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There is a need to act now to preserve the appearance of historic downtown Petaluma.  Instead, both staff and council sit on their chairs and wait for development of some mystical “guidelines” for controlling changes in the downtown area.





There have been over three wakeup calls with no attention paid to any of them.  First, there was the Pepto Bismol pink building on the corner of Washington and Liberty, then the orange front on the bakery on Petaluma Blvd., and now the mod, plastic, backlighted signs on the new restaurant at the corner of Kentucky and Washington.





The February 18th “Pulse of Petaluma” in the Argus called attention to the pink building.  It received four mentions as the worst eyesore in Petaluma.  The orange front seems to have been accepted, probably because it’s relatively small and can be easily rectified.  It took a citizen speaking before the council to call attention to the third sign of visual discord downtown, the new signage on the Mexican restaurant.





The problem isn’t just signs, it’s also colors.  Presently, there is no mechanism in place to prevent anyone from painting their downtown, or any other, business any color they wish.  Whether it’s a gaudy color used by an owner to attract attention or simply a color that is well accepted in another culture, there are no controls.





We have a group called SPARC (Site Plan and Architectural Review Committee) that has to approve not only the outward appearance of any new building but also its texture and color.  The existence of SPARC acknowledges the importance of the visual appearance of buildings. What is strange, however, is that the building owner can change that approved color as he wishes.  Something is wrong when we accept that the original color of a building is subject to government regulation, but any repaint isn’t. 





The Council and staff lament that there are no provisions to control signs, but the will for action seems to be lacking.  Let’s talk about the “guidelines” that staff says are being developed.





Even if these “guidelines” were available in draft form, will they be implemented without public hearings at both the Planning Commission and Council level?  If they must be reviewed, how long will it take?  And when they are approved, “guidelines” aren’t requirements. If the Planning Department can only wring it’s hands now, how are they going to tell someone that they have to follow the guidelines?





What’s the hurry you say?  Well, a new owner or tenant for the Marin Outdoors building on Petaluma Blvd. might want to paint the front emerald green or even pink and black stripes.  And there is nothing anyone can do to stop him.  Or the new tenant or owner of the Regency Lamps business, which is closing, on Kentucky St. might want to do something similar.  There is a need to act now and not after another discordant facade is established.





It wouldn’t take ten minutes for the council to add “color and signage appropriate in the historic downtown” as an item to be included on any building permit.  And all new businesses have to get a permit for something.  This emergency rule should only stay in force until the council develops design standards for the downtown area in conjunction with the owners of downtown property.





It wouldn’t hurt if standards were developed for all commercial uses.  You only have to look at the black and yellow Midas Muffler building at 101 and Redwood Highway to see the problem isn’t limited to downtown.





We have been fortunate that most building owners have some aesthetic concern for the visual impact any changes in color of their buildings could have on surrounding properties.  We won’t always be as lucky as we have been with the Masonic and the Odd Fellows repainting.  Tomorrow the La Mancha building, on the corner of Western and Petaluma Blvd., could be orange.





 


