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The process has begun to get us to approve another 20 years of a quarter cent sales tax for open space purposes. I’m not in favor of this as things now stand.

The first years of the original tax saw a number of purchases of development rights that were designed to protect what some people thought of as critical environment.  As environmental actions, these purchases were probably acceptable, but they weren’t in any sense a preservation of open space for Sonoma County residents. The development rights to several large parcels were purchased even though most of the property was not visible from public roads. (So, what “open space” was saved for the public)? The funds weren’t truly spent for the purposes they were approved.

In the mid part of the original 20 year period many properties of several hundred acres with the potential for the construction of only several homes seemed to be the focus of the Open Space District.  Their view of what constitutes open space seemed to far exceed in openness what the average person would consider open space.  With most of us living in homes with a density of five homes or more per acre, one home per 100 acres seems like open space.

It was during this period the public began to realize that many millions of dollars were being spent to acquire property rights the average person could neither see from a public road nor expect to ever set foot on.  A public rebellion seemed near.

Since then the Open Space District has paid attention and given publicity to obtaining rights or ownership on properties which allow some degree of public access for recreation.  Finally, a reasonable use of our open space taxes. But only under public pressure to change their ways.

But, the proposed 20 year continuation of this tax appears to be undergoing a focus much more towards preserving current agricultural operations.  This may be seen as a desirable  goal of protecting  an environmentally acceptable land use, but it’s not what most of us think of when “open space” is discussed.  It’s more like a subsidy to farmers.

To start with, unless the county rezones these agricultural areas, they will remain open space with possibly dwellings on 60 acre and larger parcels.  That’s enough open space for me and I believe many others. 

The Open Space District benefits from the appearance of open space in Sonoma County when in reality, the vast majority of the open space the public can see from public roads is privately owned and not protected. What is the value of say the purchase of 250 acre of development rights if the parcels on all sides of that one can be developed to higher density?  There is no evidence the Open Space District has any plan to aggregate adjacent properties to prevent such development.

Without a plan, we will end up with a checker board of random acres preserved for open space.  I don’t think this is what we presumed when we were told open space would be preserved.

Perhaps if the Open Space District should select transportation view corridors where open space preservation would provide the feeling of open space, we would better understand the goal. That’s assuming purchases of property or development rights would be concentrated in those corridors.

A new twenty year extension of this sales tax shouldn’t be approved without a better guarantee of just what open space will be preserved.

It would be nice if there were an ordinance or initiative requiring that zoning changes from agricultural to any other zone would require the vote of the people living in that supervisorial district.  A vote paid for by the requesting owner.  Note: this has been done in parts of Ohio with successful results.

