Restructure city operations.

By Jack Balshaw

5/7/09

In my last column, I introduced the thought of privatizing some of the city’s operations.  Since then, I’ve had a different thought on the subject.

The typical staffing of public agencies is to have enough people to handle the surges of public needs.  Police staff up for crime not no-crime, same for fire.  Public Works hires the number of people it needs during the peak maintenance and repair season.  Recreation, Building and Planning do the same.  Other departments do it also but don’t have such large peaks to cover.

The net result is that government is overstaffed during normal times so it can respond adequately during unusual times. This all leads to government seeming fat compared to the private sector.  But, when problems arise, do we want an understaffed operation? If we’d accept that, there might be a justification to staff more like the private sector, hire when needed, lay off when not needed.

City cost and staffing levels could be reduced if it were accepted that at times service would be slow because of understaffing. (I can hear the chuckles here saying that the city planning process was slow even when they were way overstaffed, Another view is that they had such a light workload they had to stretch out each project.)

But a middle ground might be found between staffing costs and staffing levels.  Perhaps it might be as simple as accepting fast track processing instead of the present legalistic, dot every “i” and cross every “t” before sending projects forward.  Perhaps the City Council could limit itself to policy decisions and refrain from nit picking everything.

The report in the Press Democrat of growth in Sonoma County showed Petaluma growing slower, much slower, than any other city in the county.  This in itself might justify minimizing staffing levels without there being too many bureaucratic delays.

Now would also be the time to rethink employment practices, including pay and benefits.  Former council member Bryant Moynihan was always bemoaning costs but no one gave his ideas a second thought.  Maybe he was just early with his criticisms.

In regard to our national financial crisis, will we be satisfied if those who caused it were put in charge of fixing it?  Similarly, looking at our local problems,  can we be comfortable with the fact that those associated with allowing the problem of over staffing to occur are the same people who will be expected to fix it?

There might be a justification here for a citizen’s budget review committee. Some group, any group, that might offer an outsider’s point of view.

An old saying about problem solving is, “If you keep doing what you’ve been doing, you’ll keep getting what you got”.  Problems can’t be solved with old methods, old attitudes and old ideas.  

**********

On another issue, turf replacement at Luchessi is on the agenda.  It makes me wonder if turf replacement, rather than spending $55 million to get wastewater to irrigate parks, might be the best way to go.

While parks are more than playing fields, the continued maintenance of grass fields in other parks may cost more than the periodic replacement of play turf.  If the general open space in parks were planted with something native, rather than grass, that might save even more cost and water.

The current problems with staffing levels and water use could be an opportunity to rethink what is needed for an acceptable city operation.  Cross trained personnel and non turf public areas are two ideas. 

If any of you have ideas on this, E-mail me. What problems have you had with the city?  What innovative ideas have you seen in other communities?

