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PRUNEDALE — Two peo-
ple have been arrested and 
seven vehicles were recovered 
in what police believe was a 
vehicle theft ring. 

The bust came about at 4:30 
a.m. Wednesday when a man 
started his truck in his drive-
way, near San Juan Grade 
Road and Lagunita Road. After 
turning on his truck he went 
back inside his house to tell his 
children goodbye. Once inside 
he heard a truck being driven 
away, and he ran outside and 
noticed his truck was gone. He 
got into another vehicle and 
caught up to his truck, which 
was being followed by a silver 
Honda, California Highway 
Patrol offi cer Oscar Loza said. 

The victim followed at a safe 
distance and called 911. When 
his truck and the Honda made 
a left turn onto Wild Horse 
Road the victim pulled over and 
waited for offi cers to arrive. 
While waiting he observed the 
silver Honda drive back down 
Wild Horse Road and make a 
right onto Crazy Horse Canyon 
Road toward Highway 101. The 
victim followed the Honda 
towards 101 while copying its 
license plate. 

Once they merged onto the 
highway, the Honda acceler-
ated to a high speed and the 

victim stopped following, ac-
cording to Loza. The victim 
then drove back to Crazy Horse 
Canyon Road and pulled over 
near Wild Horse Road. As he 

was waiting he noticed a two-
tone Chevrolet S-10 pickup 
drive down Wild Horse Road. 
The S-10 stopped at the inter-
section, and once the driver 

sees the victim’s vehicle he 
began backing up Wild Horse 
Road. That’s when two CHP 
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Sign up for the e-edition
The Register-Pajaronian publishes online updates for subscribers 

on Wednesdays and Fridays. For subscribers who are not 
already signed up for the e-edition, email circulation@register-
pajaronian.com with your name, address, email and preferred 

user name. A temporary password will be issued to you. You can 
also call 761-7311 with this information.

Saturday, March 26

Easter on the Farm
  The Agricultural History Project's 
Easter on the Farm will be held from 
11 a.m. to 3 p.m. at  the Santa Cruz 
County Fairgrounds, 2601 East Lake 
Ave. in Watsonville. Easter egg hunts 
will  start at 11:15 a.m. and be held 
every half hour until 1:45 p.m. Guests 
w i l l  m a k e  E a s t e r  c r a f t s  a n d  k i d s 
wi l l  have  the  opportuni ty  to  ho ld 
rabbits and feeding the Ag History 
chickens. There will also be tractor 
driving, wooden cow milking and an 
old-fashioned water pump for kids. 
Admission is free.

Wine tasting
  Santa Cruz winemaker Nicole Walsh’s 
wines will be available at the Annieglass 
tasting ro om, 310 Harvest Drive in Watson-
ville, from 1-3:30 p.m. A free studio tour 
will be offered at 1:30 p.m.

Sunday, March 27

Sunday breakfast at 
the American Legion
  The  Amer ican  Leg ion  Post  121 
invites all members and non-members 
to breakfast each Sunday morning from 
8-11:30 a.m. at 214 Center St., Watson-
ville. Cost: $7 for adults, $4 for children 
under 10. Proceeds support the post's 
community activities. Information: 724-
0481. 

Wetlands Nature 
Center
  Discover the wildlands on free ex-
ploration walks Sundays at 1:30 p.m. at 
the Wetlands Nature Center, 30 Harkins 
Slough Road, Watsonville, behind Ramsay 
Park. Binoculars provided. Rain cancels. 
Information: 768-1622 or wetlandsofwat-
sonville.org.
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Gloria Betencourt helps arrange sacks of fresh produce Thursday at the Watsonville Senior 
Center as part of a monthly food giveaway.

