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The environmentalists VS traffic relief confrontation entered a new phase last week when the City Council received a briefing on the status of the Rainier interchange project.  Those opposed to it began their campaign of delay by demanding that all the financial I’s be dotted and all the T’s be crossed before discussion can begin.  This is “Delay procedure 1-A” in the environmental playbook.

Some of those most responsible for the latest 10 years delay for this project were quick to try to exploit the increasing cost.  Cost, that wouldn’t have increased if they hadn’t worked to delay it.

I find it interesting that those who are against Rainier, mostly because it might allow property around the Factory Outlet to develop as retail, are unconcerned with the fact that big box retail in the fairground area will further congest Washington St.

Given a choice between addressing traffic congestion on the city’s most traveled street or trying to halt development around the Factory Outlet for as long as possible, traffic relief loses.  

The time line on 101 and a new interchange is also interesting.  101 was built through open fields east of Petaluma in about 1958, fifty years ago.  In 1967 CalTrans got the city to sign off on no new interchanges.

Now, forty years later, CalTrans, which didn’t imagine the growth on 101, wants to hold the city to an agreement signed when the area east of Petaluma was rural.

Even moving right along, CalTrans doesn’t expect construction to be complete (if there are no more delays) for 12 more years, that’s 2020.  Interestingly, CalTrans wants traffic forecasts for 2040 to design the project.  That’s not only beyond the limits of the General Plan update now being discussed, but near the limits of the NEXT General Plan update.  This will take some precise guesstimating and give opponents further ammunition to insist on not moving along until the NEXT General Plan is completed. 

The present problem seems to be whether any selected interchange will best meet CalTrans’ needs or the traffic needs of the city. The opening gun seems to indicate that the final decision, to pacify a special interest group, will be a compromise interchange design that best serves neither.

Pay attention to this as the council might just go along with a waiting game.

It was unclear at the briefing if the latest proposals for the major retail development at the old Kenilworth site and any fairgrounds development were considered in the traffic modeling.

*****************

The water issue has also entered a new phase.  A proposal to use ground water to reduce the cost of water to the ratepayers is being contested by a group who want to save it for vague emergencies.

The strange part of this is that there have been no studies or professional inputs.  It’s totally a battle of philosophies.  Words without facts, benefits and problems without numbers to quantify them and personal agenda masquerading as concern. But it’s green. 

It looks as if the city may be significantly reducing its water costs  by using groundwater to water local recreational facilities.  It’s too elaborate to discuss here, but basically, the city can save on its own water bills this way and keep the savings for other city purposes.  We’re left on our own to pay the county water agency full price.

This might bring into discussion whether or not we need the extensive $44 million worth of pipes in the ground to distribute recycled water to these same city recreation facilities.  I feel we’re obligated to collect enough from water users to pay for the water and sewer treatment and distribution system but question the need for a parallel $44 million system to redistribute recycled wastewater when we have almost free groundwater.

**********

Check out the traffic circle on McDowell at Baywood.  It’s unbelievable.  More on this next time.

