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A saying I once heard is, “There’s something unnatural about a young conservative or an old liberal”.  As I’ve grown older this seems more and more to fit my life experience.

My first involvement in Petaluma was as one of the seven people who agitated for our controlled growth ordinance.  This led to my becoming political and eventually being elected to the City Council. There I was considered a “young Turk” challenging  the establishment to get involved in more control of land use.

By the time I left the council 14 years later I was considered one of the “old guard” and part of the establishment.  I had learned that private development needs some room to maneuver.  

Now, 15 years later, I’m becoming more conservative, especially in items related to government mandating and controlling how we live, and how we’re being made to pay for governmental decisions.

In addition to the Council’s, the Planning Commission’s and SPARC’s delving into the minutia of how properties are developed and how resources are used, we see those championing current urban development philosophies and environmental interests using the City Council to impose processes and programs that further their interests.

We have a powerful  Bicycle and Pedestrian Committee reviewing literally every construction proposal (even single lots) for their impact on bicycles and pedestrians.  Yet there is no similar committee representing the citizens regarding traffic issues, especially in those cases where lanes are used to provide new bicycle lanes.

Those championing water conservation have turned the water department’s function on its head, from delivering water to finding ways to require us to conserve water, a good cause but in a heavy handed way. 

Pending proposals and ordinances would require city approval of the landscaping of all new structures and for all landscaping projects of more than 1000 square feet.  This includes residential yard renovations.  Turf (grass) would be limited to 30% of any area and then only for recreation use.  And that’s just for starters. General Plan language proposes properties would have to meet any new water conservation standards when they were sold.

Recent city legislation requires a “Public art” donation of one percent of construction costs for all new commercial uses.  State legislation required inspection of heating ducts and repair to state standards whenever a furnace is replaced.  Smoking, even outdoors  has been restricted.  Traditional fireplaces have been prohibited.  The list goes on and on.

Regulations by their nature are restrictions on how someone can do something.  Their use to insure public safety is the basic reason for most regulations.  But, when they’re used to limit other aspects of  our lives, we should question those imposing the regulations.  Are regulations being instituted for public safety or to satisfy the desires and goals of specific interest groups?

This leads me to talk about how the public is essentially removed from the decision making process.  The forthcoming General Plan serves as an example.  Close to 7 years of staff and consultant time and probably more than $5 million have been used to develop a draft plan for the Planning Commission and City Council to review.  There will be official public hearings and an opportunity for public input to be sure.

The rub is, individuals will have 3 (!) minutes to:

1- state their concern with some portion of the plan

2- propose an alternative, and 

3- (most importantly) convince a majority of the council that their layman’s proposal is better than that developed by staff and consultants over 7 years and at the cost of  around $5 million. Want to take bets on the outcome?

If I’m for transit, I want everyone to pay a sales tax to fund it.  If I’m for water conservation, I want regulations controlling water use to what I think is reasonable.  If I’m for public art I want other people to be required to fund it.       

There is too much control.  I hope candidates for election to the City Council will show some interest in changing this. 

