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Gang activity, “significant but not out of hand.” This is how the police chief was quoted in the lead paragraph of a recent Argus article.  Further into the article it notes that gang incidents have increased from 63 in all of 2005 to 75 in the first six months of 2007. That puts us on course for about 150 incidents this year, (a 140% increase in two years).

While this may not be out of hand, the violent nature of many reported gang incidents warrants this activity be tamped down before it crosses the line to an unacceptable level. (Has anyone in charge decided what that level is? Or is it just when the public opinion forces some action?)   The violent and often random nature of these acts put them way above burglary and auto theft in the danger they represent to our personal safety.

The chief is probably accurate in his – significant but not out of hand – comment.  But the article provides us with little understanding of what steps the department may be planning to adopt to keep the situation from getting out of hand.

We, the public, know little of what is being done within and by the Police Department.  We assume all is under control until we read different in the paper. Then we assume the problem got out of hand because nothing was being done.  How much better it would be if we knew of their efforts and successes so that when something goes wrong we could say, “But, a lot of things have gone right”.

The newspaper listings of police activity should specifically mention “gangs” when any police action relates to gang activity. The Police Department should be pro-active in noting any gang related activities even if not enforcement related. Assignment of personnel to geographical gang areas, cooperation with other departments in Sonoma County, adopting innovative strategies used by other cities; all these the public would be interested in knowing about.  Publicity about gang problems shouldn’t be saved until budget time to justify budget increases.  

Water

This is lining up to become a major problem this summer.  We should remember however that conservation is being required to make sure there is enough water in the Russian River to protect the survival of endangered fish.  This doesn’t mean there isn’t enough water available for local use.  There are significant amounts available from city wells.  The city council policy not to use water from our city wells to supplement the Russian River water is an arbitrary policy to save the water for “emergencies”.

This dry year is an appropriate time to consider what an emergency is.  I’m not advocating using unlimited water from our wells so we don’t have to try to conserve. But, how about using enough well water to balance out any shortfall on the 15% target for conservation by substituting that well water for the difference.  The state mandate only applies to Russian River water

The nature of an aquifer (underground water) is that there’s water just sitting below ground waiting to be used. It can be overused or not allowed to recharge in wet years.  That isn’t a good way to manage water use.  But neither is an arbitrary policy not to make use of it except in dire emergencies.

Perhaps other cities could mitigate their use of Russian River water by using their own wells cautiously. At least let’s talk about it.

This brings up the closing comment in my last column, “Perhaps it’s time for the city to create a Water Commission”.  We have an Airport commission to oversee a self funding airport, why not a Water Commission to oversee the largest self funding department in the city? If water is such a large factor in Petaluma’s future a separate Water Commission is justified.     

