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I became involved with city processes in 1970.  This was when growth was overwhelming local services, mainly schools and sewage treatment.  Initially, seven people organized to stop growth until these problems were taken care of.  That was the beginning of Petaluma’s famous growth management plan.

At that time and during my appointment to the Planning Commission and my early years on the City Council, I was all for control.  Rules, regulations, review processes all seemed to be a good way to rein in these developers.  The end justified the means.

Lately, I’ve been railing against “nanny government”. What a turn around!  How did this happen?  

Looking back, it seemed simple then because we were concerned with big issues.  We wanted to get schools off double sessions and enlarge the sewer plant to take care of growth.  The problems were big, community wide, and attention was focused.  The problems were resolved to the community’s satisfaction.

Now our school problems aren’t about capacity but about the details of what will be taught and how it will be taught.  Our sewer plant concerns aren’t about capacity but about the degree of treatment (basic treatment or drinking water quality).  This has now gotten wrapped up in household water usage, recycled water, and penalties for non compliance.

How did this nanny government come about?  My simple belief is that once the big problems were addressed those involved took the position, “What should we do next ?” 

So the next smaller problem that needed attention was focused upon.  Over the years as the biggest problems were taken care of , smaller and smaller problems remained.  The end results has been that the process changed from resolving community level concerns to various special interest groups demanding their smaller niche issues be addressed.

One unfortunate part of all this is that as the problems addressed became smaller and smaller, the number of people affected by each “solution” also became smaller.  Accordingly, as city officials present their latest betterment proposal to the council, there are fewer and fewer people in the audience participating.

Additionally, as the problems to be addressed became smaller, the focus on them by city staff or interest groups became more intense.  We now have a bicycle committee, a tree committee, a historic committee, a public transit committee, a public arts committee, a senior committee, etc.  Each of which focus with fervor on their special interest, knowledge, and visions on these smaller and smaller problems.  And, with very small attendance at their meetings.

With less and less public scrutiny at the front end of official proposals to the council, perhaps we need an appeal process after the fact for those caught in the net.

Some current results of this is the status of the long delayed General Plan which has been nickled and dimed to death and the neighborhood code enforcement actions.  This latter program has morphed from “ neighborhood beautification” effort to clandestine enforcement action masquerading under a “ the government is here to help you” façade.

The biggest problem I see with code enforcement is that homes that were built 50 years ago will be required to meet 2007 building, planning and other review requirements.  There needs to be a public appeal body to arbitrate between the city department involved and the home owner regarding the appropriate action to be taken.

This nannyization is to be expected in that bureaucracy needs specifics to operate and manage and the easiest way is to adopt the strictest rules currently available.  This leads to what many would call overkill.

I’m seeing in this piece my nostalgia for the “good old days” when problems were obvious and solutions accepted as, if not perfect, at least an improvement.  The smaller and smaller problems addressed with more and more talk and less and less finality seem such a waste of time.  Perhaps this is why each generation becomes frustrated with the one behind and the one ahead of it.

