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The recent agreement by the City Council to require some type of Fiscal Impact Report for large developments may address my concerns of there not being enough information available to the public before major decision points are reached on large developments. Or it may not address them.

This won’t be the desired Community Impact Report which would have covered a wide range of social impacts within the community. But it could still be the trigger that alerts the public to what major developments are working their way through the city’s approval system.

My understanding of the proposed Fiscal Impact Report is that it’s designed to be similar to an Environmental Impact Report, but more informal.  The focus will be on the wages generated and the project’s economic impact on existing businesses.

The good news from my point of view is that as a FIR is informal and doesn’t have to be limited to legally defensible information, it will be possible for the council to release it immediately upon receipt.  Unlike an EIR, each statement won’t have to be “proved”.

A FIR will rationally cover labor costs and market factors a proposed developer has already considered prior to initial submission to the city. Its numbers and words will of necessity be general.

This will be enough however to allow community reaction to develop early, before time is wasted at SPARC and the Planning Commission on a project that may generate too much community reaction to ever be approved.

The value of this document strongly depends on whether it will be released early or held back until the first public hearing on a project.  As the document will be 100% the developer’s input, there’s no need to hold it for staff acceptance.

The bad news from my point of view is that the FIR may be used as a proxy EIR covering economic issues.  If the FIR is used by those who simply want to stop non residential growth by presenting another obstacle that must be overcome, its usefulness will be very limited.

If every project has to have no negative economic impact on the community, not many projects will progress.  If the council’s weighing of the net impact (positive and negative) has to be objectively justified, there will be only more acrimony between the public and the council.

My concern is that the document will be used as a bludgeon rather than as an information source. This comes from the fact that a number of people appearing before the council made direct or implied re-election threats.  These aren’t the type of people who see cooperation and compromise as a desirable tool.

A Fiscal Impact Report will have value only if it’s used as an honest tool to encourage community discussion.

**************************

Now on to another topic.

The recent report that the traffic roundabout on McDowell at Baywood has caused Golden Gate Transit to reroute its commuter service is troubling.  It appears there was no coordination at all between Golden Gate and the city.

I’m appalled at the passivity of the Petaluma Transit Advisory Committee in this matter.  From the portions of several meetings I’ve seen they appear to listen passively to the Transit Director’s reports and adjourn.    

This occurrence with the roundabout does point out that there is little or no awareness public awareness of what internal city projects are in the works and who they will affect.  A Traffic Committee would have certainly questioned the physical design and its appropriateness for large single unit vehicles.

At a committee meeting discussing our new local transit mall and the impact of the new location on transit users, local businesses and residents, it appeared to me that no riders or others directly affected were seriously surveyed prior to the decision to relocate it.

I continue to believe that both traffic and water functions in Petaluma are woefully lacking in transparency and public review and input.

We need a traffic committee and a water commission. 

