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Traveling around town seems to be getting more and more difficult.  While most of the street work downtown which required lane closures appears to be done, local drivers are still sorting out the impact new signals and lanes are having on overall circulation.

No doubt, scheduled paving and striping will continue to cause temporary problems, but I think there is something more ominous in the works, suburban gridlock.

A street system is much like a plumbing system.  Big and small pipes (numbers of lanes) are connected to one another to transport fluids (traffic) around.  You can keep adding fluids (traffic) to the system and it keeps working OK, until one day it doesn’t.  When the system, or parts of it, can’t handle the load, the fluid starts backing up.  Eventually it backs up to the point that it overflows.  Backing up is equivalent to increasing congestion and overflows are gridlock.

I think we’re approaching this point on some of our major streets.  The addition of turning lanes and signalized intersections are fine-tuning the system to keep traffic congestion tolerable.  But as these elements are fine-tuned, there are less and less engineering tricks that can be used to keep congestion tolerable.

This leads to the situation where over a very short period of time, it will almost seem instantly, congestion changes from being an annoyance to becoming a major community problem.  Unfortunately, unlike the theoretical traffic studies that show the system will keep working, real life lets the situation seem tolerable until, all of a sudden, it isn’t.

The large number of new retail stores scheduled to be constructed in the near future will generate enough traffic to lead to traffic demand overwhelming one or more key intersections. This will cause all the traffic that intersection serves to back up into and onto alternate routes. All of a sudden, driving won’t be fun (if it is now).

The theory and hopes that all these new stores will generate sales taxes for the city and keep many people from leaving town to shop will probably work out to some extent. But, all these people who would have left town will now be adding traffic to our streets even without excessive residential growth.

I would like to see the council earmark a portion of the sales taxes from these new businesses for addressing citywide traffic problems.  Any such money should be in addition to the present street budget and not instead of. 

Unfortunately, the focus on residential and business development in the downtown area will also focus more congestion in that area.

Beginning now, right now, all new development proposals should be studied for the citywide impact their traffic will have.  It’s not good enough to just look at the traffic a new development will generate in and around its location.  

It wouldn’t hurt the city to employ an in-house traffic person who could computer model traffic impacts. More and more the need for traffic improvements will be in reaction to how our streets are used by the citizens and not because of new development.  The city will need to be able to evaluate changes for itself and not rely on consultants.  In the long run, this will also save money.

On a more immediate issue, I think the proposed changes to Petaluma Blvd. North between Washington and Lakeville could be very positive.  The effectiveness of this change will hinge on whether or not the council provides enough turning lanes, lanes that are long enough, on Petaluma Blvd. South as it approaches Washington St.  

The work being done on Water St. along the river will also significantly affect the efficiency of the Washington / Petaluma Blvd. intersection.

Traffic congestion has a very large negative impact on what we call quality of life.  It’s minimization deserves much more attention than it has received.

