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It seems that things have worked out alright with the City Council’s approval of a five year water rate plan.  Yes and no.

It made sense to adjust sewer rates to meet commitments to pay back the construction loan from the state for the new sewer plant. We were always going to pay these bills so there was no justification for waiting to renew our pledge to pay each year.  But, perhaps this is where the rest of the process should be reviewed at least annually.

The net results of the council’s action, besides committing to paying our bills, was that the Water Department doesn’t have to report or come back to the council for five years for water or sewer rate increases.  Unless there are significant overruns in constructing the new sewer plant, last week’s actions in effect approved all the projects included in the presentation.  

It also means the City Council doesn’t have to address any rate increases for five years.

It was natural that the council focused on the concept of setting rates sufficient to pay for the $110 to $165 (??) million sewer project.  However, in the presentation were programs for other major Water Department projects.  Most are relatively straight forward but there was no discussion of why certain amounts of  funds were needed.  The numbers were nice round numbers without any relationship to declared needs.

Operations cost, half of which is the cost of buying water from the Sonoma County Water Agency, were accepted with no discussion of why we weren’t using any of the city’s wells to supplement the city’s summer month water needs.  Using local wells is much less expensive than buying water from the county and could result in substantial savings to water users.

The inclusion in the staff presentation of $9 million to provide almost three miles of new pipes to carry recycled water somewhere causes me to wonder if this was also a de facto approval of the whole $55 million program to use recycled water on public parks.

I had thought this project was still being reviewed by the council as they weren’t sure if they could require developers to repay this cost.  ( The proposed procedure would have us rate payers paying for this in our water bills with some sort of reimbursement from the developers if they could be required to pay.) Considering that $55 million is half of the $110 million cost for the new sewer plant, that’s a lot to add to water and sewer rates without further discussion.

I believe this in another “hole in the ground” funding effort.  Once the $9 million is spent by the city to put pipes in the ground, we’ll be told we only poured money into a “hole in the ground” if we don’t agree to fund the remaining $46 million to complete the recycling project.  Like Iraq, we’re being slowly dragged into a more costly project. 

This represents a major increase in our household water bill at a time when we’re going to have our sewer bill increased by over 80 percent.  The recycling project was continually promoted in the press as “being paid for by developers”. That is a city hope not a fact. 

Someone on the council should look into this. 

Water and sewer services are probably the best bargain we get from city services considering what we’d be willing to pay if we had to try to live on individual wells and septic tanks.  That, however, isn’t a reason for not looking for savings and efficiencies in this major city expenditure.

There is no citizen oversight of this or other major city department, and to my knowledge, not even any council oversight other than approving annual budgets.  The amounts of money being paid out for major public services (water, sewer, police, fire) are such that some oversight, review, or quarterly reporting is warranted.            

