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Diets may be just the thing when you’re too fat.  But they’re not the cure for other problems in your life.  My frugal Yankee heritage and civil engineering education lean towards spending only as much money as necessary to solve an existing problem. ( I recall one engineering professor’s mantra, “An engineer can do for a dollar what any fool can do for two”)

I look on the city’s recent trend of restricting traffic flow by these “road diets” as similar to spending money to have the house painted when there’s a much bigger problem of the roof leaking.  Road diets may or may not bring about any improvement in traffic flow, but are they the addressing the highest priority problem the city has with its roads, the best way to spend its limited funds?

Last week’s Argus article on road diets noted a cost of almost $6 million for the work on just Petaluma Blvd north of Washington St. and on McDowell south of Washington St. While I’m now more comfortable driving north on Petaluma Blvd in that area, was that the best use of those road funds?

The benefit to McDowell seem to be only to provide a bicycle lane.

Just what made these two projects more important and necessary than repairing streets that are falling apart?

In my priorities, it would have been much better to have expended that money on street maintenance fixing pot holes and paving distressed streets.  We’ve been told over and over by the engineering department that the longer we let streets deteriorate the more money it costs to fix them. 

Spending this money on maintenance would have been a much more cost effective use.  It would have saved the city money, while the latest cosmetic road diet work may only have made a piece of road appear upgraded.

We’re spending money to implement the latest urban development buzz words of “traffic calming”, whatever that really means, instead of doing the bread and butter work of keeping our streets in good repair.

This brings out a thought I have that the City Council should be held less accountable for the little things in government and more accountable for the policy level decisions that have major impacts on the city’s budget and our lives.  Think about these two projects.  Are you happy that almost $6 million was spent on them, or would you have preferred that the same amount of money went into  street repair ?

The city spent over $ 300,000 on the traffic circle at Ely and Casa Grande.  Over $400,000 on the fancy treatment of the corners at the intersection of Washington St. and McDowell. I’m sure there were other cosmetic expenditures in this and other departments’ budgets.  The council shouldn’t let itself get nickeled and dimed into approving numerous and variable projects.  It should set overall priorities and let the city manager and his staff address those priorities.

(A note on unintended consequences)  Has the impact of funneling  two lanes of traffic into one on drivers trying to enter the major street been considered?  It takes twice as long for that single lane of traffic in each direction to pass the side street and provides less or no openings for turning vehicles.

Back to the point of spending priorities.

Budget review time for the city is fast approaching.  I hope the City Council, after creating policy, would consider for each budget item other than personnel and direct operating expenses, the question, “ Is this the next highest priority item for funding?”. 

Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to ask this question for any requested expenditure, any time of the year.

Money that gets spent on an unnecessary project is money that’s not available to spend on another project more beneficial to the public. 

