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Here’s my last chance to comment before the election.  A common thought I have about any bond measure that’s on the ballot is – Don’t vote for any bond issue unless you would be willing to vote for a tax increase to pay for it.

Bond elections seem like money from heaven, “Vote to allow us to borrow hundreds of millions of dollars to do good things for you without having to raise your taxes”.  While that might technically be true, it’s not the whole truth. Bonds have to be paid back and that money comes from somewhere.

Usually, the city, county or state puts the repayment of bonds into its budget, somewhere.  That’s the rub.  The money used to repay the bonds might have otherwise been used to do other things important to you.  That could be fixing streets, creating and maintaining parks and playing fields, or any number of things.  So, be cautious before you vote “yes” for any bonds.

The two big local issues, other than the council election, are Measure R to fund the SMART rail system and Measure F to continue funding the Open Space District.  In previous columns (7/19, 8/2, 9/27, and 10/11) I’ve given my opinions on these – vote NO.

Measure R, for SMART, will fund a suburb to suburb commuter rail system that goes nowhere and serves very few people.  This system will be a failure but spending almost $700 million to get the system operating will insure that money will keep being poured into the system to keep it running long after its failure is obvious. Here are some things to keep in mind about this project.

While the average passenger fare for a one way trip on SMART will cost the rider only $4, the operating cost to keep the train running will be about $20 per passenger per one way trip.  This amounts to a $32 per day subsidy per round trip passenger.  The SMART budget expects the state or federal government to pick up this expense, forever.

The total AM and PM trips between Sonoma County and Marin will be about 230 passengers going each way.  This will NOT be a solution to the 101 narrows congestion problem, nor will it have much impact on any northbound congestion between Petaluma and Santa Rosa.

The 5400 passenger trips a day estimated by the SMART consultants doesn’t provide service to 5400 separate individuals, it provides 2700 individual passengers with two one way or one round trip.

The SMART board expects 840,000 people in Sonoma and Marin counties to pay a sales tax for 20 years so 2700 people can, maybe, ride the train.  This represents 311 people paying tax for each person who is expected to ride the train. Does that seem like a fair deal?  Along this line, the SMART report estimates about 55 people each workday may possibly transfer to the ferry to San Francisco.

Measure F to continue funding the open space project is a different matter.  I’m in favor of open space, but I don’t believe the funding proposed will permit the goals of this project to succeed.  The funding is to be targeted for six separate programs. Measure F proposes (according to ballot information) to, “preserve natural lands from development; protect working farms and ranches; protect drinking water sources; improve water quality in lakes, rivers and streams; create and improve parks and trails; and preserve the coastline and beaches.”  There isn’t enough money to accomplish these goals.  The result will be a patchwork of land purchases which will not make meaningful progress on fulfilling any of these goals.

It would be better to reject this request at this time and let the Open Space District put it on the ballot in either 2008 or 2010 with a much more definitive statement of goals and a public proposal on how they will each be accomplished. 

I won’t say much about the various ballot measures except to note who’s for and who’s against each one. This is the best clue as to which ones are in your best interest.  If those for or against aren’t clearly identified, vote NO.

Good luck.

