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My initial thought about extending the fairground lease was that it would be a good way to keep that space from developing commercially and adding to traffic and other woes along Washington St. 

That thought lasted about three seconds.

The big, big, big problem with the fairground property is that, once a lease is signed, the fairground becomes state lands and is not required to follow any city zoning ordinance, project approval procedure, SPARC review, compatibility with the General Plan, etc.  Essentially it becomes something similar to a Indian reservation exempt from local control.  I don’t even know if sales tax collected there goes to the city.

While I don’t have confidence in the city government to place the quality of life of its residents ahead of increasing sales tax revenue, at least whatever it does benefits the city in some way.  This is more than can be said about what the fairground board might do.  Their mission is to preserve their function.

Although the fairground operates as a county/state agricultural promotion facility for only ten days to two weeks a year, under the state rules, its lease allows it to operate an auto sales location, carnival site, auto race track, parking facility for the airport buses, drive through coffee station, Christmas tree sales location, etc.  These uses show that uses permitted on the fairground property aren’t required to even pretend to be those of a public non profit agricultural promotion facility.  The fairground directors can do whatever is allowed on state land to generate money for its own continuing existence.

The very first thing the council subcommittee should inquire into before extending this lease is to see if the fairground board is willing to sign a binding agreement that it will follow all city rules and procedures just as any private developer would be required to do.  If such a willingness isn’t forthcoming as the first item of business, the subcommittee should immediately return to the full council for guidance.  The fairground board, while not our enemy, isn’t our friend either.  Their responsibility is to another constituency. Not necessarily to the best interest of the citizens of Petaluma.

At the very least, no concrete action should be taken until the land sales arrangements for the new retail center (East Washington Place) have been approved.  That way, we can at least measure the ability of the council to negotiate in our interest.  

Let’s see how good a deal they can get from the developer of the big box retail outlet before approving any 30 to 50 year lease extension for the fairground the city (and public) will have to live with for such a long period.  

Better still, no lease extension should be considered until East Washington Place is open and we can see how well impacts have been mitigated.  Whatever is eventually done at the fairground site, its environmental impact will have to be added to that of the East Washington Place development.  Until we know how Washington St. will function after the East Washington Place project is open for business, no one can determine how much development should be allowed on the fairground site.

From a different point of view, it should be noted that because the council subcommittee appointed to work on this problem (Torliatt, O'Brien and Rabbitt) is less than a majority, it will be able to hold meetings with no public access.

My concern with this is that the subcommittee will be receiving information from fairground personnel whose mission is to “sell” the project to the city and from city staff whose marching orders from the city manager are not known.  At the least, several selected members of the public should be invited to sit in on these meetings (without participation rights) so that we may feel assured the subcommittee’s decision is based on reasonable input and discussion.

Caution today may avert sorrow tomorrow.  

