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Last week’s Argus front page article on the reduction in information available to the public from the Police Department touched on an area I’m greatly concerned about.  It seems as if all levels of government are becoming more and more secretive about their operations.

In the instance of the report about our police department, I can see a possibly beneficial outcome.  As the local newspaper, the Argus should have preferential standing within the city family to receive information of interest to local citizens.  It wouldn’t take much effort for the department to establish a weekly meeting with an Argus reporter (and possibly the Press Democrat) to provide details and a perspective of what noteworthy arrests, new departmental procedures, etc., occured during the previous week.

While the department may worry that this might provide too much public access into its operations, I could be equally concerned that regular briefings might co-op the reporter.  I think that, overall, such a weekly briefing would be for the good of all involved.

I read tid-bits of information such as, “there are 60 known gang members in Petaluma”, and wonder in what areas they live and hang out. I read stories about unusal specific arrests but get no in-depth information about how these relate to the whole police department operation.  Perhaps a closer relationship between the newspapers and the police department would fill that void.

The local secrecy I’m most concerned with however is the manner in which a subject, such as the big box center, East Washington Place, is made slightly public when some official action must be taken (i.e. authorizing the city manager to negotiate and sign an agreement) and then disappears into the bowels of official, but not public, city business.

Why are developments that are such a major interest to the citizens and will have a major impact on city finances kept so quiet for so long?

There is a function in planning called “lead time”.  This is the period between when significant information is made public and when a decision is made.  Most bureaucracies try to minimize this lead-time as substantial lead-time gives opponents more time to organize their case.  Secrecy in such an instance (as with the police department) isn’t so much about keeping people from finding out that something is happening as it is about providing only minimal information on the details.

Major developers and their consultants spend months working over projects with professional city staff or their consultants.  Citizens are allocated three minutes at the very end of the process to present their concerns or alternative proposals. Can you imagine how difficult it is to present enough facts and alternatives to the city council in three minutes that they would reject or revise staff and consultant reccomendations?  It is apparent that most public hearings are shams.  Oh, a bone or two gets thrown to the public, but the basic project is usually approved as presented unless there is a large turnout of citizens.  

At all levels of government and in special entities such the Open Space District, the Sonoma Marin Area Rail Transit operation, the various school boards, the less the public knows the less it is able to interfere with the desires of those who control these organizations.

At the national level secrecy has become much more serious.  Secrecy there relates to keeping the public from even knowing that anything is happening.  Not only is the public being kept in the dark but also so is the Congress.

If it was only related to operational secrecy about war that would be understandable.  But when a known cost for something like the Medicare prescription benefits is kept from the Congress until after they pass a bill, that’s manipulation by secrecy.  When official reports are rewritten to exclude information, that’s also manipulation by secrecy.  That has no place in a democracy.

Considering that most citizens are not interested in governmental operations, the subject of secrecy is almost moot.  But those who are interested should have early and complete access into the process.  

