiled Jan. 30 at a meeting hosted by Lahontan, Tahoe
Regional Planning Agency, Nevada Division of Environmental
Protection and U.S. Environmental Protection. Those are the
four agencies that makeup the Near Shore Agency Working Group.

Dan Sussman with Lahontan on
Jan. 30 discusses efforts to
understand Lake Tahoe’s near
shore. Photo/Kathryn Reed

The near shore for Tahoe is defined as 350 feet from existing
lake level or 69 feet deep whichever is greater.

Those who attended the Thursday meeting — which ranged from
scientists to water purveyors to environmentalists to marina
owners to agency employees to the general public — were asked
to rate what they thought the focus of limited manpower and
financial resources should be spent on.

With everyone getting two votes, there were 27 votes for
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trophic status, 15 for clarity, 12 for community structure and
nine for human health.

Trophic status deals with the fertility of the lake. Tahoe is
an unfertile lake. Something that would be studied 1is
periphyton, which is the algae people see sticking to rocks
and boats. Phytoplankton is the floating algae. Chlorophyll
would also be something to look at. It is an indicator of lake
productivity.

Community structure has to do with plant and animal life.

One of the reasons the near shore has not gotten the same
attention as mid-lake is that it is more complex. Aquatic
invasive species like certain areas more than others,
periphyton is more common in some spots than others, and then
there are parts of the lake that don’t seem to have problems.

Fine sediment has long been a known contributor to the overall
degradation of lake clarity. That is one of the main focuses
to upgrade the mid-lake clarity. It is likely to be something
to look at for the near shore, too.

“Small particles have more reflecting power. It means light
can’'t penetrate as deeply into the water,” Jason Kuchnicki
with Nevada Division of Environmental Protection said.

An audience member asked why groundwater and stormwater drains
were not being looked at. Besides the time and money
constraints, they are not constants and would be harder to
measure effects.

It was brought up how the regulating agencies have not
partnered with the water purveyors who are always testing the
water so it meets drinking water standards. Some of their
intake valves are within the definition of the near shore.

Climate change impacts are also going to be considered. The
temperature of the lake has been increasing. With the near



shore being shallower, it will be even warmer. This then
allows for better habitat for non-native warm water fish as
well as algae.

Lahontan hopes to have a pilot monitoring plan in place
starting this year. The problem is that estimates are that it
will cost $450,000 a year to monitor the near shore and only
$150,000 has been secured. Officials are trying to find ways
to close that gap.

State OKs funding for South
Shore highway project

A project on the South Shore is part of the $138 million
allocated this week by the California Transportation
Commission.

The money will fund 32 projects that are designed to improve
highways, bridges, and passenger rail and further strengthen
the state’s economy.

The $13.7 million coming to Lake Tahoe will provide
improvements to the drainage facilities on Highway 89 between
Highway 50 and Cascade Road in South Lake Tahoe. This project
will replace drainage systems, install sand traps and replace
an existing arch culvert with a box culvert.

The allocations include approximately $25 million from
Proposition 1B, a transportation bond approved by voters in
2006. The remaining $113 million in allocations came from
assorted transportation accounts funded by state and federal
dollars.
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— Lake Tahoe News staff report

CDC: Medical bills a burden
for many U.S. families

By Karen Kaplan, Los Angeles Times

A crushing medical bill can cause money problems not just for
a cash-strapped patient but for his or her entire family. Data
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention show more
than one in four U.S. families recently experienced a
financial burden due to the cost of medical care.

Among Americans who participated in the National Health
Interview Survey in 2012, 8.9 percent said they were currently
having problems paying a medical bill and another 7.6 percent
said they had been in that situation sometime in the previous
12 months. In addition, 21.4 percent of those surveyed said
they were in the process of paying off a medical bill over an
extended period of time.

Altogether, 26.8 percent of people reached by the interviewers
said they experienced some type of financial burden due to
medical bills in the previous year, according to a report
released Tuesday by the CDC’'s National Center for Health
Statistics.

Read the whole story
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ELl Dorado County man
sentenced in nonprofit
embezzlement

By Cathy Locke, Sacramento Bee

An El Dorado County man who formerly served as treasurer of
the Lions Education Foundation has been sentenced to two years
in prison for embezzlement.

Kent Maloney pleaded guilty to embezzling more than $200,000
from the nonprofit entity, which is associated with the Lions
Club International, according to the El Dorado County District
Attorney’s Office. Maloney was sentenced Wednesday in El
Dorado County Superior Court and remanded into custody
immediately after sentencing.