Nonprofi t, elected offi cials raising 
awareness for senior nutrition

Aiding the aging

City 
recognizes 
volunteers

By ERIK CHALHOUB
OF THE REGISTER-PAJARONIAN

  WATSONVILLE — Yesenia 
Abundis, Lily Constanza and 
Marisa Upson are three teenag-
ers who have volunteered for 
more than a year to help younger 
children develop reading skills.
  The three were instrumental 
in forming the Reading Buddies 
Project run by YouthServe, a 
program of the Volunteer Center 
of Santa Cruz County. The project 
pairs teen tutors with children 
in kindergarten through second 
grade for an eight-week period.
  On Thursday, Abundis, Con-
stanza and Upson joined six other 
community members in receiving 
2016 Cesar Chavez Community 
Awards, the 14th annual event 
put on by the City of Watsonville 
Parks and Community Services 
Department.
  The event honors residents 
who exemplify the values of 
community involvement, volun-
teerism and non-violent confl ict 
resolution.
  Volunteer Center Director of 
Mobilization Christina Thurston 
said the three young women have 

See AWARDS, page A8

By BEK PHILLIPS
OF THE REGISTER-PAJARONIAN

At the Watsonville Senior Center Thursday, Mayor 
Felipe Hernandez and city council members Lowell 
Hurst and Rebecca Garcia joined Meals on Wheels 

to celebrate Champions Week.
Once there, they talked to the crowd, extending to the se-

niors the invitation to talk about things that matter to them. 
The city employees served lunch, and issued a proclamation.

“The purpose of Community Champions Week is to raise 

Vehicle theft ring broken up; 2 arrested

Contributed

California Highway Patrol offi cer take two people into custody Wednesday in Prunedale on 
suspicion of operating a vehicle theft ring.

See MEALS, page A14

Student advisory 
council also 
approved
By TODD GUILD
OF THE REGISTER-PAJARONIAN

WATSONVILLE — The Paja-
ro Valley Unifi ed School District 
Board of Trustees Wednesday 
approved a second interim 
budget report with a positive 
certifi cation, meaning the dis-
trict will be able to pay its bills 
for the next three years.
  The board also unanimously 
approved a plan to add an 
advisory council of PVUSD 
high school students, who will 
participate in board discussions 
and sit alongside the trustees 
at their meetings. The Student 
Advisory Council will start next 
year.
  An overall positive picture, 
the budget shows a $38.4 mil-
lion ending balance this year, a 
number that jumps to $40 mil-
lion next year and reaches $46 
million by the 2018-19 school 
year. 
  It also shows the district will 
stop defi cit spending next year.
  Despite the rosy outlook, the 
vote to pass the budget was far 

PV trustees 
approve, 
express 

concern about 
budget
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Watsonville Mayor Felipe Hernandez (right) joins and city council members Rebecca Garcia 
(from left) and Lowell Hurst in presenting a proclamation to the director of Meals on Wheels.

awareness for senior nutrition,” 
Program Director Lisa Berkow-
itz said. “There are thousands of 
people helping to deliver meals 
and services with city council 
members going to Santa Cruz 
and here in Watsonville.”

Meals on Wheels, a national 
nonprofit, has held annual cel-
ebrations during the month of 
March since 2002, and as part 
of that, hold Champions Week.

“This is a special year,” 
Berkowitz said. “It is our 40th 
anniversary, and it is great to see 
the message of senior nutrition 
is still in the forefront.”

The program invites elected 
officials, local celebrities and 
other prominent figures to deliv-
er meals, speak out for seniors 

and raise awareness during 
Champions Week.

“It is noble work that they 
do,” Hernandez said. “It pro-
vides food for senior members 
of the community, and we have 
to look after our older popula-
tion.”

Meals on Wheels sends about 
60,000 meals out to Watsonville 
annually, with 40,000 of them 
home delivered. The deliver-
ies help with nutrition and in 
preventing isolation, Berkowitz 
said.

“We affect people’s lives by 
improving their nutrition and 
also giving them the opportu-
nity to get out and meet with 
friends,” she said. “It addresses 
social isolation, which can be a 
big problem with seniors.”

Hernandez said that the aging 
population of Watsonville is one 
that is underrepresented, and 
the number of people needing 

services is growing. 
“We have a significant number 

here in our county,” he said. 
“For me as mayor I want to 
know what kind of services the 
community provides and I want 
to know how we can expand on 
those.”

Both he and Hurst spoke to 
a group of seniors before lunch 
telling them to call or meet with 
them and inform them of the 
problems they are facing. 

“I just want to say how pleased 
I am to be here today and to let 
you know you can reach out to 
me any time with any of your 
concerns,” Hurst said.

