Happy New Year, I think
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Out with the old year and in with the new.  Last year, as they say, is history, but the new year is a mystery.  We know the political activity this year – including the elections in November – will revolve around the General Plan, water programs and development of the big box shopping center on Washington St. That’s not a mystery but the details are.  And, as another saying goes, “The devil is in the details”.

There’s little any of us can do to change the direction set by a 7 or 8 million dollar document that has been evolving over 7 or more years before 4 different City Councils.  The best we can hope for is that it won’t hurt too much.

The big picture can be accepted with little concern, after all that’s what planning is all about.  The details of how, specifically, the plan will be implemented and how that will impact the community is the worrisome part.

As stated in the draft General Plan, do they really intend to slow traffic speeds, widen sidewalks and reduce traffic lanes in the Washington St. corridor?

Will the General Plan’s master, macro water plan serve to allow any use approved in the General Plan to move ahead or will each request still have to be separately documented and justified?

Will “green” building practices be mandated?  If so, who sets the standard?

And, most critical for individuals, will General Plan standards be  required to be met retroactively on existing parcels?

This last comment is no small thing.  The recent “code enforcement” blitz in an older neighborhood showed how tough meeting current standards can be. Has that program been suspended or is it just no longer reported on in the paper?

The proposed water program includes provisions to require retrofitting of water devices at either time of sale or change of water service to a new property owner.  How tough will that be on individuals?

Santa Rosa’s proposed “green” building requirements may also include requirements for retrofitting existing properties. Petaluma is next in line to join the other cities in the county in this program.  Will ours include retroactive provisions?

And on and on with more devilish details.

The council’s not going to reopen and delay the General Plan approval process to discuss these issues.  So where’s it leave us?  With two problems I think.

First, requirements originated by a city department and applied to individual properties will have no way to be appealed except to the department that developed the requirements.  Not quite an impartial process.  As this will be done one by one with property owners, it will become invisible to the public and council.

Second, General Plan goals that seem “real nice to have” will end up with unanticipated real dollar costs attached for individuals to pay.

As the public is more and more required to participate in costly programs, especially retrofit programs, they should have someone in authority to appeal to.  There are appeal processes set up for SPARC, the Planning Commission, and the City Council.  But none for individual departments.

We can only hope the council will recognize this gap, or maybe chasm, between good intentioned General Plan policies and real world implementation and create a public appeal process.  If the departments don’t believe an appeal board would be necessary, why not agree to have one just in case it might be necessary?

Perhaps the council should ask the department heads and/or the new city manager if any additional costs will be required to add staff to implement the General Plan goals.  Of course the new city manager will probably only be getting here when that question is asked and so will plead “unable to comment”.

If the council doesn’t look out for the public, watch the store so to speak, who will?