Read the whole story

Latinos about to be Calif.’s
largest racial-ethnic group

By Mark Hugo Lopez, Pew Research Center

According to Gov. Jerry Brown’s new state budget, Latinos are
projected to become the largest single racial-ethnic group in
the state by March, making up 39 percent of the state’s
population. That will make California only the second state,
behind New Mexico, where whites are not the majority and
Latinos are the plurality, meaning they are not more than half
but they comprise the largest percentage of any group.
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California’s demographers also project that in mid-2014, the
state’s residents will be 38.8 percent white non-Hispanic, 13
percent Asian American or Pacific Islander, 5.8 percent black
non-Hispanic, and less than 1 percent Native American.

But the state’s demographics in 2014 are very different from
what they had been. In 2000, California’s 33.9 million
residents were 46.6 percent white non-Hispanic, 32.3 percent
Latino, 11.1 percent Asian American or Pacific Islander, 6.4
percent black non-Hispanic and about 1 percnet Native
American. In 1990, white non-Hispanics made up more than half
(57.4 percent) of the state’s then 29.7 million residents,
while 25.4 percent of Californians were Latino, 9.2 percent
were Asian American or Pacific Islander, 7.1 percent were
black non-Hispanic and about 1 percent were Native American.

Read the whole story

Tahoe 1immune from drastic
Calif. water rules

By Kathryn Reed

While state water officials scramble to contend with a
worsening drought, Lake Tahoe taps are not going to go dry.

Water purveyors in the Lake Tahoe Basin use groundwater or the
lake.

And while the lake level is dropping at a time when it should
be replenishing, there are so many acre-feet in it that the
lack of rain and/or snow would have to continue for quite a
few years to impact water users in the basin.
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Who is likely to be affected are marina owners and the
affiliated businesses when it comes to getting recreational
boats into the water and commercial boats to the dock.

While it looks like winter
in Lake Tahoe, California
remains parched.
Photo/Kathryn Reed

Private well owners could also be impacted as the groundwater
is depleted.

South Tahoe Public Utility District is not worried, as its
wells are between 200 and 600 feet deep. The district, the
largest water company in the basin, is completely on well
water. If need be, another well could be drilled. But doing so
comes with a $2 million price tag.

District staff members will make a presentation to the City
Council on March 18 about how the drought is affecting STPUD.

Water from Lake Tahoe flows into the Truckee River at the dam
in Tahoe City and then it goes to Nevada. Nevada water users
in the Reno-Sparks area are impacted by Tahoe’s water level.

The basin is in the Nevada watershed — not California. Because
of this the drastic news out of Sacramento on Friday does not
affect Tahoe directly.

But the residents of Tahoe will be affected because the
drought severely impacts farmers. It means fewer crops will be
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planted and the price of food will go up. Fisheries are being
hurt. The drought is affecting the environment as well as the
economy, and it will get worse the longer it stays dry.

Simply put, for most of California the demand for water 1is
greater than the supply.

It was announced Friday that entities that receive water from
the State Water Project will get zero water. This is the first
time that has happened in the 54-year history of the agency.
SWP services 25 water agencies that supply water to 25 million
people and approximately 750,000 acres of irrigated farmland.

This decision could be revised if it begins to snow and rain.
For now, those agencies will have to rely on well water, local
reservoirs and other supplies.

“We are two-thirds through the wet season. The state would
have to experience heavy rainfall every other day through May
to get back to normal. Even then we would face drought
conditions,” Mark Cowin, Department of Water Resources
director, said during the Jan. 31 press conference 1in
Sacramento.

The decisions on Friday will affect municipal water users,
farmers and fisheries. The goal is to share the pain and not
point fingers.

Charlton Bonham, director of the state Department of Fish and
Wildlife, said his agency has never been in this predicament.

“It is about making really hard decisions in a real time basis
where we may have to accept some impact now to avoid a much
greater impact tomorrow,” Bonham said.

There is concern the salmon run 1is threatened because they
cannot get upstream to spawn. Delta smelt and other fish are
also on people’s radar as water levels decrease.

Actions that have been taken:



e CDFW restricted fishing on some waterways due to low water
flows worsened by the drought. More rivers and streams could
be impacted in the coming weeks.

e Gov. Jerry Brown declared a drought state of emergency in
January.

e CalFire hired 125 additional firefighters to help address
the increased fire threat due to drought conditions.

e California Department of Public Health identified and
offered assistance to communities at risk of severe drinking
water shortages.

Tom Howard, executive director of the state Water Resources
Control Board, signed an emergency order Friday to alter the
flow of water from reservoirs. This is so some will be saved
in storage if things continue to be dry or get worse.

