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Council actions in the last seven months show that Bill Kortum, chair of Sonoma County Conservation Action (SCCA), has consolidated his grip on the political life of Petaluma.  The election of new Councilmembers Keller (a former director of SCCA) and Torliatt to join existing members Hamilton and Maguire, has given him and his organization effective control of the city council by elected officials beholden to himself and SCCA.





Using the Lafferty Ranch, his preferred location for a trail across Sonoma Mt., as the issue, Bill Kortum and SCCA obtained this control in less than four years. 





Petaluma wasn’t the only city to be visited by SCCA’s political operatives.  Windsor and Cotati also have environmental majorities and other city councils are slowly being transformed through SCCA’s actions. SCCA claims victory in 18 of 25 races in the November 96 elections in the county.    





But don’t think Bill Kortum and his helpers are limited to, or satisfied with, issues like Lafferty Ranch and Urban Growth Boundaries.  Using the county’s Open Space District, which taxpayers fund with about $10 million in sales tax funds each year, environmental interests acquire development rights to large land holdings every year. These development rights usually restrict the number of homes that could otherwise be built.  Unfortunately it costs us taxpayers $200,000 to $300,000 for each home that isn’t built.  This might not be a bad deal except that we usually couldn’t have seen the house anyway.  And we’re usually not even allowed to walk on the land.  More like open space for the already wealthy.





SCCA’s association with the Sonoma County Transportation Coalition (SCTC) will soon cost us another ½ cent on the sales tax to help fund an illusionary transportation solution, commuter rail from Petaluma to Healdsburg. Maybe to Larkspur if Marin County voters also vote themselves a tax increase.





Unfortunately, part of the deal with Marin to get them to go along is to NOT widen 101 between Petaluma and Novato. This should make all the  101 commuters happy.  The sad part is that Petaluma’s City Council is going along with the plan.





And this gets us back to council control.  In a raw display of power last Monday, the Council’s new majority stripped Councilmember Stompe, the present council representative on the Sonoma Multi-modal Transportation and Land Use Study, of her seat and designated new Councilmember Keller as her replacement.  To add insult to injury they then stripped Mayor Hilligoss of her position as Stompe’s alternate and replaced her with new Councilmember Torliatt.





It will be interesting to see if Councilmember Keller is any more sensitive to the needs of the Sonoma to Marin commuter than Bill Kortum and the SCCA is.  If he isn’t, 101 between Petaluma and Novato will increasingly become the highway to hell during the many years it takes to (maybe) get a commuter rail system going. Even then, not many will use the rail unless the highway stays congested.  Do you think that maybe that’s the plan?





With the new majority in firm control we can expect stalls, delays and reneging on any plan to construct a new interchange at Rainier Ave.  This will save some oaks on the westside of 101 but at the expense of continued traffic congestion at Washington and McDowell.  As long as eastsiders don’t mind coming in second place to an oak tree or two that’s probably OK.





Our new majority will also patiently await a spontaneous grass roots effort to place an Urban Growth Boundary issue on the November 98 ballot.  This is necessary, they say, because you can’t trust city councils.  Strange, as Petaluma’s urban limit line hasn’t been moved in a long time, except for a recent minor adjustment approved by Councilmember Maguire.





Recent commission and committee appointments showed a remarkable similarity of voting by the new majority.  If such similarity had been in evidence by the old majority you can bet Brown Act violations would have been suggested.





Keep tuned for information on the remarkable coincidences between the new majority’s votes and Bill Kortum’s and SCCA’s agenda.





