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This has been “one of those days” where frustrations abound.  For the last several days I’ve been playing phone tag with Kaiser.  It’s either, “press 1 for …, press 2 for … or, please stay on the line your call …”  When someone finally comes on the line, they can only offer a set menu of options.  

The frustration comes when you realize how helpless you are to do anything.  If it’s Kaiser, they know you have a health problem that has to be handled by them, so what are you going to do about it? Hang up?

My frustration today started in reading in the Argus about the proposed new water conservation policies requiring not only new, but older homes to, among other things, upgrade water using devices to the latest (and probably most expensive) low flow devices.

My frustration with this and other city proposals is that to do anything about them, not only do you have to know about the public hearing, care about the subject, know about the specifics being proposed and be willing to attend and speak up at the hearing, BUT you have to articulate your concern and suggest a solution better than the staff’s and consultant’s IN LESS THAN THE 3 MINUTES allowed for public input.

Perhaps the council might imagine what it would be like if they each had only 3 minutes to question items before them. 

Sure, technically the public gets to have its say, but for other than a few cosmetic revisions, nothing is going to be changed as a result of most public hearings.  As with Kaiser, you can sort of participate but your concerns won’t change the final product.

Intricate and detailed ordinances get put together behind the scene by staff and consultants with no one (probably not even the council) aware of any details before the products are ready to be made public.  Then they’re supposed to be subject to meaningful public review and critique by a sketchly informed, lay public that has had little time to get to know the details.     

To participate as an equal in this process the public has to be made part of the development of these policies.  It’s strange how,in addition to the Planning, Recreation and Airport Commissions, we can have a bicycle committee, a tree committee, a historic committee, a site design committee, a public transit committee, a public arts committee, etc.  and yet there is no organized citizen involvement in the most critical city function of the last several years, “Water”.  Why isn’t there a Water Commission?   

Perhaps the frustrations I feel about public exclusion from important issues is mirrored by the general public.  How can we become part of a process which, as structured, keeps us out.

The publics’ reaction to the 2008 ballot proposal to severely reduce water rates may be indicative of this frustration.  Have you noticed how many homes are letting their lawns die?  This may only be in the median and lower income parts of the city and many may be rentals.  But these people aren’t letting the property go to seed to meet the goal of a 15% reduction in water use.  They can’t afford the cost of keeping their lawns green.

Like the current housing problem and the foreclosures associated with it, unkempt property brings down the value of  property around it.  We have people with above median incomes developing costly rules that people below them in income have to pay for.

The proposed water conservation plan has been developed entirely in house with only city staff and consultants participating.  There has been no point in the development of this plan where staff has had to defend any proposal before any public forum or city committee.  Committee or commission review would change that.

I’ve picked water conservation to use as an example because it’s current, but these comments apply equally to most of the city’s major capital improvement projects and policy developments.  As with the commissions and committees listed above, why not have a citizen advisory body to review or vet such proposals?

