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District Attorney Bonnie Dumanis is warning that would-be looters looking to profit from the wildfires will be vigorously prosecuted by her office. The Sheriff's Department has reported a handful of looting incidents and the arrest of two looting suspects in Ramona. “The fires have victimized residents in our county once. We will not allow them to be victimized a second time by criminals without a conscience,” says Dumanis. “Local law enforcement and National Guard troops have been doing an excellent job of securing the evacuated neighborhoods across the county to reduce the incidence of looting.” During a state of emergency, looting is second-degree burglary, which is a felony crime punishable by up to three years in state prison.
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Burglaries of evacuated homes. Cars belonging to residents who are fleeing the fires being broken into. Thieves stealing supplies sent to relief centers. Scams targeting victims trying to rebuild.

Police and residents throughout the region are reporting a smattering of cases that, while not widespread, evoke head-shaking disgust.

"There's always people who are going to take advantage of the situation," sheriff's Lt. Phil Brust said.

Deputies patrolling evacuation zones have received about 25 calls of suspicious activity since Monday, Brust said. As many as half those calls may have been unfounded, he said, but at least two burglary suspects were arrested in deserted areas of Ramona.

Looting has been a concern for some residents along Lyons Valley Road near Jamul. Caroline Ramsden ignored an evacuation order and stayed in her home with her husband and daughter. She said strangers pulled into her driveway nine times Monday night, then drove away when they saw the home occupied.

"Losing your house to a fire is one thing," Ramsden said. "Losing it to looting is another."

Residents of Scripps Ranch and Del Mar e-mailed The San Diego Union-Tribune with anecdotes of at least two evacuees' vehicles being broken into and plundered by thieves.

Also victimized was Gayle Falkenthal, a spokeswoman for the San Diego Red Cross. She fled her home in Scripps Ranch in a 1991 Toyota crammed with precious personal items. Staying with a friend in San Diego, she awoke yesterday to find the car and her belongings stolen.

"That was the culmination of a couple of pretty rough days," Falkenthal said.

In Rancho Peñasquitos, Union-Tribune reporter Blanca Gonzalez, her husband and 16-year-old daughter, who were evacuated earlier this week, returned late Tuesday to find their home burglarized. Gonzalez said her husband tried to report the crime Tuesday night and again yesterday, but each time was advised to call back the next day because no detectives were available.

Police in San Diego, Chula Vista and Escondido say officers have been working long shifts and are being pulled from specialized duties to cover neighborhood patrols. About 1,600 California National Guard troops have been sent in to help, filling gaps from unloading supplies at Qualcomm Stadium to operating checkpoints in Escondido.

San Diego police spokeswoman Mónica Muñoz said the department had no official reports of fire-related burglaries, although five arrests had been made since Sunday for minor violations such as interfering with an officer or being in a restricted area.

However, six people were caught stealing relief supplies yesterday from Qualcomm Stadium. An evacuee reported seeing them load two pickups and a car with cots and other items, leave and then return.

One in the group said they were being paid to take items of value, police Sgt. Jesse Ceseña said. The six, suspected of being illegal immigrants, were turned over to U.S. Border Patrol agents who were at the stadium to assist with relief efforts.

Meanwhile, District Attorney Bonnie Dumanis issued an advisory yesterday warning of various frauds fire victims can expect, such as con artists who promise to clear debris but instead abscond with deposits without doing any work.
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Crooks Stole Family's Spare Keys, Officials Say
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SAN ELIJO, Calif. -- A family from San Elijo is coping with disaster for a third time following the firestorm.

The Rogers family evacuated their rental home during the wildfires two weeks ago. When they returned a few days later, they noticed jewelry and a set of spare keys were missing, according to sheriff's deputies.

The family left town last weekend, and that's when officials say the crooks used those stolen keys to take what they left behind. Deputies said because there was no sign of forced entry, they believe the looters used the spare keys to get back in the house.

Clothing, shoes, furniture and even a baby crib was taken. The total loss is in the thousands.

"You really think it's a joke," said victim Alexandra Rogers. "Then you're like, 'Oh my God, somebody's been in my home.'"
Deputies told NBC 7/39 the Rogers didn't report the first burglary because they thought law enforcement was too busy patrolling during the wildfires.

The family said they didn't notice they had been robbed right away because the larger items were taken from the garage.

Officials said they have very few leads. They believe it is likely several people were involved and may have needed a large truck to haul the stuff away.

The Rogers had just recently moved into the neighborhood. They are now planning to move out.
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NORTH COUNTY -- It was bad enough that Dolores Anderson's house burned down in the October wildfires.
But then thieves stole her Christmas.

Anderson, a 79-year-old widow who lives on Highland Valley Road, had stored her Christmas tree and decorations in a shed, which inexplicably survived the fire. Everything else on her property -- her house, her prized avocado and orange trees -- burned.

"They stole the Christmas lights," Anderson, 79, said yesterday as she stood in the ruins of her house overlooking San Pasqual Valley. "I had some beautiful Christmas decorations. They took those.

"It's no big deal," she said. "It's just the gall of someone that would do something like that."

They also took her lawn mower and weed whacker, brass and copper plumbing fixtures, wire and pipe.

They left a beer bottle.

Anderson isn't the only property owner on Highland Valley Road to endure thefts on top of fire.

Her home, which she and her husband built in 1984, is on the same ridge in rural Escondido where John "Chris" Bain and Vicky Fox died in the fast-moving Guejito fire, which drove up their ridge in the early morning of Oct. 22.

Michael Bain, their son, said thieves stole tools and possibly other items.

"Some safes had been broken into," Bain said. "They just pried them open -- they used brute force."

He said he had no idea whether the safes contained valuables.

Ken Fox, Vicky's brother, said: "It's just despicable. People lost a life here."

Sheriff's Detective Jim O'Brien said he was aware of two thefts on Highland Valley Road. Deputies are increasing patrols, taking down license plate numbers and questioning strangers when appropriate.

"If people are in that area and something does come up (missing) at the same time, ... we do everything we can to find out who's associated with that vehicle and push forward with a prosecution if we can," O'Brien said.

He said, however, that cleanup and construction crews are circulating among the properties, making it harder to identify who belongs and who doesn't.

Marion Rose, Anderson's next-door neighbor, said looters stole copper and brass fixtures from the burned shell of his home, and even a $9 trash can.

But they didn't get away with his fireproof safe, which survived the blaze. They apparently tried to steal it but were thwarted by its 650 pounds.

On Nov. 24, he said, he positioned the safe so he could load it onto a truck. When he returned the next day, someone had tampered with it.

"They tried to pry open the top drawer," he said. The would-be thieves left a beer bottle, a pack of cigarettes and a crowbar.

He said he believes he saw them.

"About the time we're loading (the safe) here comes a pickup truck going real slow (down Highland Valley Road), about as fast as you'd walk," Rose said. As he and his wife watched the truck creep along the road, about a quarter-mile away, the driver apparently spotted them and sped away.

"I know very well their intent was to come up there and take the safe and drive off with it," Rose said.

He said it's one thing to steal copper and brass or a $9 trash can, but it takes a rare person to steal a widow's Christmas decorations.

"That's really, really lowlife," Rose said.
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