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Everyone lies but it doesn’t matter because nobody listens.  This is the thought that came to mind several weeks ago while listening to city staff, council and public comments about the citizen initiative to rollback water rates. 

The major proponents for each side told what at best could be called half-truths.  While their statements may have been technically true, they consisted of partial truths and misleading statements presented as facts.

The City Council had only two options, accept the initiative petition to roll back water rates (and lose revenue starting right away), or vote to put the initiative on the November 2008 general election ballot.  The latter option would allow the city to collect water fees under the present rate structure until then (although they might have to pay that revenue back) and probably/possibly keep collecting if the public rejected the initiative .

The comments from each side therefore seemed to be to establish their respective base arguments for or against the measure between now and 11/08.  It reminded me of the disagreement in Alexander Valley between the county and wine growers on one side and the Indians on the other.

The county and wine growers could have either fought or negotiated with the Indians.  If they fought, it was a winner take all situation.  If they chose to negotiate, mutual agreements might be reached.  The Indians have shown in other areas that they will help fund reasonable mitigation measures (police, fire, traffic, etc). The county and wine growers chose to fight.  It now seems as if the Indians have won and won’t have to negotiate anything.  Petaluma has the same choice and seems ready to make the same decision (fight).

While the initiative can’t be recalled, the proponents can either fight tooth and nail to win or, following some concessions from the city, join forces with the city and repudiate their own initiative petition and abandon any active effort to pass the initiative .  This fig leaf seemed to have been offered the other night by a principal member of the petition drive.  Before declaring full-scale war, the City Council should think about it.

One of my ongoing criticisms of the city is, given a choice between a workable solution or project and a gold plated version, the city will always go for the gold plated version.  The wastewater plant has been designed and is being built.  We, the ratepayers should pay for it.  Everything else, that’s everything, should be open to discussion.  Much of the gold plate is associated with things other than the plant itself.

There is much more at stake here than just water rates.  If the rates are rolled back as the petitioners want, the impacts will ripple throughout the whole city government operation.  

Opponents of the rollback will wheel out their big guns, reduction in police and fire services.  Proponents of the rollback will remind us that this threat has been made several times since Prop 13 (the property tax limitation) was on the ballot in 1978 and yet, somehow, police and fire always seem to weather the loss of revenue storm.  And the threats will go on, each side sniping at the other, creating an atmosphere of conflict and distrust between the public and the council.  

In my view, the City Council has become remote from representing the general public.  It has become the vehicle for various vocal groups to impose their ideological interests on the community.  The 2008 election could become a vote of confidence in city government, using the water rate issue as a surrogate for direct conflict.

If the public continues to become more and more upset with increasing traffic problems caused by the building of large amounts of high-density housing and the probable development of the old Kenilworth property and the fairgrounds site, dissatisfaction with the City Council may become a more direct issue in the 2008 election.

A local addition

Lutz Chevron on Washington St. has started pricing its gas at full cents, without the 9/10 tacked on.  I believe this is the first station in the country to do this.  The strange thing is that nobody has seemed to notice. We’re so used to the 9/10 we don’t even notice its absence.  A cheer for Dan Lutz.

