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A newspaper article on the 35th anniversary of the first Earthday got me thinking about that first Earthday.  I was working in San Francisco as a transportation planner for the Federal Highway Administration.  My organization, and the whole government for that matter, didn’t know if Earthday was going to be a teach-in or a call for civil disobedience and was anxious for information.

As a hiker, backpacker and Sierra Club supporter, I seemed to management to be the “greenest” employee they had and the ideal candidate to “monitor” Earthday activities.  So I was set up with a non-governmental rental car (undercover) a list of scheduled events and turned loose to observe the happenings.

The bottom line is that the day was a surprisingly sober and thoughtful experience.  People at the meetings I attended were sincerely interested in improving environmental conditions and discussed rational ways to accomplish that.  They weren’t wild eyed radicals plotting to overthrow anything.  They just wanted to improve the environment.

That dedication resulted in the passage of landmark federal legislation which has vastly improved the environment in areas from cleaner air and water to removing carcinogins from many products.

After these successes however the movement fragmented into individual special interests.  Groups have coalesced around numerous local, single purpose agenda.  And that agenda is usually opposed to something as a way of being for something else. Now you can focus your interest on being for bicycles and transit and against cars; for water conservation and against development; for SMART growth and against everything else.

The end result of which is the current, mostly negative, image of nagging, nit picking advocates of numerous special causes.    They appear to relish fighting 4000 little problems nationwide rather than joining together to pressure Congress to pass legislation requiring better fuel efficiency in autos, regulation of genetically modified crops, or a national development policy.

The concern with addressing environmental issues that affect everyone has been turned on its head and now we fuss about whether or not ten new homes will affect air quality, traffic congestion and safety in a particular neighborhood.  The environmental flag now is cover for NIMBY’s to oppose anything.  This is a sad legacy for the high-minded concerns that were the focus of the first Earthday.

******

On a more local level, might not the council’s interest in putting parking meters downtown be because they see the city making money from them?  The estimated annual take from the meters is over $400,000 while the annual garage costs are in the realm of $200,000. Much less if security is reduced during the daytime.  This leaves a lot left over for a council slush fund.  Of course, if the intent was just to pay for maintenance of the garage, they could reduce the proposed parking meter cost per hour by half.

*****

While we’re thinking about money matters, have you noticed that with the departure of former Councilmember Moynihan all of a sudden there isn’t a council advocate pushing for money for street repair this year?  He may have been irritating in some of his ways but he did push and insist the council find a way, and money, to fix the streets.   His departure has left a hole. (Pun intended)

*****

The ultimate guide for the relationship between government and money is the budget.  Petaluma’s budget for fiscal year 06 has been presented to the council and will be the focus of several council meetings between now and July 1st.  The basic, general fund budget is about $36 million.  This mostly represents the salaries, benefits and working environment for city employees.

If you’re interested in how staff proposes to spend that $36M and as much as $100M more for capital improvements, a copy of the budget is available at the library.  Be warned however this almost 600 page document is heavy on numbers and light on information.  My first perusal quickly had me glassy eyed.

It’s dull reading, but unless a few citizens can ask knowledgeable questions at the public meetings, it’s how the city will spend our money next year.    

