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New Year is here again and we get a chance (sort of) to start anew.  Individually, we have the opportunity via New Year’s resolutions to start off in a new direction. Unfortunately for our governments, local through national, last year’s unfinished business is the first thing on the agenda.

It looks as if the global financial crisis will dominate everything that will happen during the year.  Our big national adventure with our new president will, to a large extent, be both tied to and limited by financial considerations.

Solutions to State and local financial problems will be in the same boat.  Fortunately however, on the local level we’re much more nimble than either state or national bodies.  Because of our limited size and relative simplicity of structure, our City Council can take and implement action very quickly. That’s the upside.

On the downside, our limited governmental structure means that every player on the political scene has a council member’s personal cell phone number. While nationally 218 Representatives and 51 Senators have to be convinced to act one way or another, it takes only 4 Council Members to direct city government to a new course.  I hope the council will keep its decision making on the dais and not on that cell phone.

The new report from the Metropolitan Transportation Commission has again placed Petaluma in last place in Sonoma County for street condition.  This will renew pressure on the city to spend money improving their condition. 

I have heard that the last big maintenance push by an earlier Public Works director wasn’t what it appeared to be.  He supposedly directed staff to use a lighter maintenance category for street maintenance than he reported to the council.  This left us with many revitalized appearing streets that would soon fail. This could add to the council’s problems.

The stalled big box development on Washington St. may or may not get underway.  Rising opposition to the many traffic problems it’ll cause and lack of access to development money may keep it on hold for some time.  The city is counting on sales tax from it to help out in these tough financial times.

If it does proceed, I hope the city will negotiate for a promised improved swim center as part of the approval package related to selling necessary land to the developer.

Exploring the depths of this financial hole furtherer, the city’s dependence on sales tax from auto sales is also in jeopardy.  Typically 40% of the city’s total sales tax is from this source. Revenue decreases from this source would severely restrict the money the city needs to operate.

Mendocino county is reportedly no longer purchasing bottled water for employees.  Does Petaluma do this? Would there be a saving to terminate this custom? Wouldn’t it also be environmentally sound?

The city has gone from a five day, forty hour week to a four day, forty hour work week. Could we go to a four day, thirty two hour week to reduce layoffs if finances require another cut back?

All in all, our council has some tough choices to make this year.  It might make it easier if we were kept aware of pending problems and not surprised as various individual problems suddenly appeared on the agenda.

I have high hopes that one or more of our new council members will be open to compromise and not just fold themselves into a voting block.

However they choose to act, they will have a period of time for citizens to notice their governing style.  I hope it will include more transparency and consideration of the needs of Petalumans and less ideological positions

