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The recent Mayor’s Gala called attention to Petaluma’s founding and history.  I wasn’t here in 1858 but was in 1968.  The town had less than half of the population it has now, there was little development east of the freeway, and government was still operating under an old  fashioned, good old boy way of life.

The city manager had been given a free hand to allow development east of the freeway that would benefit local land owners and downtown merchants. Change was OK as long as it didn’t impact the way of life for those living west of the freeway.  And it didn’t.

Residents west of the freeway weren’t too concerned as long as they were little impacted. Residents east of the freeway mostly commuted to Marin or San Francisco and so didn’t have much time to be concerned with city government. City government was left on automatic pilot with little public interest.

But trouble was soon to rear its ugly head.  The growth on the east side had used up most of the town’s sewer treatment capacity and the City Council was contemplating a citywide bond issue to increase the treatment capacity.  This would have affected both sides of town and would cost all the taxpayers money.

At the same time, schools were considering double sessions. Eventually they had to, and this caused another uproar. The bottom line by the early 70’s was that everyone in town was upset.

To make a long story short, people got involved and the City Council and City Manager were no longer allowed to have a free hand in how the city developed.

This situation continued until recently.  Lately there has been more development in isolated pockets under the banner of infill growth.  Each of these developments has a much smaller impact on our now much larger city and the growth of our population has diluted the concern of the general public about what’s happening.

We’ve returned somewhat to the old days where citizens aren’t aware of the multitude of projects spread all over the city.  To a large extent, I think this has happened because out local paper has gone from a daily to a weekly.

When the newspaper had to fill its news space daily there was much more coverage of both government and non-governmental goings on around town. Issues, projects, policies, etc were constantly being reported upon.  Citizen awareness was high.

As the Argus went from a daily to a twice a week to a weekly publication there was less and less need to search for stories to fill it with print.  Less people subscribed to it for their daily news. Gradually our awareness of what was happening in town slowly and imperceptibly diminished.

I think we’re getting back to where we were 40 years ago when public awareness of what was happening around town was very low.

The newspaper doesn’t have the need to ferret out stories to fill a daily paper and the city government is content operating with less public scrutiny.  There is a need for more public awareness of what projects are in the proposal stage.

I would like to see the city government use its technical capacity to post information on pending projects and policy proposals on its Web page.  Petaluma has a very good system for making information available on finished projects and providing access to data bases of zoning and other photo maps.

One more step of making available thumbnail descriptions of pending projects and policies could return us to the stage of citizen awareness that existed not that long ago.  This might not be welcomed by some but I think it would be good for the city at large.

Certainly more openness and transparency should be considered a vital responsibility of leadership.