For Hernandez, this is just 
one step in reaching out to 
them. He is also planning on 
holding an event addressing 
scams that go after the elderly.

“It is up to me to go out there 
and engage them,” he said. 

MEALS
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officers arrived around 5 a.m., 
Loza said. 

 	After the officers spoke with 
the victim and drove onto Wild 
Horse Road, they observed a 
white pickup that matched the 
description of the victim’s stolen 
truck on the property of 19830 
Wild Horse Court. The officers 
conducted a records check on 
the license plate but the pick-up 
was not a match. Further down 
the driveway they observed 
a two-tone S-10 pick-up that 
matched the description of the 
suspicious pick-up the victim 
observed while waiting for 
units to arrive. A records check 
revealed that the Chevrolet S-10 
pick-up was stolen. 

 	Based on the stolen vehicle, 
the amount of vehicles and ve-
hicle parts located on the prop-
erty, the officers believed they 
discovered a vehicle theft ring. 
MADCAT (Multi Agency Detail 
for Commercial Auto Theft) and 
SCARE (Santa Cruz Auto-theft 
Reduction and Enforcement) 
are now handling the investiga-
tion. 

 	There are more than 30 ve-
hicles on the property and 
numerous parts, engines and 
trailers, according to Loza. 
MADCAT and SCARE resumed 
their investigation Thursday and 
expect to work until sunset. 

 	The renters of the property 
Jesus (Jesse) Perez and Betssi 
Sandoval have been arrested 
and booked into the Monterey 
County Jail on charges of con-
spiracy to commit auto theft, op-
erating a chop shop, possession 

of stolen vehicles, possession of 
stolen property and possession 
of burglary tools.

 	Loza said the Monterey 
County Sheriff’s Office played 
a vital role in this investigation 
and with the search on the prop-
erty.  

 	As of Thursday afternoon 
the CHP had recovered six sto-
len vehicles, one stolen trailer 
and three stolen engines. They 
also found a large quantity of 
stolen license plates and mis-
cellaneous parts that cannot 
be identified or verified stolen 
because the serial numbers have 
been ground off, which is also 
a crime. The vehicles and parts 
that have been identified will be 
returned to the owners or their 
insurance companies. 

 	“The investigation is ongoing 
and we believe it will lead to an 
additional arrest,” Loza said.

they will receive their badges.

 	 The positions were funded 
by Measure G, the half-cent 
sales tax approved by Watson-
ville voters in June, Watsonville 
Fire Chief Pablo Barreto said. 
The department will hire a new 

recruit this fall, he said.
 	 “What we have here in front 
of us is the future of our county 
and your community,” Barreto 
said. “It’s an exciting time in our 
department.”
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Following the path of Jesus
The Stations of the Cross are acted out on stage by members of Our Lady Help of Christians’ 
Church on Good Friday as Easter approaches. According to the website communityofhopeinc.
org, the Stations of the Cross is a Catholic devotional practice that tells the story of the death of 
Jesus Christ. The ceremony features 14 stations, each one representing an event that occurred 
just before Jesus’ death.  During the ceremony, plaques depicting each station are hung along 
the walls of a church. As participants make their way past each station, they meditate and 
pray about that event. The practice began in the late 4th century when pilgrims flocked to the 
Holy Land from all parts of the world to visit Jesus’ homeland. During the time of the crusades, 
roughly 1095-1270, it became popular for pilgrims visiting the holy land to walk the path Jesus 
walked during his crucifixion.
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from unanimous, with Trustees 
Willie Yahiro and Kim DeSerpa 
dissenting, and came after less 
than 30 minutes of board discus-
sion. 
 	 The budget discussion was 
last on an agenda that, while not 
full, was pushed back by more 
than a dozen district employees 
who came to advocate for salary 
increases. 
 	 That required the trustees to 
extend the meeting time to 10:30 
p.m., and by law they can only 
extend the meeting once. 
 	 In addition, the district was 
required to submit its budget to 
the Santa Cruz County Office 
of Education by Mar. 23, which 
forced them to vote that night, 
PVUSD Chief Business Officer 
Melody Canady said.
 	 When Canady had finished 
presenting the budget to the 
trustees at 11 p.m., not every 
trustee had a chance to ask 
questions.
 	 Trustee Jeff Ursino said he 
wanted to ask Canady how 
teacher raises and increases to 
the California State Employees 
Retirement System would   af-
fect the overall budget picture. 
 	 At the same time, PVUSD is 
trying to rebuild its visual and 
performing arts programs after 
they were decimated during 
recession-era budget cuts.
 	 Ongoing maintenance issues 
not covered by Measure L funds 
could also take a financial bite, 
Ursino said. 
 	 “There are a lot of things we 
need to look at,” Ursino said. “I 
wasn’t done. I had a lot of ques-
tions. We didn’t get a chance to 
look at what was in that bud-
get.”
 	 Trustee Willy Yahiro said 
he wanted to know whether 
the economic recovery comes 
thanks to previous cuts enacted 
by the trustees, or to possibly 
increases in income that could 
change through time.

