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Call results in school closure

Rivergold School re-opened Friday; Coarsegold man charged

By David Richards

(Updated Wednesday, March 14, 2007, 11:24 AM)

A 20-year-old Coarsegold man, Ken Botta, was in custody March 8, facing charges after
allegedly leaving a message on an answering machine at Rivergold School that school
authorities initially perceived as threatening in nature, Madera County Sheriff's officials said.

The school was then closed for the day and
re-opened Friday.

According to a statement released by sheriff's
Public Information Officer Erica Stuart, a 911 call
came into sheriff's dispatch at 5:48 a.m., which
sent roughly eight mountain deputies to the school
located off Road 400 near Yosemite Lakes Park in

Coarsegold, Yosemite Unified School District Superintendent Bill

McCabe walks with Coarsegold School Principal Randy
Haggard March 8 at Rivergold School after a
Coarsegold resident allegedly left a phone message at
the school that officials initially perceived as
threatening.
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School principal Bob Rose, vice principal Al
Nocciolo and superintendent Bill McCabe arrived
on scene, as did members of the sheriff's Citizen
on Patrol program.

In the statement, Stuart said education staff and deputies closed the school, shut down
traffic and began searching the campus.

"Through the course of their investigation, it was discovered that the (bogus) threat came in
at approximately 3:24 p.m. Wednesday (March 7) afternoon," the statement read. "The
message was left on the school cafeteria answering machine."

Before 10 a.m., Detective Larry Rich and Sgt. Betty Barker detained Botta in Coarsegold,
who reportedly admitted to making the call.

Stuart stated that through the course of investigation, it was determined that while the
message was annoying and menacing, it did not constitute an actual threat, and therefore
the suspect will not be charged with making terrorist threats.

Sheriff's officials stated that further information behind the prank was not released because
the case is ongoing. Sheriff John Anderson said he hopes the incident sends a message.

"As a result of that call, the school took a financial hit, costing Rivergold $25,000 for the
lock-out," he said. "But the financial hardship goes beyond the school campus. Many of our
parents of those 600 students work full time. Many of them not only missed a day of work,
they may have also missed a day of pay."

Anderson continued to say that the state will also go after the parents when their kids make
similar calls as the one made Wednesday.

"Any child under the age of 18 who commits a crime of this nature will not only be
prosecuted, but the parents of that suspect can face huge fines," Anderson said, adding that
fines could be $16,500.

School officials and Sheriff Anderson spoke at an assembly Friday at Rivergold, which
includes students in kindergarten through eighth grades.
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"They wanted to make it perfectly clear to the students that at no time was their safety every
in jeopardy," Stuart said. "Rivergold is and was and will continue to be an extremely safe
environment for children to attend school ... Having said that, this is a perfect example of the
choices you can make. You can make a foolish choice and make that type of call or you can
think it through and think of the ramifications."

Botta has been charged with making annoying, threatening or harassing phone calls.
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