Water shortage 2009

Summer water rationing

By Jack Balshaw 

2/12/09

The current and immediate local problem is the severe shortage of stored water.  It’s certain this will result in mandatory restrictions on water use in Petaluma this summer.  These restrictions are estimated at a 30% to 50% reduction in normal water use. Last year’s restriction was only 15%.

The amount of Russian River water available for our use will be determined by the county water agency.  We have no way to increase this figure. It will be up to the city’s Water Department to determine how this water will be allocated among us.  Here’s where I have a problem or at least a concern.

Without a city Water Commission, the work will be done entirely in-house by staff without any chance for public input.  This means nothing will be known about the criteria used until staff presents its recommendation to the City Council.  This presentation will not be made until shortly before implementation is required.  As a result, there won’t be time to consider any but minor changes to the staff’s proposed procedure.

This procedure could be as simple as allowing landscape irrigation on the even side of the street on even numbered days and the odd side on odd days.  Or it could be as complex as calculating each household’s allocation from last year’s usage with some financial penalty for using more.  Any monetarily based control will mean only those who can afford it will have green lawns. 

My concern is that there will be no public discussion on the criteria used and no consideration for any type of non standard conditions. The city’s current criteria for residential use is based on smaller homes on smaller lots, with little landscaping.  Without a Water Commission, there is no place to appeal for relief.

The city faced this problem last year but with only the need for a 15% reduction in use.  Some city wells were used to fill the gap.  This could be done again this year but needs time for public input other than at the one meeting where the staff’s recommendations will be approved.

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

A developing problem seems to be the increasing level of gang related violence.  Last week’s knife attack should be an alarm.  It would be informative if there were a verbal or written report from the police on the status of gang problems in the city. Even if just to set a benchmark.

Sometime back a chief made the statement that the gang problem was either under control or not yet significant.  My reaction was to ask at what point it would be considered out of control or significant.  No answer.  Is there a metric? One attack a week?, half involving physical injury requiring medical attention?, drive by shootings?.  If there’s a trigger point, tell us what it is. If there’s not, statements like under control don’t mean anything.

Possibly much is being done behind the scenes by the Police Department.  But, since we’re never told what that might be, we presume nothing special is being done.  When it gets so bad on the street that something must be done, that will be too late.

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

 On a different note, I’ve noticed that the signals on Washington St. seem to be very well timed. You might not feel so if you’re entering from a side street, but that’s necessary to keep the main street functioning well.  Hats off to Public Works and the Traffic Engineer.

On another note, the library has a “Giving Tree” where donors can buy a brass or bronze leaf with their names on it.  There are a lot of blank leaves available for library patrons to buy.  Our library is probably the widest used public service in town after sewer and water.  Think about supporting it with a donation.  

