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As the historic silk mill’s functional use as a manufacturing facility diminished towards zero, there was much concern about its fate by those with an interest in Petaluma’s past. It seemed destined to become an abandoned historical building on Lakeville St.. No one knew what to do to preserve it. 

Then there was much elation and interest a while ago when it was announced the building had been bought by investors to be converted into residential condominiums.  The historic structure would be saved, more residential units would be developed near to downtown (and even nearer to the transit center) and Petaluma would retain another symbol of its past.

But then last week a cruel decision was made by the City Council to support a staff request to hold any approval of development there until the new General Plan was finished, possibly by April 2008.  Presumably there could be a conflict with the new General Plan.  What were they thinking?

This was supposedly tied in with a new state law regarding certifying the availability of water prior to any new construction.  If this is so, new construction in the entire state should be being shut down.  Is anyone aware of any city (San Francisco, Sacramento or LA) doing this? No!

My understanding is the new law won’t be in effect at least until January 1, 2008, if then. So what can the City Council do?

First of all, it could declare its intention to exempt historical structures from water conditions.  That would allow the project to move ahead.

Second, it could proceed on a path of following existing normal procedures until a new General Plan is actually approved. (The proposed new General Plan doesn’t technically exist until it’s approved to replace the existing General Plan.)  The new General Plan’s approval has been eminent for several years and there’s nothing to say it will be approved in 2008.  Is the whole city to remain on hold no matter how long that takes?

The staff’s responsibility may be to uphold the letter of the law as they see it, but the council’s is to accept or modify staff recommendations based on a broader view.  Surely this is a proposal that deserves special consideration.

This is the time for those who say they support retaining our small town flavor to write, (City Hall, 11 English St.), call, (778 4360)  or email, (city clerk@ci.petaluma.ca.us) city hall requesting the council to reverse it’s decision.

I saw the last half hour of council discussion on this matter and it seemed all the pressure was on them to devise a solution.  Every time a council member posed a question, he or she was given a list of reasons nothing could be done.  The council was supposed to solve the problem by itself.

My understanding of the responsibility of senior staff is that they are responsible for finding ways to implement the council’s wishes, not the other way around.  I read an article once that said the way a public sector attorney earns his money is by advising his clients what not to do so they won’t get in trouble and a private attorney earns his money by devising ways to permit his clients to do what they want to do.

Of the other 400 plus cities (and especially charter cities) in the state, surely several have a found a way to continue processing projects.  What have inquiries to the California League of Cities turned up?

On to a couple of other miscellaneous topics.

At a televised meeting of the Petaluma Transit Authority several speakers questioned the ability of the shelters at the new central transit station facility to adequately protect people waiting for buses. There appeared to be little concern for preparing contingency plans in the event this concern becomes real.  For bus riders, protection from the weather (especially rain) is very important.

The city’s new code enforcement task force could benefit from having police patrol personnel report street related potential code violations observed during their normal patrols.                     

