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Here we go again


By Jack Balshaw


9/7/98





I think the business community and the voters are about to get double-crossed again.  The recent entry of the Environmental Defense Fund into the effort to stop the 101 corridor improvements highlights the fanaticism of portions of the environmental community.  And possibly its duplicity.  





Going back to the 1990 election, environmental and business interests had agreed upon two separate additions to the ballot to increase local sales taxes  to fund an environmental interest (open space) and a business interest ( 101 improvements), respectively. Once the open space issue was sufficiently advanced and seemed sure of approval, the environmental community picked a fight with the business community about the wisdom of widening 101.  They repudiated their support of the 101 funding via sales tax and worked successfully to defeat it.





The net result was that they have their open space tax and the rest of us received nothing for transportation improvements.  The open space tax has since been used to fund many dubious purchases of development rights from wealthy owners of large parcels of rural land.





It looks like something similar is about to happen again.  Let’s look at the situation from a “once burned, twice shy” or slightly paranoid point of view.





The Environmental Defense Fund, Sierra Club and Greenbelt Alliance ???,all environmental groups, are either opposed to or will not support the proposed sales tax for improving the 101 transportation corridor.  Even with this opposition, the need and desire for improvements to the 101 corridor will probably result in the passage of the sales tax anyway.  A sales tax planned to provide both  a roadway and a railway solution.





And then the duplicity will begin.  The above opponents, and Sonoma County Conservation Action, the advocate for the rail portion of the tax package, will all push for construction of the commuter rail line only.  When I asked a leader of SCCA if, as part of the 101 widening / rail system compromise, they would now support the highway construction portion of the improvements, he answered, “We will not oppose it”.





What I see as a possible scenario now is, once the sales tax is passed, the environmental community will do its best to prevent any 101 widening.  Those groups that either opposed or did not support the tax will be morally free to fight the highway improvement parts of the package.  They will oppose each highway project’s environmental impact report.  They will work with environmentally friendly city councils to stall or stop local components such as the Petaluma council is doing with Rainier.





In the meanwhile, with tax money coming in, they and SCCA will press to spend it to get the rail portion of the project completed as soon as possible, “while the highway portion is being litigated ”.  We will find ourselves with no highway improvements and a continuing Lafferty Ranch type of vicious anti-highway campaign.





The SCCA will be able to sit back and put the blame on these rogue environmental groups for opposing the highway projects while demanding the rail portion proceed as “mandated by the voters”.





One way to counter some of this would be to pass the sales tax but not pass the “advisory” list of projects.  With no specific public mandate for the rail portion of the package, local desires for improvement to 101 could be negotiated upon cooperation rather than conflict.





I believe the environmentalists view the business interests as uncoordinated and not willing to get into a down and dirty fight to protect their portion of the sales tax funds.  I have to agree with them that financial interests usually retreat before zealots.





The end result could be a repeat of the 1990 ballot measures where the environmentalists got the funds they wanted for open space (in this case rail) but were able to deny funds for any highway impro
