Visitors Center

You can’t get there from here

By Jack Balshaw

5/10/06

I’ve been looking and shaking my head ever since the Visitor Center was relocated in the old railroad depot.  The other day I decided to follow the signs to get there. You can’t.

Compounding the lack of signing is the fact that the site can only be entered from Washington St. eastbound and exited on D St. westbound.  Note the entrance is also too narrow for RV’s. I won’t detail the convolutions it takes to get into the visitor center, as that would be as difficult to follow as is the problem of actually getting into the center. 

But I challenge you to do this: imagine you’re a visitor from Sacramento or San Francisco trying to find the visitor center to get tourist information about Petaluma and our new downtown. Imagine you don’t “know” where the visitor center is and aren’t familiar with our street system.  Now, coming from the freeway via Washington St. or Lakeville St., try to get into the visitor center.

What you will experience is an insight into how the city functions, or, more accurately, doesn’t function.  Because the city management and council do as much as possible in secret – 

possibly “with minimum public participation” is a better way to say it – there’s little or no opportunity for public input or reaction to what they’ve already decided is the best way to do what they want to do.

I’m aware that staff fumes about the various councils micro-managing them.  But, if there is no micro-managing, the usual result is some sort of screw-up.  In this particular instance, the Chamber of Commerce supposedly participated in these decisions because the visitor center is under its authority, and it still doesn’t work.

This lack of apparent councilmember input and therefore no one to blame for foul-ups, made me think of an experience I had in another city.  In that city, each elected official was assigned liaison responsibility for one city department.  This official didn’t direct the department’s actions but was kept fully informed by the department head as to what was going on.

The end result was each elected official became much more familiar with the operation of a major department and was better able to participate at budget time and when community priorities needed to be set.  It also helped that the elected official didn’t want to be blindsided and held accountable on important community issues.  I see this as a compromise between elected officials getting involved in city operations or being totally dependent on whatever information a city manager chooses to give them.

The lack of supervision on this and the whole downtown redevelopment project should have been noticed when the cobblestone “accents” and the $5000 apiece “wayfinding” signs were reported.  The latest is that the location map in Putnam Plaza doesn’t even have a “You are here” symbol.  How is someone unfamiliar with Petaluma to know where he or she is when viewing the map?  Adding to the confusion, the map is also oriented upside down. 

It’s not so much that there have been major mistakes (other than the over budget work) as it is that we have suffered innumerable foul-ups that, taken together, give the appearance of chaos and a lack of coordination.

But, back to the visitor center.

My paranoia element causes me to question just why this situation occurred.  My primary thought is that the city was going to spend over a million dollars to refurbish the depot area and didn’t want to be embarrassed that the buildings might remain empty.  So, the visitor center was drafted into occupying one of the buildings. Another building is a restroom for travelers.

The more suspicious part of me sees this as a way to stop funding the visitor center in the future.  After all, if visitor bureau can’t show any great amount of walk-in (drive-in) traffic, how can they the continue to insist on annual city funding for a drop-in visitor center?

We’ll have to wait and see.

