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In my last column I noted the difference between addressing the big, immediate, community wide problems of the past versus the smaller, vague, narrowly focused problems of the present.  The latter generate little community interest or participation.

Looking over some General Plan documents I see that the “small problem, small solution” method is being used to quietly place numerous environmental policies in the General Plan to control future development. Each of these small policies is, of itself, hardly worthy of criticism, but the total effect is significant.

Instead of a few large, flexible policy statements, the General Plan will contain hundreds of small, innocuous policies of one or two lines each, that cumulatively, will allow any project to be delayed or made financially unbuildable at the whim of a sitting council reinforced by opponents waving the General Plan policy statements.

Additionally, policy statements are proposed that would automatically incorporate State policies into Petaluma’s General Plan.  This commits us to implementing State policies that may not be financially reasonable or productive to Petaluma’s situation at some future time.

My fear is that by focusing on the paper put in front of them, the council will forget that the whole purpose of a General Plan is to make the city develop in a manageable way.  It should not be a tool for a particular sitting council to tie the hands of future councils and city managers regarding future problems. It’s supposed to be a General Plan and not a Detailed Plan.

*************

Thinking about the General Plan makes me wonder what’s being done at the old Kenilworth Junior High and the fairgrounds sites on Washington St.   Perhaps it’s covered in the proposed General Plan document, but I haven’t come across it yet.

The city council appointed a subcommittee to meet with the Fairboard to discuss the future of their facility.  While subcommittees of the council are an efficient way to get things done, they also allow the council to keep secrets from the public.

At council meetings, council members always report on what’s happening on those boards and committees they’re on.  I haven’t heard any report from this subcommittee as to where the general discussions with the Fair board are leading.  If this information has been communicated privately to other council members, even one, would that be against the Brown act?

The old Kenilworth site seems destined to become a big box retail development with the addition of substantial office or residential uses. The big community concern here is whether or not such development will gridlock Washington St. The common wisdom is that it will.

What goes unsaid and unnoticed is what would future additional development on the fairgrounds add to that gridlock?  I’d expect the new General Plan to address the cumulative traffic impact on Washington St. of development at both the fairgrounds and the retail center 

*********

On another issue, recent articles on the positive developments in the theater district have failed to note the inaction by the city on addressing the eyesore of the railway trestle behind the Great Petaluma Mill.  This section of urban undevelopment negates the money spent to beautify the area and makes a mockery of the concept of tying the theater district and the old downtown together.

Much money has been spent laying cobblestones (that’s another story) between the tracks both north and south of the trestle.  I can’t imagine the city making that expense all the way down First St. unless they had made a commitment to improve and replace the tracks in the trestle area.

If the commitment is there, what’s the value of not finishing the project now? How can such obvious problem areas be so ignored?          

