November water ballot

The City Council needs to act
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The pending November ballot on water rates in Petaluma should be a serious concern to the City Council. But, it seems as if the council saying, “ Our rates are fair. We’re doing this for your good. Passage will hurt our city services (police and fire especially)”, is all the justification we’ll receive from the city to inform us on this measure.  It all adds up to a “Trust us” defense of the city’s water policies.  Trust is eroding.

The growing awareness of water and sewer rates throughout the county should be ringing a bell at city hall that more than minimal comments are needed.  While the city might not be able to legally lobby against the measure, it can be seen as doing things that are responsive. Hearings, etc. on the Environmental Impact Report for the recycling portion also offer the opportunity to show it in a positive light. There’s not much time.

From my point of view, we’re morally bound to repay, maybe with some modifications, the loan the state made to us to construct the new sewer plant.  The plant may seem too expensive and too unnecessarily state of the art but we sat back and let it happen. 

A big part (one third) of the expense associated with the water and sewer policy is related to a program to distribute recycled water from the plant to city parks. That program wasn’t presented in a way the public could understand, or with enough time for thorough public discussion. (Time for a Water Commission?)  There weren’t any real alternatives presented except for a doomsday option of running out of water.

Let’s make a case for paying the bill we owe the state but reopen the recycled wastewater issue. A year’s delay in the recycling project would give time to show the public that it wasn’t just an issue of ideology but something that makes sense and is fair.  Also, as money is a big part of the issue, show that cost matters and was considered.

Ground water use could be a cost mitigating alternative. Why aren’t we using the maximum amount of ground water reasonably available? Are we monitoring our ground water levels and quality? Is there any plan to use the highly treated wastewater to recharge our aquifer? Could winter flood control detention ponds be used as spring, summer and fall aquifer recharge ponds?  Would this be a good use for the flood plain? Why do I even need to ask these questions?

 Several closing notes – most people don’t think of water rates and sewer rates separately when they get their bill.  It’s a WATER bill. It’s a bimonthly water bill but most of the information we receive in the newspaper comparing us with other cities is in the form of monthly charges.  This creates confusion among the general public.

The recent newspaper articles about how much we pay our city employees leaves most people thinking the City Council isn’t concerned with costs.  They’re paid with Other Peoples' Money, i.e. taxes. The newspaper articles make Petaluma seem generous with its pay scale.

The ideological issue of not using groundwater to reduce water rates because it’s may not be good for the environment, further causes the public to question just who some on the council represent.  Cost to the ratepayer seems not to be a consideration.

Like Prop 13, if the public supports the water rate rollback it won’t be because of the public’s ignorance but because the decision makers have not adequately brought the public into the process. In my opinion, the council spends too much time pushing ideologies and doesn’t pay enough attention to running the city.     

