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The election results for Petaluma are in, the new councilmembers haven’t been seated, and already the need for the city to change it’s policies is being presented.  Suddenly, the seven year in development, seven million dollar General Plan seems to some of the new members to have flaws that should be addressed.

This is where I have problems with, call them Progressives or Environmentalists, in setting goals.  Nothing is ever quite good enough. No matter how much time has been spent developing a plan or policy acceptable to a broad range of people, they think it can always be tweaked a little more to make it a little bit better. This results in the “perfect” becoming the enemy of the “good”.  Compromise is a ten letter word. This makes it two and a half times as bad to some as any four letter word.

To some extent this isn’t just the fault of those elected to promote progressive philosophies but in many ways gains traction because of the of their zealous supporters.  These are the true believers to whom nothing less then perfection of purpose and action is acceptable.  Although, the representatives themselves also exhibit similar characteristics.

An example of unintended consequences can be seen in the method of prioritizing and awarding housing permits used in the early years of Petaluma’s growth control plan. To get the best results  each proposed project was given points for providing more desirable features or amenities in its development.  

It took us several years to realize that while this method resulted in better quality development, it stifled production of lower cost units. After all, those extra amenities had to be paid for in the housing price.

It will be interesting to follow this new, proposed prioritization process to see whether it is used to improve or to stop development.  After all, the new General Plan did set a growth goal of 72,000 (Chris, is this number correct?) population by 2025 and did specify where various types of development were to be located.  Is this all obsolete already?

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

Enough on that.  Two other issues interest me.  Will the relatively narrow margin Measure K lost by (54% to 48%) cause the council to move ahead more cautiously on the distribution system for treated wastewater or won’t it?  The approved plan to allow water rates to increase eleven percent a year for the next five years will results in a compounded rate increase of almost 70%.  Might that trigger public anger?

I don’t know if this next item is really a problem or not.  When the dot.com bubble burst in 2001, the state agency managing the Public Employees Retirement Fund (PERS) required the cities and counties to increase their contribution to the fund. This was to make up for the fund’s losses in the stock market. Will our present national economic problem and stock market decline trigger a repeat? 

Tie this in with slower auto sales (40% of the city’s sales tax revenue), re-appraisals of home value (reducing property tax income), and continuing personnel costs and a sever financial shortfall will result. If this happens, the city budget is in more trouble.

The council should not put off addressing these potential problems until next year’s budget is submitted.  There should be at least an assessment of what the impact will be of any expected shortfall in revenue and the effect new PERS and other state mandates might be.  Will development of the new big box center on E.Washington St. begin and if not, how will that impact next year’s budget? 