Public health and safety will play a role in how much 1is
released; so will the need to keep salt water from San
Francisco Bay out of the Delta.

This is the third dry year for California. The last
significant drought was in 1976-77. Reservoirs are lower today
then they were then. And the snow survey on Thursday revealed
a record low for water content at 12 percent. Lake Oroville,
the principal State Water Project reservoir, is at 36 percent
of capacity when normally it is at 55 percent this time of
year. Shasta Lake, California’s and the federal Central Valley
Project’s largest reservoir, is at 36 percent capacity when it
should be at 54 percent.

“Today is a stark reminder that we all have to save every drop
we can in our homes and places of work. Conservation is always
important, but today it’s an absolute necessity,” Cowin said.

Brown has called on all Californians to voluntarily reduce
water usage by 20 percent.



South Tahoe PUD does not expect to ration water this summer.
Customers have already been on an odd-even watering schedule.
What is likely to change is the district will enforce that
policy.

“This summer we expect to up our efforts at water
conservation,” Richard Solbrig, general manager of STPUD, told
Lake Tahoe News. “If you look at the bigger picture, water
conservation is the right thing to do. We should not be
wasting water.”

Solbrig said the district is likely to make a more concerted
effort to promote the turf buyback program, rebates for
replacing old washing machines, education about taking shorter
showers, running full dishwashers and turning off the spigot
while brushing teeth.

He knows people will start irrigating sooner than usual if it
does not rain or snow more this winter.

“If people are not water conscientious and careful, that
demand peak will increase compared to the previous year,”
Solbrig said.

This in turn means a greater depletion of the groundwater.

Solbrig said for his agency’s needs it doesn’t matter if it
rains or snows — both fill the aquifer. But there is no
substantive moisture in the forecast.

Accident closes Hwy. 50
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between Tahoe, Placerville

It’'s going to take a while for people to get to and from Lake
Tahoe tonight.

There was a single-vehicle accident on Highway 50 near Kyburz
about 4:30pm Jan. 31 that had the highway closed for two
hours. One-way controlled traffic started moving about 6:45pm.

California Highway Patrol told Lake Tahoe News the vehicle was
headed west toward Placerville. Details of the accident have
not been released.

A patrolman said there were multiple occupants who sustained
major and moderate injuries.

— Lake Tahoe News staff report

Lack of online records leaves
parents in dark

By Katharine Mieszkowski, Center for Investigative Reporting

The infant boy had been left alone in a closet. He was
strapped into a car seat, facing a wall on the second floor of
a Milpitas day care.

A state inspector discovered the isolated boy when she visited
in April and shut down the day care that Stephanie Newbrough
had run out of her home for more than 18 years. Newbrough had
been a respected member of the local community. Many parents
who left children in her care lived nearby or learned about
her day care through word of mouth.
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But behind that neighborly image, the day care had a long
history of breaking state rules, including a Ulack of
supervision of children in its care. Parents like Denise Davis
knew nothing of the problems. “It’s your worst nightmare,” she
said.

Denise Davis, shown in her
daughter’s bedroom in her
San Jose, Calif., used to
send her children to a day
care that was shut down last
year after a long history of
breaking state rules.
Photo/Noah Berger/Center for
Investigative Reporting

The violations were so severe that Newbrough ultimately lost
her license and was banned for life from operating a day care
in California.

California doesn’t make it easy for parents to find out what'’s
going on at the places that care for their children.

The state keeps a vast archive of inspection and complaint
reports against nearly 48,000 state-licensed day care,
preschool and after-school programs. But for the most part,
these records remain stored away in obscure government
offices, making access difficult for busy parents of the 1.1
million children who attend these programs.
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The majority of states already make public reports available
online. California has no plans to do so, despite years of
pressure from state and now federal officials who want to give
parents a complete picture of what the state knows about the
care of their children.

Davis, who’d known Newbrough since she was a teen, said she
would not have sent her three children to the day care if she
had known about its record. She did not know the records
existed, much less what they said about Newbrough’s day care
when she sent her children there.

The Center of Investigative Reporting is trying to get
electronic copies from the state under the California Public
Records Act with the hopes of putting them online. The state
Department of Social Services says it will cost more than
$20,000 and take more than two years for CIR to get the public
data.

Experts say the request should take minimal time and money
because databases are designed to be able to export
information easily.

“That’s just embarrassing. Do they really want to be known as
the dumbest, most backward government agency in California?”
said David Cuillier, an expert on public records who directs
the University of Arizona’s School of Journalism. “Because if
they cannot export data quickly, then they’ve got problems.”

