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We have a train coming in the form of at least three new proposals to increase the sales tax to fund Petaluma and Sonoma County interests.  The recent approval of measure M added a quarter cent to the sales tax to pay for transportation improvements in Sonoma County over the next 20 years.

 Now we have a proposal by two Petaluma Councilmembers to add another quarter cent to the sales tax to fund public safety. This tax ballot will get in line with a 2006 ballot measure to add another quarter cent to fund a proposed real train service for Sonoma County and Marin County.  This may be joined by a proposal to approve another quarter cent sales tax to continue funding our ongoing open space boondoggle.

It will be interesting to see how these natural allies feel about having others vote for so many tax increases at about the same time.  What are the chances of the public voting for a half or three quarters cent increase in taxes at one election?

Let’s just examine one of these, the proposal for a local quarter cent tax for public safety.  The newspaper report of two weeks ago highlighted the difference in pay for police officers in Petaluma and a much larger Santa Rosa.  Santa Rosa wouldn’t match up very well against San Francisco either.  Would that in itself justify an increase for Santa Rosa officers?

The second major point in the article was that the difference in pay causes officers to leave Petaluma in droves.  That might be the case, BUT, if it is, why are there any officers with over five years service still working in Petaluma? What are our retention rates? What are Santa Rosa’s?

But the third point and the most important point is that while the issue seems to focus on increasing officers pay to retain them, there is no indication the money will actually result in any pay increases.

Councilmember Canevaro said that whether or not the sales tax proposal would boost officers’ salaries is undecided. Also he said that pay increases may be possible with the money only after public safety equipment and buildings are paid for with sales taxes instead of existing revenue sources.

This is a proposal to replace the general fund dollars currently being used for police and fire salaries with the new money thereby letting the council launder existing police and fire payroll funds into the general fund for whatever purpose they please.  At the very least, any sales tax proposal has to have language to insure that any additional taxes collected by a new quarter cent sales tax must be used only to increase public safety salaries in the form of actual pay raises or additional personnel and not be a substitute for existing funds.

Right now this sounds to me like a bait and switch proposal.

Getting back to the other two cars in this train, (the proposed railroad and open space sales taxes), we’ll no doubt hear about them as time goes by.  When we hear about these taxes, we need to keep in mind they, combined with the approved transportation quarter cent sales tax and the proposed local public safety tax, add up to almost a doubling of the existing sales tax receipts. 

And we need to look at the total picture, a quarter cent countywide tax will generate $600 million over 20 years and a local quarter cent local sales tax will generate over $2 million annually for the city.   

Presently, our City Council is just taking the first steps to get us used to the idea of another increment to the sales tax.  Once we start talking about it, the campaign to scare us with gang stories will start.

If you go back to 1994, there was a proposed Measure E to fund public safety.  We were suddenly inundated with stories about gang activity in Petaluma and the prediction that all our officers would leave if the measure wasn’t passed.  You know, it wasn’t passed, the gang problem disappeared and nothing significant happened.

Keep your eyes on the money. Who pays it, who gets it, who benefits from it.    

