Pool, water, theater, garbage

Who’s on our side, part 2

By Jack Balshaw
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A couple of columns ago I was feeling sympathetic towards the City Council.  They have to approve projects and programs necessary for the city to function without alienating the citizens.  They have to compromise technical recommendations with political reality.  In general, they have to figure out ways to muddle through in getting the necessary work done in a tolerable manner.

Reading last week’s (11/16) paper, all my sympathies are revoked.  A new pool is unlikely because the City Council won’t confront the developer and require one.  Much money was spent to hand lay hazardous cobblestones to satisfy someone’s aesthetic, urban design wishes.  The garbage people are putting us through the ringer because no one thought ahead.  And a new water supply contract will be more about the Eel river than about Petalumans.

Perhaps it’s time for the council to just do the job without calculating how to service and pacify all the minority interests in town.  Again, it’s all about money. Mostly how to get and preserve General Fund money.

They want the sales tax money so badly they’ll let the East Washington Place developer walk all over them (and us).  We have local amateurs dealing with national level professionals on the land value issue.  The whole East Washington Place operation seems more a political deal for more General Fund sales tax money for the City Council to play with rather than tough negotiating for what’s best for Petaluma.

It’s my bet that the developer will “offer” to refurbish the swimming pool and the swim clubs will be so happy no one will care until later when the city has to pour more money into maintaining that extravagant pool.  At the least, the developer should, 1,refurbish the pool, 2, cover annual operating expenditures and 3, put the Boys and Girls Club pool back in working order.

How has that whole project come so far with so little community discussion.  Is it because there is more concern about the Tiger Salamander, the Eel river salmon and restricting water use for environmental reasons than there is concern about making the area within the Petaluma city limits a better and less expensive place for Petalumans to live?

The costs for the public portion of the development of the Theater District has gotten out of hand because redevelopment money is seen as “not real budgeted money”.  In the private sector portion of the Theater District, the developer has to build in a way to make a profit.  He cares about what things cost. Note, the public money doesn’t come out of the city’s General Fund.

The whole garbage contract issue has been a boondoggle, an embarrassment and money pit because various councilmembers each had to put their fingerprints on the final version.  Costs didn’t seem to matter to the City Council because it was just going to be passed on to the public anyway, until their first and most extravagant selection drew public outrage.  The garbage contract costs won’t come out of the General Fund either.  We not only pay that on our garbage bill, but the city gets a 14% fee from the garbage company to put into the city General Fund.

On the water issue, the discussion isn’t about how much water will cost the Petaluma consumer but about how many points the environmental community can score to save the Eel River salmon, mandate water conservation and require wastewater recycling.  Our councilmembers seem more interested in discussing and controlling what goes on outside the city limits than they do in keeping costs down for those of us who live within the city limits.  Perhaps they should run for county level offices. And, by the way, none of the costs related to these three issues will come out of the city’s General Fund because they will be included in our individual water bills.

Unfortunately, it’s partly our fault too as we don’t pay attention until after the decisions are made and the bill comes due.

