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 Signs of progress

By Jack Balshaw

8/25/04

I’ve been noticing the progress being made on paving our potholed streets and implementing some new traffic improvements.  A good number of our arterials (those streets most traveled) have new smooth surfaces.  There are still plenty of potholes on the lesser traveled streets but we don’t spend much driving time or miles on these.

The traffic improvements I’m noticing aren’t all new but are evidence that someone in Public Works is thinking.  On four lane streets (2 each way), the city is striping major intersections to 3 lanes one way and 1 lane the other.  This has long been the case at Washington and Sonoma Mountain Parkway.  The newest addition is on Caulfield at McDowell.

This might be evidence that Rainier could be a two lane facility IF the intersections at each end were properly designed.

These signs of progress make me hopeful that other innovative traffic improvements will be forthcoming.

Since I wrote the column about the views of the surrounding hills from various parts of Petaluma, I’ve been much more aware of them.  Often I’ll be driving along and realize that the background of what I’m seeing up close is a view of our hills.

They’re most notable when traveling along east-west arterials and when passing expanses of vacant land along north-south routes.  I think our appreciation of Petaluma might be colored by the fact that these views affirm that we only have to go a short ways and we’ll be out of the city, out of development, into open countryside.

Few large cities offer such views and people in them are cut off from the concept of “nature”.  In these cities, the cityscape is the view.  Unfortunately, as we infill we’ll lose many of these views and become more acceptable of cityscape.

One current example of view loss is what I call “Fort McDowell”.  This is the new Water Department building across from Burger King in Petaluma Plaza North.  It’s not finished yet, but the stone façade and the small window openings (gun ports?) on the second floor remind me of a fort to be defended.  There used to be a view of Sonoma Mountain over the old one story building that was there.

Take the time to notice our views; it will enhance your day.

A major item still hanging out there is the city’s negotiations with the developer (called RRG) for an easement to RRG’s Kenilworth site.  The city’s paperwork states that access to the site without the easement “is inadequate to make development feasible.”

It appears that no consideration will be given to the fact that the city’s easement to the site will in itself make the Kenilworth property much more valuable.  I realize that commercial development and sales tax monies are of prime interest to the city, but there seems to be no concern with negotiating forcefully with RRG about this. You can bet that if a private owner were selling the easement, there would be a premium charged for such increase in value.  

Instead, it looks like this valuable easement will be given to RRG as a simple trade for RRG building a street to its site from Washington.  This is a tremendous gift to RRG as they were able to purchase this valuable freeway site from the School District for less per acre than was paid for open residential land at Casa Grande.

The documents relating to this action also show the swimming pool and skateboard park but I couldn’t find any information on how that area is to be negotiated.  Will the city get that area’s present worth or will it negotiate for replacement value of these two city recreational facilities?  Let’s wait and see.

