Filename: Correction  

What’s fair?

By Jack Balshaw

1/19/05

Here’s a long correction to a previous correction.  Several weeks ago I indicated that Petalumans wouldn’t be given priority in applying for space in the new, low income apartments being built on Washington at the river.  I was advised, and noted in a correction, that applicants would have to live or work in Petaluma. This seemed tolerable, though magnanimous of us.

Now, I find out that only SOME (no number given) of the apartments will be reserved for those living or working in Petaluma. A lottery process will assign the remainder of the apartments.  Petalumans may or may not be eligible to participate in the lottery once the units reserved for people living or working in Petaluma are filled.

There is no restriction that applicants for the apartments even have to live in Sonoma County.  This could mean that this city is using its housing money to provide affordable housing for people from other areas, (Marin or Napa), areas that don’t spend their own funds to provide sufficient affordable housing for their own needy.  This is wrong.

If there are Petalumans who need housing, they should be first on the list.  If there aren’t any needy Petalumans, perhaps we shouldn’t build anymore affordable units.  Either way, this needs to be cleared up.

I had always assumed that Petalumans were being taken care of first in any new affordable units.  I shouldn’t have assumed that.  Perhaps council members had that same assumption.  I hope this issue is significant enough that some council member will request a report on how previous, present and future allocations of affordable housing will be handled.  At the least, a report listing the present address of those who eventually are awarded units in these new apartments should be made public. Note: not names, only previous address.

**********

It’s still about money.  On the above topic, it’s whether or not Petaluma dollars should be used to provide subsidized housing for non-Petalumans.  With the parking garage, it’s again about who should pay for the maintenance and security.  And now the Arts Council wants developers to pay for public art.

The common thread on these, and often other money issues, is that everyone wants to spend “other peoples’ money.”  The city is notorious about sending the bill to others so it can keep its money for itself.  This is somewhat understandable considering the difficulty the city has with its limited resources for raising funds.

In the case of the river front apartments, the city is required to spend 20% of its redevelopment funds for affordable housing.  It MUST spend the money for that and nothing else.  So, as long as the funds are to be taken from it, the city seems to have no particular interest in the details.

The garage is a similar case except that in this case, the city CAN’T keep using redevelopment monies for maintaining the garage.  If it uses its general funds to finance the garage, that money isn’t available  for other programs. So, it wants downtown businesses to pay. “Let’s use their money”.

I’m taken aback by the Mayor’s attitude that the garage primarily benefits downtown and so “I’m not willing to obligate money from the general fund to that narrow benefit.”  Funny, I thought we (the whole community) viewed downtown as our core, our center, and so would expect to use general funds to keep it functioning.

There’s also the Transit Occupancy Tax (TOT) collected from motel and hotel room rentals that could be used.  The ordinance authorizing these funds states they should be used for improving tourism in Petaluma.  The city uses maybe a third of these funds for the Visitors Bureau and puts the rest in the general fund to use as it wishes.  It could use some of these funds to operate the garage for the convenience of tourists.

In the last case, the Arts Council wants to spend 1% of the developer’s construction costs for “public art”.  Public art is OK, but perhaps the City Council should have more options to use any such funds for other, non-operating or maintenance purposes.

Let’s collect the 1% but require it be spent for art, recreation, building enhancements, (restoring old facades), public events or aesthetic improvements (not new sidewalks or trash cans).

Life is so simple when you’re spending other peoples money.

