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I was thinking about the city’s 150th birthday and what changes I would like to see happen.  But first a reality check.

People try to make their lives as simple and stress free as possible.  This usually means doing your job the way you want to do it with no outside criticisms.  In government this means with the least interaction with the public (the customer) as possible.

Most of the time this makes sense because a large part of  government consists of just keeping things running as problem free as possible.  

When a pending action will change how some portion of the public in a city or a neighborhood goes about its daily life, then it’s a different story.  Nobody wants to be surprised by a government-mandated change in their lives without having had the opportunity to put their two cents in.

That’s when the question of lead-time comes into action.  Lead-time is the amount of time the public has access to quality information about a pending action or policy prior to the time the policy body is scheduled to act on the proposal.

Ideally, from a government employee’s point of view, the public needn’t know anything is going to be acted upon until it appears on a public agenda.  And, no specific information should be available until the policy body has such information in hand.  This way, no one in the public has the time to organize any formal or coordinated objection to the proposed action prior to its first public exposure at a scheduled meeting of the policy body.

Whether the government officials have been working on the proposed action for six months or several years, the general public has at the most a week or ten days to organize any alternative to the proposal. This is normally perceived by the public as the government body acting in secret.

Petaluma has good procedures for making information available after the fact but not prior to formal action.  I’d like to see this changed by  a system which informs the public what pending actions are being worked on. Not details as would be in a final report but just a thumbnail description of any pending in-house or outside proposals.

This would cause some inconvenience to portions of government but might result in less after-the-fact problems in the long run. It surely would make the public feel better about their government.

Presently the public is only required to be notified in advance (and then only 30 days in advance) when some pending land use action is proposed within 300 feet of their property.  This may seem adequate but it’s only 5 house lots away.  If the action is for other than a simple residential use, this isn’t enough.

Along this line, the policy of letting citizens speak at a public hearing for only 3 minutes is also not enough.  It might be for the formal “public comments” portion of the agenda but not for an action or policy item.

The city may have spent years and hundreds of thousands of dollars of consultant time preparing for the hearing and John Q Public has 3 minutes to identify a problem with the proposed project or policy and provide a solution better than the city staff or their consultant’s have proposed. That’s not enough time.

Approval of the new General Plan will require changes to staff procedures and decisions different than those under the previous General Plan. Perhaps the City Council might consider discussing public interest and awareness VS staff convenience and governmental transparency.

Considering that our sewer and water bill is our biggest regular financial interaction with the city, it would make sense to have a Water Commission.

And seeing that traffic congestion is both a daily factor in our lives and the principal item of discussion for any significant new project, a Traffic Commission would also be a significant improvement.  

Maybe the new management at city hall will consider this.

