Use less, pay more

By Jack Balshaw
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We can all accept that if we use more water we’ll pay more.  But, use less and pay more? Absurd. Here’s how it works as reported in the Press Democrat on 9/17/07. 

 “ Water officials say because households and businesses are cutting back on water use, rates may have to go up.  That’s because the Water Agency and the utilities (cities) they serve have operating costs and overhead that need to be covered.  There are the costs for maintenance, personnel, energy, and capital improvements. But with less water being purchased, there is less revenue to cover those costs, so rates likely will increase.”

The “surprise” of our city officials at the recent report of a budget shortfall in our water department, due to the reduction in use of water during last summer’s emergency, was not surprise but theater. Everyone knew in September of last year that rates would have to increase to meet operational costs.

The bottom line is, you can save on the total cost of the water you use but then, to provide for maintenance etc., your water rate has to increase.

Use less, pay more.

My particular dissatisfaction with the local water issue is that it has never been presented in a manner understandable to the general public. We all know about building an expensive ($110 million) sewer treatment plant that will be able to treat wastewater to a level that will be safe to drink (That’s not planned).  But after that everything gets fuzzy.

To make use of this highly treated water there’s a plan to install pipes throughout the city to bring this wastewater to city parks. This is a $55 million project that is supposed to be paid for by future development. 

In the meantime however, we the rate payers are paying in our water bills now for this work.  There has never been any discussion on just how you and I will ever get reimbursed.  Let me tell you, it won’t ever happen.  Strange isn’t it, years of arguing over what type of sewer treatment plant should be built (while the cost escalated from $30 million to $110 million) but little discussion about a $55 million add on.  

Then there’s a new water delivery system (current estimated cost of $75 million) being designed to replace, upgrade, add on to the existing 47 year old pipes that bring water from the Russian River to Petaluma.  The cost for this is also apparently included in our present water bills.

But, it’s not clear whether or not this will just replace the existing pipe, or, will in any way increase the amount of water we’ll be able to get from the river.

I’m not sure, but I’ve heard this project is being held up by environmentalists who fear it will allow growth.  They would rather we ration water than allow growth.

Both of the above lead me to question that, if we aren’t going to increase the amount of water Petaluma gets, might it be less expensive to leave the old pipe in the ground and just repair and replace it as necessary?

There are other issues such as, how much money will be diverted to the city’s General Fund for other purposes, will the recycled water be sold or provided free for the city’s use, and how intrusive will “water conservation” become.

This all increases my belief that the city should have a Water Commission similar to the Planning Commission to oversee this most expensive project and the policy issues that go with it.

We have a bicycle committee, a tree committee, a historic committee, a public transit committee, a public arts committee, a senior committee, etc., each of which serve a small, special interest group.  How come we don’t have water committee and a roads and streets committee to provide for a public voice in the two main areas of city services that affect ALL the citizens of Petaluma?

End

Chris, could you leave the ALL in caps rather than use italics?  Also, I didn’t steal your opening lines for my title.  I had started this piece last September when the topic was first reported at the county level.

