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The placing of issues on the ballot for the general public to approve or reject, makes me wonder at the decision making process of those we’ve elected to make decisions.  

In Petaluma the proposed initiative to require 10% of the general fund dollars to be used for street repair has the establishment in a tizzy. I think it’s because the general fund contains the money city officials can move around at will to fund whatever they want.  Other funds are earmarked for specific uses and so are safe from much manipulation.

If this initiative gets on the ballot, I think it has a good chance of passing.  That’s because the public has less and less confidence in the council’s intent to voluntarily maintain a high priority for funding street repairs. 

It’s standard operating procedure for public officials to panic whenever optional funds might be reduced.  The first cry is. “We’ll have to lay off police and fire personnel.”  I can go back all the way to the passage of Prop 13 in 1978 to show this is a traditional first response to the possible loss of funds.

I can also recall that, after every reduction or rejection of more funds since then, the city staff has found ways to do what needed to be done.  If you pay attention to the political process, you’ll notice that, despite passing each budget with “no fat”, the staff and council can always seem to find a way to fund a new study, (thereby postponing making a decision).

The end result is, after sufficient time has passed for the public to get annoyed, the decision is left to the public via either its own initiative or an officially sponsored initiative.  Responsible officials – that might be an oxymoron – win either way.  The responsible officials are then NOT responsible whichever way it goes.

At the county level, after leaving the ballot clear for the inclusion of a sales tax for rail transit, the county has suddenly decided it needs more money for roads, transit and bicycle paths.  Strange how there wasn’t this need when it looked like rail transit would have an initiative on the ballot. That was before Marin jilted Sonoma County once again on a transportation issue.

But maybe something different could come from all this.  A Petaluma woman wrote a letter to the editor against the street initiative but saying she could support one for a school music program or a non-profit art program.

Why couldn’t small groups propose their own small initiatives for special purposes? The woman above could lead an initiative for arts funding.  Someone else could require one tenth of one percent of the general fund be spent annually on public fireworks.  Or a one percent of general funds contribution to certain non-profits when and if the council bans fireworks sales in the city.

This could lead to all kinds of mischief.

We may also get to participate in an advisory question regarding Rainier.  Why advisory?  Why not make it an up or down decision and not something another council could use simple excuses to change?

I think an initiative earmarking sales tax from the Kenilworth, Fairgrounds, Factory Outlet, and Rainier/McDowell sites for the construction of Rainier would be a great test of public interest.  It would also cause sales tax to pay for the traffic problems that could be caused by development at these sites. 

In an effort to be bipartisan, let’s dedicate some portion of such earmarked funds for the opening and operation of Lafferty.  We could even dedicate some for bicycle paths and weekend local transit.  Or heating a new swimming pool.

Like someone once said, “the sky’s the limit” on what we could accomplish working together.

