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By the time you read this, the City Council is supposed to have set the new water and sewer rates.  These rates have been increasing at a fast pace over the last few years.  

It’s possible the increase in water rates could be held to a modest amount by the city selectively scheduling how repairs and improvements to that system are made. This system has fairly stable costs for water, operations and maintenance.  These costs can then be related directly to the need to raise water rates.

The need to increase rates for the sewage treatment portion of the system is a different matter.  The city’s commitment to construct a new sewage treatment plant establishes a dollar figure that has to be met each year to pay for the bonds used to finance that facility.  No matter how much or how little water we use, the bond cost has to be generated as wastewater treatment revenue.  Here’s where the title of this column comes in.

There was a period of several years in the mid nineties when the City Council was going back and forth over what type of facility to build (privately or publicly operated), what degree to treat the sewage ( good enough or gold plated), and how many whistles and bells to include in the facility.

Unfortunately, almost every decision made tended towards a more expensive solution.  The price of this plant has gone from an original estimate of $35 million to somewhere over $100 million.  This cost increase was due both to selecting a gold plated final version of the plant and to the five or six year delay caused by the City Council’s “studying” the problem in an attempt to satisfy both sides.

So now, the public is faced with paying for that final decision.  It was normal human nature to not pay attention to these preliminary mud wrestling types of discussions.  However the cost for this inattention is the requirement that we now have to pay the price arrived at without our participation.

This type of non participation isn’t rare.  When the city budget is being discussed, various interests are present to lobby for their individual projects or programs.  While waiting around to speak they don’t pay much attention to what other budget items are being discussed and approved.  What they’re not realizing is that any approval of excess funds for other projects means that there will be less available for their program when it’s their turn to speak. Not paying attention can cost money.

To digress for a minute – most citizens will say, “ Why should I care, it won’t cost me anything in taxes?” which is correct in that most of the taxes we pay to the city are fixed.  The 1% property tax of Prop 13 and the city’s portion of sales tax are almost fixed in stone.  But there are other ways you might have to pay.

The present General Plan approval process might be an example.  The policies regarding water (flood, drinking and waste) will set the stage for future water costs.  The policies on roads and streets may lead to conditions of congestion in the future you’ll have to live with.  Housing policies (high or low density) will affect open space, recreational facilities, and growth.  Land use policies will affect how many and what type of jobs become available for future Petalumans.

Additionally, there are a series of franchise fees.  These are usually set with very little or no public participation. The fee is usually some percentage of the total money collected by PG&E, the phone company, the TV cable franchise, the trash collectors, and probably some others.  These aren’t small amounts and are paid by you in your monthly bills.

Not paying attention can cost you money.

