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Downtown is coming together nicely

By Jack Balshaw

6/8/05

The opening of the new theater has made it feel like the redevelopment and new focus on downtown is really beginning to happen.  The building construction in the theater district didn’t by itself make the impression it should have on me.  But the opening of the very public theater along with the food establishments sent the message, “This is a place for people to congregate”.

We’ll all be paying more attention to the next several buildings to see how they and the businesses in them will integrate into the “old” downtown.  (When development across the turning basin is completed, will we call our pre theater district downtown, “Old Town”?)  It will be interesting to observe what mix of service and retail businesses Basin Street will seek for their new district.

It may be difficult to assess the results of the new theater district on the economic future of our old downtown as the opening of big box stores at the Kenilworth site and other major additions to commercial centers on North McDowell might undercut any initial benefits the theater generates.     

A goodly number of the existing downtown businesses have extended their hours to accommodate theater patrons. I hope however they don’t just sit and wait for patrons of the theater district to “wander” over to their shops.  This is a time for flyers, promotions and the establishment of a permanent connection between the new and the old portions of the central business area. A unified “Downtown” ad on the screens before each show might help.

I can’t say I’ve paid any attention to the new $5000 apiece “wayfinding” signs but it would be nice if some of them contributed to the integration of the two areas.  The experience with these signs might be a good lesson for our council, and all of us, to remember during this budget season.  Perhaps if it had been realized that the signs were averaging $5000 apiece, the council would have paid more attention than they did to a $270,000 redevelopment line item.

This is also a good example of how using OPM (Other People’s Money) and not micro managing staff can lead to excesses and errors.  I believe elected officials are there to manage the budget and not just approve staff recommendations. (And staff is there to manage contractors and not just blame them for errors.)  I’ve held the impression that a million or even a quarter million dollars is a lot of money.  That’s probably an out of date attitude, at least in the public sector, now that an average home is selling for over a half million.

Never the less, there is the expectation that public monies are being safeguarded against abuse and that value is being obtained through its expenditure.  I’ve reached the conclusion that, in Petaluma, Redevelopment money is considered manna from heaven and is exempt from being rationally or critically reviewed.

But, despite all our minor failings and problems, we should keep in mind that we’re still a nice small town.  I don’t recall how many people asked me if I had been to the top of the new parking garage. I hadn’t then, but I have now.  We will always be a simple and pleasant small town as long as we believe the best public view in town is from the top of a parking garage.  Perhaps that’s fair though.  I’ve lamented that all the new construction had cut off the long views from downtown.  Now those views have been returned to us, courtesy of a parking garage.

Have you seen the view from there?     

