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We have before us a request from the Petaluma school district to make two temporary taxes permanent, that means forever.  These temporary taxes were approved several years ago for the specific purpose of making funds available to reduce class size, maintain classroom computers, keep school libraries open, and maintain music and fine arts programs.

I voted for these taxes because they were targeted for a specific purpose and time and I didn’t avail myself of the opportunity to be exempt because of age.  I won’t be doing either this time. Maybe next time.

The school district has added two more item these taxes will be eligible to fund.  The first is to “provide necessary educational programs and materials”. The second is to use the money to “ attract and retain qualified and experienced teachers.”

The addition of these items turns this tax into a general purpose tax that can be used for almost any school district expense.  The original purpose of ensuring that class sizes remain small and that computers, libraries, and music and arts programs will be funded will disappear under the pressure to purchase educational equipment and especially to offer bonuses to attract and retain teachers.

If one teacher is given a several thousand dollar “retention bonus” to stay, it surely will be given to any other teacher who stays.  What we have under this tax proposal is a way to supplement teacher salaries at the expense of school libraries, music programs, etc.

Teachers probably do need salary adjustments but I believe such an action should be done as a stand alone request for such funds from the taxpayers.

None of the material mailed by supporters of these taxes mentions the addition of these two uses.  I keep harping on this type of action where the public is either kept in the dark or misled about what is really going on.  There is no need to trick the public into approving good programs.  Whenever there is less than the whole truth, you can bet the action being considered is of a questionable nature.

On to another taxing item, the Sonoma Marin Area Rail Transit (SMART) project.  The first steps have been taken by the SMART board to approve placing a quarter cent sales tax on one of three elections to be held in 2008.

It appears that each time the proposed tax fails, the board learns of a better way to present the proposed tax to the public.  By continually holding elections they hope to someday be able to present an acceptable project to the public.  They only have to win once.  There should be some “three strikes and you’re out” rule.

In thinking about these two taxes, I’ve begun to realize following these special interest issues is like whale watching.  For a long time there’s nothing there, then there’s something there for an instant and then it’s gone.  You know enough to know something’s happening but not enough to evaluate whatever it is. 

These ballot measures are very similar.  Last month there was no talk or public awareness of these two proposals.  Then they surfaced to the public in several newspaper articles.  Then they were gone.

A quote I’ve read, “It’s astounding how so many can be governed by so few”, hits the nail on the head.  The so many are apathetic because they’re uninformed.  The few, by managing information, keep the many uninformed.  

This returns me to my interest in having proposed public issues presented to the public with enough information and lead-time for the community to form opinions and time for wide public discussion.

In elections, if you don’t understand what you’re voting for, vote no.

