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One of the biggest local myths is about preserving the agricultural nature of the surrounding lands.  It takes on an almost religious mantra whenever there’s talk of growth.  Well, you want to know the truth?  It’s all about open space.  The ag image that is being cited hasn’t reflected life in Petaluma or Sonoma County for 50 years.

At one time Sonoma County’s major crops were hops and prunes.  These were replaced by apples and dairy.  The apples have been replaced by wine grapes in recent years.  And now reports of ag functions indicate that horses – the equestrian kind – have replaced dairy as the major ag monetary source after wine grapes.

Let’s admit it, we’ve become a county of gentleman and high end farmers (grapes) and rural recreation (riding horses) as far as agriculture is concerned. Dairy is moving to the central valley. Tourism is another major money source.  None of these seem to provide a soapbox for “saving agriculture.”

In the 36 years I’ve lived here, I haven’t seen any evidence of basic food crops other than hay for animals and lately, corn and pumpkins for Halloween (not really a food use).

I know most people don’t care what happens outside of Petaluma, but it would be nice if planning for Petaluma’s future was based on reality and not dreams and wishes.

This position (save the ag land) is most often offered by those who otherwise have been against growth of any kind. What is even stranger is that these no growth and open space people are now promoting high density infill for both residential and commercial uses. There is actually some logic to this position.  As long as we can stuff more residential and commercial units into the city limits, the pressure to expand past the Urban Growth Boundary, that is to remain in place until 2018, can be muted.  

They’re even working around this by trying to incorporate the 2018 limit into the 2025 General Plan document. Additionally, by designing the new sewer plant to handle only about ten thousand more residents, they’re placing another obstacle in the way of growth.

Growth is a pain, but do you really think the natural growth in California over the next 50 years is going to let Petaluma sit here, 30 miles from San Francisco, surrounded by today’s open space?  It’s nice to have a 20 year General Plan, but there will be life (growth) after that.  But will there be another freeway crossing?

Another related myth is preserving the grain businesses. (For an ag sector which is declining) A one to two million dollar railroad bridge is slated off Lakeville on the assumption the grain business there requires it.  The business has been without rail service for three years but the city finds it necessary to build this costly bridge just because.

Related to rail, there’s another myth – provide for future trolley service between downtown and the Factory Outlets and both it and down town will thrive.  Water St., south of Washington St., is being rebuilt, at much extra cost, with cobblestones along that piece of trolley line. At the same time, the pro rail faction is doing everything it can to stop any more retail at the Factory Outlet.  Go figure.  

Much of this is because of redevelopment money.  Like I said once before, redevelopment money is like free money.  It doesn’t seem to come from anyone.  Who cares what anything costs as long as it’s paid for with redevelopment money. Look at our recently discovered $4.8 million cost overrun in the theater district. No one’s worried.  If that had been general fund money and would have affected the fire or police departments you can bet it wouldn’t have gone unnoticed for so long.

While redevelopment money may truly not be taken from anyone’s portion of the city budget, remember if it’s used for one purpose, it isn’t available to be used for another.  It sat there while our streets went to pot(holes) until there was a citizen cry to fix the streets.  Then, all of a sudden, it became available.  

The city’s getting ready to design a river crossing south of D ST.  Guess what money will be used to build it.  How come there’s never any money for Rainier?

Some times I think our city govternment is, if not a myth, a fairy tale.

