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Is it really a General Plan?
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I attended the last public meeting on the General Plan prior to its formal presentation to the Planning Commission and City Council. From my perspective, the plan seems to be more a collection of unrelated casual studies than a comprehensive, coordinated plan.  The treatment of flooding and traffic associated with future growth are good examples.

The Surface Water Runoff portion of the plan is supposed to guide the City Council in evaluating development which might cause flooding.  Yet the council was scheduled to review the expansion of the Factory Outlet property last Monday without data from this sub study being available.  If the General Plan is ready to present to the city’s official bodies, at the least, by now, this Surface Water study should be able to give a YES or NO answer as to whether or not the Factory Outlet expansion will cause a flooding problem.  Of what value to decision makers is a study that doesn’t provide the technical information the council needs in making its decisions?

A spin-off from this study should at least be suggested locations for major detention basins to preclude or mitigate flooding problems.  I received no indication the study will provide such information.  Again, a deficiency in providing either answers or alternative methods to mitigate future flooding causes me to question the value of this study.

The traffic portions of the General Plan, which I as a traffic techy am interested in, appear even less analytical and useful.  There is a proposed additional crossing of the river, south of D St.  It will be an extension to Caulfield and appears to be included just because it was in the last General Plan (unwarrantedly) and in the recent Central Petaluma Specific Plan.  The person providing information on traffic at the meeting had no information that the traffic model was used to validate the need for another crossing of this navigable portion of the river.  Why have we paid for traffic models if they aren’t being used?

Highway 101 is shown as an assumed 6 lane facility through Petaluma even though we know that won’t happen in the probable life span of the new General Plan.  Why wasn’t it modeled as the existing 4 lane facility so we could see what impact that might have on city streets?

The traffic model was also run assuming the city’s commercial development would NOT “build out” as proposed in the General Plan. Suppose it does? Who allowed one department to incorporate its own assumptions in the General Plan?  What else has been assumed?

One last one on traffic.  The traffic model projects a cross-town travel time on Washington (city limits to city limits) of 6 minutes in 2025.  That’s difficult to do even now in off peak conditions.  How can this be a valid number for 2025 after Kenilworth and the fairgrounds have both developed as big box shopping centers?  It makes me question the validity of the basic model.

Perhaps there is no need to get upset by all this.  The “plan” may not be a plan at all but instead a pre-justification of what city staff, either by itself or with unofficial approval, wishes to see happen to Petaluma.  If this might be so, it’s a shame we’re paying around $4 million just for consultants to provide smoke and mirrors to sell us a “plan” that’s not a plan.

Perhaps this is just a form of getting what my management consultant – Dilbert – calls buy-in.

“This involves collecting the opinions of people who care about a decision, acting interested, then pretending that your plan is a direct reflection of what the majority of people want.

This might sound silly, but if you compare it to the alternatives it’s the most practical solution. You can’t accommodate a hundred different opinions, and you can’t ignore them.  All you can do is provide people with the illusion that they participated in the decision.  For some reason, that’s enough to make people happy.”

The above is from the book “The Dilbert Principle”.  Someone at city hall must have read it

