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Downtown revitalized
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It’s interesting reading about the ongoing and planned development of downtown between B St. and D St. and along 1st St. Previous projects were one-at-a-time, incremental improvements which, in themselves, couldn’t significantly impact the use of downtown.  The improvements scheduled by the Basin Street Properties have enough mass in themselves to bring about a changed vision of downtown.

A major strategy of the Central Petaluma Specific Plan was to bring residential activity to the downtown area and to offer recreational opportunities (restaurants and theater) as incentives for residents of greater Petaluma to come downtown in the evening.  The hope is that more activity downtown in the evening will create then more activity. This effect was called synergy in older planning concepts.

Imagine people saying, “Let’s go to a movie and out to eat.”  Restaurants and shops in the new buildings will stay open to serve these potential customers.  Perhaps some owners of existing restaurants and shops further up the Blvd will join them.  The added attractions of even more recreational and dining choices will attract more people into the downtown area. More synergy.  

I can imagine owners of some of the multistoried buildings downtown seeing profit in refurbishing and/or creating apartments in some of the existing under used buildings.  Again, synergy. Eventually, downtown could have a significant nightlife again.

Once this begins to happen, the incentive for restructuring, upgrading, the Golden Eagle shopping center may start change on the other side of the river.  This in turn will open up opportunity for the vacant railroad property further east for serious development.

This won’t all happen overnight. It will take years, perhaps more than a decade, for the Central Petaluma Specific Plan area to evolve into an attractive, expanded city core.  And there will be problems, mostly caused by people, that will impede this progress.

The first problem I see is the one of letting people visitors know there is development and activity south of B St.  As it now stands, the effect of the turn on Petaluma Blvd just south of Western creates a visual break between the existing downtown and the new development.  Perhaps some zoning or site design rules will need to be modified to permit a greater visual connection, such as a highly visible theater marquee on the Blvd.

Then there will be conflicts with building codes for property owners who want to refurbish older existing buildings.  Retrofitting older buildings can cost so much that any incentive to do so is lost. This is something for the City Council to take action on. Perhaps they need to create exemptions for remodeling and refurbishing within the downtown area.

Perhaps the most difficult change will be for the City Council to learn to keep their perspective when the typical 27 opponents objecting to any change appear before them.  There are 55,000 people in town and it’s not rational to infer that any 27 organized or special interest citizens represent more than themselves just because they’re at the microphone.  After all, the council is supposed to represent the whole community, not just those who appear at public meetings.

The next few years will throw more light on where Petaluma is going.  Downtown will be a focal point but so will the development of mass marketing and big box stores on North McDowell and at the Kenilworth and fairgrounds sites.  This non-downtown development will also impact how and how fast the Central Petaluma Specific Plan area develops.

Basin Street Properties and its predecessor have shown they’re good corporate citizens and deserve being given the benefit of any doubt as they move ahead with the details of their plans.  

All progress requires change and change is often difficult for some 27 people to accept.  

