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Things happen in spurts in government.  A proposal, project, issue surfaces and is discussed.  It usually gets sent back to staff for more information, refinement, or recommendations. 

Then it disappears for months or even years. Call this a gestation period.

The next thing you know, it appears on a Planning Commission or City Council agenda full blown and ready to be acted upon.  There may be a period that must pass to review an Environmental Impact Report or some other statutory requirement before official action can be taken.  But, and this is a big but, most of the defacto decision making has taken place during the aforementioned gestation period.

The citizenry, if they’re informed, if they’re alert, and if they care, can still have some minor, perhaps even significant input. But they’re usually neither informed or alert because the gestation period allowed everyone to relax and focus on other issues.

Let’s talk about some items still pending.

The Sonoma Marin Area Rail Transit project, SMART, will be on the ballot this November.  And we’re no longer informed or alert because two years (the gestation period) have passed since there has been any public discussion on the topic. It will suddenly appear on the list of ballot issues in August, with little time for any opposition to develop.  Start thinking about it now.

Next, coming towards us fast, is the East Washington Place big box center at the old Kenilworth site.  During the previous, almost public, discussions the traffic problems started to be exposed.  But since then we’ve had another gestation period where we’ve not become informed and have seen no need to stay alert.

But here, the issue isn’t just environmental impact and especially traffic.  It’s also the negotiations the city will enter into with the developer before selling him the land by the swimming pool necessary for access to this project.  At one time a new or refurbished central swimming pool was hinted at as a sweetener for the project.  And possibly a renovated Boys and Girls Club indoor swimming pool.

These seem to have gotten lost during the gestation period.  We need to keep an eye on the city manager and council regarding these negotiations.  It would be helpful if the broad nature of the city’s negotiating points were made public.

Become alert!

Following right down the tracks behind this project will be the city possibly negotiating a lease buyout with the Fair Board for development of that property.

It would be helpful here if the council dissolved the subcommittee it appointed to meet and confer with the Fair Board on this matter.  The subcommittee, because it’s less than a majority of the council, isn’t required to share its information and promises with the public.  Possibly not even with the council, as that could be a serial meeting prohibited by the Brown Act, open meeting law.

Similarly, there will be a ballot measure in November about rolling back recent water rate changes.  Here the city has a good case in its favor but may blow it by refusing to discuss the issue publicly.  It will become a ballot measure made giant by the false arguments both those for and against will make.  The public is being left with an all or nothing ballot fight. At the end of a long, hot, and water expensive summer, they could go either way.

There is a necessity for elected officials to make major decisions, but by making it difficult for the public to understand what’s happening, the level of trust between the government and citizenry continues to erode.

Openness and transparency isn’t a bad thing if what you’re doing is good for the community.  Elected bodies that won’t be open eventually become oppressive and suspect.        

