City hall

By Jack Balshaw

12/04/08

How city hall works is getting more attention lately.  The recent major layoffs made me wonder why there had to be almost two dozen employees let go at one time. Did no one notice when there were only several employees being under utilized?  Did the budget shortfall really sneak up that suddenly?

Follow that with last week’s story about city services not being user friendly and you begin to wonder how departmental management and personnel services could have been so unaware of the situation.

A recent story about the retirement of the Rohnert Park public safety chief (chief of both the fire and police operations) noted his retirement pension would be $180,000.  That’s right, 180 thousand dollars. Do we have anything similar pending?

Put these together and you begin to wonder if cities are designed to provide constituent services or are mainly employment machines.  

It seems to me that when a business has too many employees, some overpaid employees, and customer unfriendly employees, service and money aren’t important to managers.  

This is most likely the result of individual departmental operating methods but without oversight by top management. Is there any one council member who regularly questions senior staff about other than the agenda item before them?

To be fair, it’s not the council’s job to get into the nitty gritty of operations.  As a matter of fact, the city charter prohibits councilmembers from directing any employee to do anything.  They can only “inquire”.  And maybe there are inquiries being made by individual council members that we’re not aware of.  But anything the public isn’t aware of, it assumes isn’t being done.    

Just as we’ve seen in this national and global financial meltdown, people can’t be “assumed” to do or behave as was intended.  Witness the no strings attached provision of $350 billion given to banks so far with the assumption they would lend it out.  Instead they used it for internal business purposes. 

Every line in an ordinance or the General Plan is there for a reason.  The intent is to either provide better new development or avoid repeating old problems. All these intents become a staff check list. What the decision makers don’t realize is that when staff is processing applications, these intents accumulate and what made sense for one type or size project doesn’t necessarily make sense for every project.  

Depending on the department, junior staff may consider each statement of intent as mandatory and requiring equal review weight or interprets the General Plan control document as a guide for document processing and focuses only on those items they think appropriate. A case can be made for and against either choice.

Regarding the user friendly aspect of document processing in the city, there doesn’t appear to be any way for applicants to complain without feeling they are placing themselves at risk of staff retribution.  Organizations like the Chamber of Commerce and the Builders Association could be more active advocates in challenging systemic (not project specific) processing problems.

how much better and friendlier could customer service have been if a small portion of the time spent in developing the General Plan could have been used to discuss the processing problems of implementing the General Plan.  

We have a new council about to be sworn in on January 1st. let’s hope some of their interests will be in defining more user friendly responses in dealing with applicants for city approvals.

