You didn’t miss anything

By Jack Balshaw

1/30/08

I was completely off base in my thinking of what a council  goal setting meeting would be all about.  I presumed it would have goals such as:

Repair all potholes on arterials as they occur.

Establish a police “gang intelligence task force” to compile names, addresses, affiliations, enforcement action history, known hangout locations, etc

Complete negotiations with Regency developers on shopping center.

What I saw instead was seemingly a list of mostly in house, administrative topics compiled from previous council and staff input. Such as:

Implement a citywide Work Order Maintenance Management System ….

Maintenance assessments by all departments for new developments to address on-going infrastructure maintenance costs. 

 You had to be an insider to know what specific items meant.  Items that were checked off at extraordinary speed leaving the public confused at what had just happened.  (Oh yes, the public.  Surprisingly there were eight members of the public in attendance.)

As an old (in more ways than one) bureaucrat I know things don’t get done in government without specific managerial direction.  I used to call this a 3-S process, Someone (a named individual), being given the responsibility of completing Something (a concise description of the desired product), by Sometime ( a specific date).  None of this was present in the goals document.

And surprisingly, there was no ranking order of priority given to any of the 7 missions, 15 goals or 54 programs.  The good news is that there’s something in here from each department. The bad news is that no one knows which are most important to get done. 

As a coincidence there are seven Missions that these goals are attached to and there are seven councilmembers. Perhaps each council member should be assigned one mission to follow-up on.  

So much for goal setting.

***********

A major point made by our departing city manager at the meeting was that, to serve the council, the staff needs a council “vision” as a guideline.  This has to be a single vision and not seven differing visions.

From my perspective there are at least three different visions emanating from various councilmembers.  Until they can agree on one set of compromise visions there will be no action.  This is OK with several councilmembers, as no action in certain major areas is their goal.

Our departing city manager has been remarkable in his willingness to let the council know that often they’re part of the problem.  But, if he can’t get any movement towards a unified council action, it’s unlikely a new, interim city manager will be able or willing to continue Bierman’s official frankness with the council.

An interim city manager, hoping to be made permanent, will be threading his or her way through a minefield of conflicting hidden agenda trying to please everyone.  The end result will be a more tedious process further delaying action on the General Plan and resulting in an ineffective budget.

***********

On a different note, I was pleased to see both the Press Democrat and the Argus had articles on the abandoned railroad trestle behind the Petaluma Mill. This section of the railroad represents a major boundary between downtown, the turning basin, and the eventual development of the area from the turning basin to Lakeville St.  

The next step should be for the council to make a decision on whether or not to restore it.  There needs to be a decision before staff can negotiate for its transfer to city ownership.  Only then will a timetable for restoration be needed.

Eventually, a decision will need to be made regarding the nature of the restoration.  Will it be for pedestrian use only or something suitable for the “trolley” option 

A decision must be made sooner or later, why not sooner?