Contrast California with other large states, like Texas.

n

Google “Texas child care,” and the first search result that
comes up 1is the Texas Department of Family and Protective
Services' site for day care records. “Don’t be in the dark
about child care!” the website warns. “Before entrusting your
child to a day care, check its state record.”

In California, a top official at the Department of Social
Services admitted the problem and called its technology “old



and outdated.”

“We all expect that any information that we want to know, we
just Google it, and we should be able to pull up everything,”
said Pat Leary, chief deputy director. “And it’'s frustrating
for parents, I know, when they can’t just get easy access to
information.”

Research shows that putting the reports online improves the
quality of child care.

That’'s one reason that the federal government is finalizing
regulations that will require states to put records online 1in
order to receive subsidies for low-income families.

California 1is the nation’s largest recipient from the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services’ Child Care and
Development Fund, pulling in more than half a billion dollars
a year. It’s the only one of the four largest states that
doesn’t already make investigation and inspection information
available on the Web.

The U.S. Health and Human Services Department considers the
records an essential tool for parents choosing child care.
“Limiting access to this information creates a burden for
parents,” its proposed new rule says.

Ann Dryden Witte, an economist at the National Bureau of
Economic Research, found in 2004 that providers’ quality of
care for children of low-income families went up when the
reports went online in Broward County, Florida. The mean
assessment score of local providers went from 89 to 91, on par
with education efforts to improve classroom environment or
curriculum. Inspectors also were more productive, completing
an average of 14 more inspections a year.

“As a result, they cleaned up their act,” Witte said.

In California, parents can contact child care resource and



referral agencies to find out which child care providers are
licensed. But these agencies don’t have access to the state’s
inspection and complaint records. The agencies tell the
parents they must get in touch with one of the state’s
regional licensing offices.

Calling or visiting such a little-known office is too high a
barrier for busy parents of young children, the state auditor
concluded in a 2006 report. The offices are open only during
typical work hours, and most parents who send their children
to child care do so because they’re at work.

For more than seven years, the Department of Social Services
has been pledging to get the records online. In 2006, the
department assured the state auditor that it was working on it
but warned that it needed money to do so. More than five years
later, it told the auditor that it planned to use stimulus
money to get the job done.

In 2012, the state auditor gave up on the department, saying
it had no confidence the state would put the records online.
The Department of Social Services ended up getting $1 million
in education stimulus money, but it’s being spent on other
things. Leary said that money didn’t cover the costs for the
project. The department still doesn’t have a plan to get the
records online.

For CIR's request, the department estimates that extracting
the data from its database would require more than 500 hours
of staff time at a cost of $41 an hour, totaling at least
$20,500. The agency also says it can devote only four hours
per week to this project, so it would take more than two years
to complete.

Experts say that estimate strains credulity. “If it takes
someone working full time for 12 and a half weeks to export
data, that is probably one of the worst government computer
systems I've ever heard of,” Cuillier said.



In Milpitas, Davis and her husband abruptly pulled their
children out of the Newbrough’s day care in 2010 when they
learned from a worker at the day care that their infant
daughter was put down for naps in her car seat, which may
inhibit the child’s breathing. Newbrough subsequently sued the
parents for breach of contract in small claims court and won.

The inspector who found the infant in the closet and shut down
the facility also discovered that there weren’t enough
caregivers providing supervision, a violation that Newbrough
had received before. In years prior, inspectors cited the day
care seven times for threatening the health, safety or rights
of children, its most serious violation.

Newbrough, who didn’t respond to requests for comment, 1is no
longer operating a day care. But that doesn’t mean she’s
entirely out of the child care business in the state.

Newbrough still is listed as the president and founder of
Prince and Princess Sitters on the company’s website. It is a
baby-sitting and nanny placement agency in San Jose.

Nevadans making push to
legalize marijuana

By Andrew Doughman, Las Vegas Sun

Marijuana advocates say they are crafting the necessary
initiative language for Nevada voters to approve the use of
pot for recreational purposes, perhaps by next year.

In their best scenario, enough Nevada voters — a minimum of
about 102,000 — will sign petitions supporting legalization of
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marijuana, setting the stage for a vote in the state
Legislature in 2015. If the measure fails to win the support
of two-thirds of the lawmakers, the question would go to
voters in 2016.

Touting the benefits of regulating and taxing what is now an
underground industry in Nevada, advocates say they're
confident they’ll have the money and votes required to pass an
initiative similar to the one that Colorado voters approved in
2012.

Read the whole story
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