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Where is our water money going?
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There’s a whole lot more going on than meets the eye in this discussion of water rates and the citizen petition to roll them back. 

The city is taking the necessary steps to insure enough revenue is collected through water rates (sales) to pay back the loan the city received from the state to construct the new water treatment plant.  While we can still argue about the increase in cost for this plant (from $30 million to $100 million) caused by the mid 1990’s fight about public VS private operation, the fact is that we’ve borrowed the money, we’re building the plant and we have to pay it back.

This debt is like a mortgage that is our responsibility to repay.  In setting water rates the council had to consider this obligation, which accounted for much of the water rate increase.  Despite Mr. Moynihan’s feelings, this is a legitimate debt that needs to be repaid.

On the other hand, the city is using the water rate mechanism to fund an approximately $55 million distribution system to allow treated water to be used to irrigate public parks and facilities.  The public message is that these costs will be recouped from future developers and the present rate payers will somehow be reimbursed.

The hidden agenda is that those interested in recycling water for environmental reasons don’t care how their goal is met or who pays for it.  In this sense, we’re being used to further a cause and not necessarily because it’s something worth doing.

My basic thought is that increasing water rates to pay for the new treatment plant is legitimate but increasing them 50% more to permit the construction of a recycled water distribution system is questionable.  If the public is not fully informed and convinced that the recycled water project is worthwhile, they may accept Mr.  Moynihan’s position that the city is taking far more from the public via water rates than is justifiable.

I feel the City Council has an obligation to the public to let them understand what’s proposed and why.  This shouldn’t be just an “educate the public” exercise but a “convince the public of the usefulness” of the project.  “Educate the public” usually means tell the public just enough that they’ll agree with the powers that be. “Convince the public” is far more inclusive with public participation and give and take.  

My understanding of the water recycling program is that it will meet two objectives.

First it will allow the city to irrigate public parks with recycled water and thereby not use an equivalent amount of Russian river water.  This will save the city the cost of purchasing the Russian River water. It’s not clear whether the city will then somehow reduce our water rates or just funnel the savings into the city General Fund for whatever uses they decide to make of it.

Secondly, by not using the Russian River water, that amount will be available for developers to use in new developments.  This is the basis for saying the developers will somehow pay for the recycled water distribution system.  Will any payments from the developers be used to reduce our water rates?  Again, I see the money as just disappearing into the city’s General Fund with no reimbursement to the water users.

Either way, it appears that we the rate payers will fund the system, someone else will  reap the rewards and there’s nothing in it for us.

The City Council has no choice but to put this matter on the next election for the public to decide upon.  While they may be thinking they have a good case, if the public isn’t sold on the necessity of paying half again as much to construct the recycled water distribution system, they might just prefer Mr. Moynahan’s solution.

This isn’t a slam dunk for the city.

Perhaps it’s time for the city to create a Water Commission.

