New England vacation

Vacations can be enlightening

After three weeks away, it’s good to be back in Petaluma.  Sometimes I think the purpose of vacations is to make you appreciate home.  The day by day events on a vacation are interesting, fun, stimulating – but diminish as the days go by.

Not being aware of what was happening in Petaluma and not caring what was happening where I was, allowed much more time for reflection on the larger picture.

Most notable was how local and statewide events are presented.  Here in Sonoma County we get most of such news from the liberal oriented Press Democrat.  Back there information is presented by the very conservative New Hampshire Union Leader.  The whole state is very conservatively oriented as noted by their license plate motto, “Live free or die”. 

New Hampshire is the only state to still hold out against making seatbelt use mandatory.  This issue is so contentious it competes with Iraq as the hottest news item.

The general point here is that how we’re informed and what we’re informed about determines our viewpoint on the world, at least the local and state part.  And this information is primarily presented by newspapers.  Cable and broadcast news rarely provides any information in depth on other than national events.  Even regional TV news only touches on local occurrences. Other than bloody events.

Our local hot button issues, whether it be traffic, water, or growth, are largely controlled by what the Press Democrat and Argus decide to cover and print.  Everything else falls off the radar screen of public awareness.

While, as a political junkie, I follow local events fairly closely, I can’t assume others are paying much attention.  This column is an example.  Only those subscribing to the Argus will ever see it and the other very local news covered by the Argus.  Those who get their news from the San Francisco Chronicle won’t even know much about what’s happening in Sonoma County.

Perhaps it’s just human nature to not pay attention to things unless they affect you personally.  Unfortunately, by the time that personal impact occurs the issue is a done deal and little can be done to change it.

Another item from the vacation provided me with a perspective was sprawl.  Here we think we have sprawl because we can see the open space surrounding the city gradually being built upon.  The sharp edge of our Urban Growth Boundary and limited space for infill give the impression of sprawl around the city and the gobbling up of open space.  

Back there, because of the very large lots (think riding lawn mowers) and lots of trees, what we would call sprawl becomes gracious living with space between neighbors.  I think of that when our neighbors have a pool party with the loud music.  I like those large lots and the 100 foot driveways leading to a stand alone garage.  No garage door architecture such as we have.

There was another strange thing I’d forgotten, front doors are seldom used even by company.  Access to most semi-rural homes is by the back or kitchen door.  Perhaps that comes from the inclement weather where boots and muddy shoes are left in the kitchen or entry area.  This custom does provide a different feeling than the formal front entry we’re used to around here.

Well, now we’re back and local doings will return to my forefront.  It seems like water use and portions of the General Plan will play large in the near future. As noted above, I hope our local press will provide enough information to cause more people to care about what’s pending and how it might affect their lives.

