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Mimicking the game Jeopardy, an answer has brought about a question.  The recent voter approval of the Urban Growth Boundary (the answer to growth) brings into question, what now is the target population of Petaluma?  This has become an important and timely question.





Our City Council and staff have been negotiating for well over a year with a vendor for the development, construction and operation of a new wastewater treatment facility.  But all of a sudden, we now don’t know what population the plant will have to serve.  The UGB has fixed our development limits on the outside and the Council seems to be using any potential flooding impact to stall or stop any significant development inside the UGB.





The basic concept of a UGB is to compensate for limiting outward development by approving higher density infill development inside the UGB.  However, the Council majority has tended to do just the opposite recently.  Whether the proposals were for east or west side development, whenever neighbors protested new construction, the result has been a reduction in the number of units requested by the builder. This makes political sense but is just the opposite of what UGB policies would be.





But let’s get back to the construction of a new wastewater treatment facility.  If Petaluma’s target population has in fact been reduced, (And what was the point of voting in an UGB if it wasn’t?), then we need a plant smaller than previously estimated, smaller than the plant now being negotiated.  This of course would mean less cost and smaller permanent sewer bills for all of us.





Additionally, I believe the contract calls for the construction of a plant that will serve 25% more than the target population.  Again, with the Urban Growth Boundary, why do we need such a large and excessive plant capacity?  A capacity that will cost each of us much more than necessary.





Population wise, we might not even need a completely new plant anymore.





A major factor for needing a new plant was the amount of storm water that leaked into the sewers in the old parts of town.  This leakage creates a volume of water (not sewerage) the plant can’t handle.  But, if as part of the new plant construction, the old pipes will be replaced ( a large cost in itself), there may be even less need for a new and larger facility.  





Despite inferences that the negotiations with the vendor for the new plant have been going on for only months, it has in fact been over a year.  A period during which there has been no information available to the public.  It seems strange that a facility as expensive as this, estimated at four hundred to five hundred million dollars (including operations costs over time) by former Citizen Keller could just vanish from the screen.





At a time when much smaller issues, such as Rainier, have to be put off, “until a new General Plan is developed”, how can the Council even consider going ahead with a new wastewater treatment plant without first establishing what population the new facility will have to serve?  It appears that some reckless action by the Council, such as telling the builder to make sure it’s big enough to handle any possible development, is more likely than using a population figure rationally developed from a new General Plan.  





The lack of a new General Plan has been given as the reason to put other projects on hold. Why not this project?  Perhaps, like Rainier, this whole subject should be reconsidered before we find ourselves committed to paying for a much larger and much more sophisticated wastewater treatment facility than we need.











  











  
