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County has no new 
restrictions, no 
omicron cases yet

By KELLY NIX

MONTEREY COUNTY health and hospital officials 
are taking a wait-and-see approach to the new, much-
hyped omicron coronavirus variant first identified two 
weeks ago in South Africa. 

The strain is believed to be more transmissible, but 
there are a lot of unknowns about it, including whether it 
causes severe illness. On Wednesday, San Francisco health 
officials reported that a man there is the first in the country 
to be diagnosed with the mutation, but he only has mild 
symptoms.

Monterey County health and hospital officials this week 
weighed in on the new strain, which has not appeared here.

“It’s too soon to say what the potential threat of omi-
cron is, and our plans are adaptable to any new variants of 
concern and spikes in cases that result from them,” Com-
munity Hospital of the Monterey Peninsula spokeswoman 
Monica Sciuto told The Pine Cone.

Mild symptoms
Monterey County Health Officer Dr. Ed Moreno 

pointed to the mysteries surrounding omicron.
“We don’t know if it will cause more fatalities than other 

variants,” Ed Moreno told news reporters Wednesday.
The San Francisco man who is infected with the omi-

cron strain of Covid had returned from a visit to South 

which supports the enforcement program.
Opponents of STRs say the program is needed to 

address the problems they say are associated with short-
term renters, including noise and traffic.

“If there is no control, the negative impacts of vaca-
tion rentals will continue to grow. The hotel and motel 
businesses will suffer,” Walton said. “The number of 

Owners prOtest as str enfOrcement lOOms
By CHRIS COUNTS 

WITH COUNTY supervisors set to vote Tuesday on 
an enforcement program that would focus on illegal oper-
ators of short-term rentals in Carmel Valley, backers of the 
industry held a protest Wednesday morning outside the 
county courthouse in Monterey where 5th District super-
visor Mary Adams’ office is located. They say the enforce-
ment program would unfairly target their industry. 

About 20 protesters dressed in yellow T-shirts 
imprinted with “Waiting Since 1997” carried 
signs with messages like “Save Property Rights” 
and “Fix It, Don’t Kill It.”

Adams told The Pine Cone she wasn’t in her 
office during the protest because she was moder-
ating a panel discussion at a statewide conference 
of county supervisors in downtown Monterey. 
But she did express her support of the enforce-
ment program, which has been proposed on a trial 
basis. “We’re trying to get rid of the bad actors,” 
she said.

Only a few have permits
County officials say they have identified more 

than 600 short-term rentals in unincorporated 
Monterey County, while only a couple dozen have 
gone through the process of getting permits. 

“The overwhelming majority of these unper-
mitted vacation rentals are located in the 5th Dis-
trict, including Carmel Valley,” said Pris Walton, 
the president of the Carmel Valley Association, 

See PROTEST page 20A

See COVID page 18A

Protesters gather at the county building in Monterey Dec. 1 to speak out 
against a proposed enforcement program targeting illegal vacation rentals.
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Hugh Comstock — 
fairytale builder with 
‘a twinkle in his eye’

First mention —

By ELAINE HESSER

SELF-TAUGHT ARCHITECT and builder of fairy-
tale cottages, Hugh Comstock first appeared in The Pine 
Cone on July 26, 1924, when he and his wife, Mayotta, 

bought property on the 
east side of Torres between 
Fifth and Sixth. Now, of 
course, that land is home 
to two of Comstock’s 
famously whimsical build-
ings — Hansel and Gretel.

Charming dolls
In December, the Com-

stocks once again appeared, 
this time in a classified ad 
announcing that they were 
business partners using the 
fictitious business name, 
Otsy Totsy Doll Company. 
Mayotta’s primitive but 
charming handmade dolls 
were popular, and Hugh 
built Hansel — originally 

called The Doll House — so Mayotta could display them 

Hugh Comstock

denied the wireless company’s bid to install the tower and 
other equipment because it’s too tall and because the city’s 
zoning code frowns on having transmitters and other radio 
facilities in multi-family residential districts, which is the 
hotel’s zoning. They are prohibited in the single-family 
residential districts that surround it. Further, the tower and 
equipment on the ground would create visual clutter and 
negatively affect public and private views.

Organized opposition
The decision followed hours of testimony from resi-

dents who opposed the idea on grounds ranging from 
property devaluation and aesthetics to noise and the pos-
sibly negative health impacts from radio waves. They also 
sent hundreds of pages of email and dozens of postcards 
asking commissioners to deny the application. Many of 
them organized under a new group called Stop Cell Tow-
ers in Carmel.

Verizon officials have argued the city has no power 
to stop it and that local ordinances violate state and fed-
eral laws favoring the installation of telecom sites. They 
promptly demanded the city council hold a hearing to 
overturn the planning commission’s denial, arguing that 

Verizon could have tough go at city council
By MARY SCHLEY

FACED WITH unprecedented public resistance and a 
recommendation from the city’s planning commission that 
its bid to install a cell tower on Carmelo Street be denied, 
Verizon Wireless is set to face significant challenges when 
its engineers, attorneys and experts ask the city council 
Dec. 7 for permission to attach equipment to an existing 
power pole near La Playa hotel.

In September, the planning commission unanimously 

See VERIZON page 22A

mementos — including Iniko-inspired Christmas tree 
ornaments and tote bags — that would make nice holiday 
gifts. Sales benefit the VWS, and you can go to the same 
website to buy.

When she was 5 months old, her world went up in 
flames. On Aug. 20, 2020, a 
remote camera captured terrifying 
footage of a fire swiftly approach-
ing her nest. Her father and leader 
of the local flock, Kingpin, died in 
the blaze. Iniko was feared dead 
for days, yet somehow survived.

Raised at a zoo
Iniko spent the next 14 months 

at Los Angeles Zoo, where she 
was raised in captivity. In Octo-
ber, she was moved to the group’s 
release site near San Simeon, 

wildfire cOndOr’s release tO be livestreamed
By CHRIS COUNTS

FAMOUS FOR surviving a major wildfire that swept 
over her nest and killed her father, an 18-month-old con-
dor, Iniko, will be released from captivity in San Sim-
eon Saturday — and you can  
watch the bird fly in the wild 
from anywhere. 

“People from all over the 
world have gotten to know 
Iniko from our Condor Cam, 
and they’re excited about see-
ing her fly into the wild for 
the first time,” Ventana Wild-
life Society executive director 
Kelly Sorenson told The Pine 
Cone. Saturday’s event will 
also be livestreamed over the 
internet (see ventanaws.org for 
details). 

The group is also selling See CONDOR page 20A

More than 30 employees 
sue CHOMP over 
Covid vax mandate

By KELLY NIX

DOZENS OF Community Hospital of the Monterey 
Peninsula employees who resigned or were placed on 
leave because they refused to take the Covid-19 vaccine 
have filed a lawsuit against the hospital, accusing adminis-
trators of religious discrimination and retaliation.

In a civil complaint filed Monday in Monterey County 
Superior Court, the 35 workers allege CHOMP unfairly 
and unlawfully denied them exemptions based on their 
religious beliefs or medical conditions.

While the lawsuit says the state’s Fair Employment 
and Housing Act offers broad workplace protections for 
“people of sincere religious faith,” the employees allege 
CHOMP did not do that. Instead, they contend hos-
pital administrators were cavalier in their handling of 

See LAWSUIT page 16A

See COMSTOCK page 19A
Iniko was just a chick when this image was recorded in 
April 2020. Four months later, her nest was destroyed.

SCREENSHOT FROM VWS  CONDOR CAM


