New pool

Whose’s on our side?

By Jack Balshaw
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Regarding our proposed new city swimming pool, here we go again!  There are so many facets to this issue I don’t know where to start. 

For over a year we’ve been led to believe that negotiations between the city and the developer of the proposed big box center next to the fairgrounds (East Washington Place) would result in at least a new replacement pool being constructed somewhere in the city.  Now news articles indicate the city may not include the pool area in the negotiations with the developer.  That would leave us with the old pool as is, to be fixed, operated, replaced at our expense. Nice deal for the developer.

If the city council was aware of this, they’ve been comfortable with keeping us in the dark.  You would think that at least one council member would have brought it up during council comments time.  Lord knows they bring up things not nearly as important to the citizens of Petaluma.

If the council wasn’t aware of this, we have another case of either the City Manager or the Redevelopment Director or both keeping the council in the dark.  This would rank right up there with the unnoticed $4.8 million overrun in the downtown redevelopment work.

To provide sympathy for the developer, the city included costs for a gold plated replacement pool (Olympic size, partially covered, including a water park with slides) to make it appear unreasonable.  Let’s get real about the value of the land the city and East Washington Place are negotiating for.

Without the access provided by the city’s land, there can be no significant development of that parcel.  The Fairgrounds can’t sell them the land; only lease it to them for 17 years. (That’s when the Fairgrounds lease with the city runs out)  The city can negotiate price, a share of gross revenues, land use limitations, traffic mitigation commitments, or whatever else they want.  We hold all the cards. (Unless the council would just roll over for the sales tax.)

All the city side information in the news article comes from the Recreation Department’s landscape manager.  Is this our point man on these negotiations?  His attitude is, “They paid $22 million for the property.  They’re not going to turn around and spend $16 to $20 million to move a swimming pool”.  I sure wouldn’t want him to be my agent on the sale of my house.  Why isn’t the City Manager (who the council authorized to negotiate and sign the deal) talking to the press?  

What about the Mayor providing some details on his and the council’s position? His comments in the news article seem a lot more pro development and pro developer than anyone else on the council has made in many years.  Where’s his hard nose attitude about doing what’s best for the citizens of Petaluma?

If the Mayor and Council really want both the sales tax and a new pool, how about them formally and legally committing to use the sales tax from the new shopping center to pay for that new pool?  Once a new pool is built they could keep all the sales tax, except for pool upkeep, for any purpose they want.  They might consider using that money to build a cross-town connector to relieve the traffic congestion caused by the new big box center. 

As part of a big conspiracy picture, imagine the council giving some city employees a 30% raise over 3 years at a cost of about $2.4 million a year – and then turning around and telling the public the city MUST negotiate with the East Washington Place developer because it needs the sales tax money to meet it’s new payroll commitments.

There’s always the “do nothing” alternative, unless the council is focused on putting money into the General Fund.  Do they care if the taxpayers have to end up footing the bill for a new pool as implied in the Mayor’s other comments in the article?

