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It’s said the Chinese character for problem is the same as the one for opportunity.  I think there’s a lot of truth in the implication of this saying.  Often, it’s only when a problem is big enough that people normally resistant to change are willing to accept new ways of thinking, new ways of operating, new ways of solving problems.

The financial crisis the world, our country, our state, our county, and our city face may provide the opportunity and willingness for each to consider solutions that would never have been acceptable under normal conditions.

Locally, we’ve used the tried and true method of reducing expenses by laying off people. Perhaps this is the only quick fix, but what might be plan B?

Let me use an anecdote to demonstrate a problem.  Years ago I was bothered by seeing dead animals in the road for several days.  I thought it would be the easiest thing for police, on patrol , to simply call in the location to the police dispatchers and have them relay the information to either animal control or public works for whoever picked up road kill to take care of.

Suggesting such action to an officer, I was told it wasn’t that easy.  If he called in the problem, he then had to include it in his daily written report.  This was a nuisance and took time.  Accordingly, officers didn’t call in road kills. The solution to the problem was to change the requirement of putting everything in a written report.

If we jump ahead to today when the city is laying off employees to reduce costs, perhaps the city manager or council could revise ordinances and procedures requiring many man-hours of review so that less personnel time is required.  

How much staff work is either litigation protection or the result of years of added bureaucratic patchwork that is nice to have but not really necessary?  How much is just to be sure all bases are covered in case the council asks how something relates to the General Plan or general city policy?

Again, another anecdote. In past years, another Sonoma County city used to almost automatically make a finding that any straight forward project would have, “No significant environmental impact”.  Thus, unless there was a challenge to that finding, all the work and review associated with preparing and processing an Environmental Impact Report was eliminated.

We’re doing just the opposite by thinking of requiring a Community Impact Report or some similar document which will increase staff’s work load on many projects.  It’s adding such requirements that the City Council should evaluate before adopting additional work for staff. 

If we expect staff to perform all the work they used to perform, but with reduced personnel, consideration should be given to changing the details related to what work is necessary.

My comments are mostly related to planning functions but could be considered for everything from police procedures to janitorial schedules.

Just looking at how much applicant and staff work will be required by the proposed Water Conservation Regulations, soon to be before the council, demonstrates how regulations and procedures drive the amount of staff needed to process paper. Is it all necessary or is it just for bureaucratic simplicity that even small projects will require the same amount of paperwork and processing as large projects?  

Only those on the inside doing the work really know how much of their work is a form of boilerplate and how much is required for the decision makers to do their job.   But, the council has to be aware that every new rule or regulation or special report they require, also requires more staff effort.  They have a greater responsibility for balancing the budget than just laying off employees.

