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I had thought that, with the passage of the Urban Growth Boundary and the city’s shortage of funds, updating the General Plan would no longer be a priority. I underestimated the Council’s determination to control not only the physical development of Petaluma but also the philosophical framework of any future projects related to city services.





Most of us view a General Plan as the map for laying out the physical development of a town.  We recognize that it determines what type of development (housing, offices, manufacturing, etc.) will be allowed in any area of town.  This has been the principal use of General Plans in the past.  However, with the new Urban Growth Boundary and limited amount of vacant land available within the present city limits, there is very little need to create a future oriented citywide plan.  





Once the Central Petaluma Specific Plan covering the area between the river and Lakeville St. and the Corona Reach Specific Plan covering the area west of 101 and north of Payran are completed, there will be a minimum of unplanned vacant land left within the UGB.  So why is the Council so fixed on developing a new General Plan?





Well a General Plan not only covers land use, it provides the framework  that control many of the details of how land develops and how city infrastructure is provided.  It includes development guidelines, open space goals and objectives, circulation policies, the provisions of utilities and services to even existing uses, and all manner of special items such as flooding, noise, surface runoff, and public safety.





It wouldn’t be too bad if this were to be done inexpensively because there isn’t much to do.  But it won’t be inexpensive.  During a discussion at a recent Council meeting, the city manager estimated it could cost a million to two million dollars depending on the depth the Council wished to go.  This could easily be a low figure as the Central Petaluma Specific Plan alone will cost over $400 thousand just for the consultant’s work.





My concern is with why the city seems ready to rush out and produce a new General Plan when the existing one hasn’t had any complaints leveled against it.  Perhaps updating the General Plan is more an excuse to perform a multitude of separate special studies desired by our new environmental majority.  Or perhaps it serves as a backup excuse to put off any consideration of Rainier “ until the new General Plan is finished ”.





Either way, city funds that are in short supply will be spent developing more plans instead of improving existing services.  There are still many unmet needs regarding youth playing fields.  Our traffic congestion problems are not being resolved in a timely manner.  Our animal shelter will get only a modest upgrade. And, despite our wanting to become Telecom Valley, the city has been unable to make copies of the staff reports furnished to the Council available to the public via home computer.  This capability isn’t rocket science.  





It would seem the Council should have a series of public discussions during which they would present what they think are the deficiencies in the existing General Plan and why there is any need to even have a special study.  For example, the pollution effect of surface runoff is of interest to a number of the councilmembers. But three quarters of any “solutions” that a study would document are already known to these interested councilmembers.





With the limited funds available to rectify problems, directly fixing many of the known surface runoff problems would be a better way to spend this money.





It appears that studying problems involves a lot less risk to the political structure than making decisions.       