 	 “I didn’t think we had the 
full discussion,” Yahiro said. 
“I’m happy it’s a positive certi-
fication, but there were some 
things that were not explained 
to people.”
	 Trustee Kim DeSerpa said 
she was concerned about the 
long list of repairs that are not 
being met by Measure L, the 
$150 million Bond measure ap-
proved by voters in 2012. 
 	 She also said the budget as 
passed does not include teacher 
salaries or increases to health 
benefits, an important issue 
as the district is in negotia-
tions with PVFT and the local 
California School Employees 
Association chapter. 
 	 “To ask us to push something 
through without discussion is 
irresponsible,” she said. “We are 
completely responsible for the 
fiscal solvency of the district.”
 	 DeSerpa also pointed out 
that trustees cannot under 
state law discuss district busi-
ness outside of meetings. She 
rejected the notion that time 
constraints should hinder such 
conversations.
 	 “That is our only forum to 
discuss these things,” she said. 
“My feelings are that we discuss 
these things until we’re done.”
	  The trustees will have a 
chance to discuss the budget 
either at a future meeting or 
during a special study session, 
Canady said.
 	 PVFT chief negotiator Jack 
Carroll said Carroll said the in-
terim budget report, “has never 
been better,” but pointed out 
that, out of this year’s $38.83 
million ending balance, the dis-
trict keeps some $17.5 million 
in reserve.
 	 Using that money, he said, 
should be the focus of future 
budget talks.
 	 PVFT President Francisco 
Rodriguez said the district has 
should be asking whether hold-
ing so much money in reserve is 
the best use of district funds.
 	 Rodriguez also said that 
teachers and retirees are leaving 
the district because they cannot 

afford to live here with their 
salaries.
 	 “The problem with reserves 
is it’s money sitting on the shelf, 
not being used for educating 
students,” he said.
 	 In other action, the trust-
ees unanimously approved 
a Student Advisory Council, 
which will include two students 
from each of the district’s high 
schools. The elected positions 
will last one year.
 	 While the students will not 
have voting rights on the board 
of trustees, and will not sit in on 
closed-session meetings, they 
will add an essential component 
to the board meetings, said 
Trustee Jeff Ursino.
 	 “This is a chance for students 
to have their voices heard,” 
he said. “The district needs to 
continue to be more transpar-
ent in what we do everyday. 
We’re trying to continue build a 
district that is more in tune with 
the community.”
 	 The idea to create the advi-
sory council came from Aptos 
High School senior Elias Nepa, 
who in February joined the 
board as a student representa-
tive.
 	 It is unclear how many other 
students have historically held 
such a position, but Lane Borg 
was the first student appointed 
to the PVUSD board of trustees 
in 1975, said former Pajaro 
Valley Historical Association 
archivist Jane Borg.
 	 Nepa represented his school 
at the board meetings for the 
trustees at the twice-monthly 
board meeting, where he joins 
several students reporting on is-
sues surrounding their schools.
 	 But those students typically 
leave before the trustees hear 
and discuss school issues, and, 
lacking student perspective, 
many decisions were “some-
what ill-informed,” Nepa said.
 	 He designed the advisory 
council to keep that perspective 
going, and to expand it to other 
schools.
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