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In the last column I was moved to see the council upholding the concept of the General Plan by allowing higher density infill.  I had hopes that the General Plan and the new FEIA documents would be used in non political ways.  Latest events have dashed my hopes.

The City Council is moving to reduce the Planning Commission’s and the Site Planning and Architectural Review Committee’s authority in approving larger projects.  By keeping all decisions at the council level, all large projects will become politicized.

Let’s back up for a minute.

The city just finished spending about $8 million and eight years coming up with the ultimate planning document, the city’s new General Plan. It covers everything from land uses to public safety.  The purpose of a General Plan is to lay out for anyone who wants to develop, build or remodel just what is expected from the applicant for a city permit.

It shows on a map or by text what uses are allowed in which areas.  It defines the process to be followed.  The whole purpose of a  General Plan is to minimize the need for further bureaucratic or political input in the permitting process.

Now the City Council wants to throw all that work out and put the authority for all facets of the city’s approval process in its own hands.  There is already a process (by appealing a Planning Commission or SPARC decision to the council) that allows the council to participate in hot button items.  The proposed new process will allow council members to introduce their own ideological beliefs into any project without waiting for community reaction to the proposed project.

Further muddying the water, the council is proposing a process wherein each council member will be allowed to appoint his or her personal choice to various commissions.  The present procedure allows individuals in the community to apply for a vacancy, appear before the council for vetting and be approved or rejected by a open vote of the entire council.

Under the new process, the council members will simply appoint someone close to them ideologically without any member of the community being allowed to apply and with no exposure to the public until the appointment is announced. So much for open government and the opportunity for community members to be allowed into the process.

The strange paradox here is that while council members will be able to appoint close friends, they apparently don’t expect to be able to trust them enough as Planning Commissioners or SPARC members.  The present intent to strip some authority from the Planning Commission and SPARC seems to indicate politicizing these bodies.  After all, what is the definition of a political “appointee”?

Of course, with the final action on all major projects in the hands of the City Council, applicants with projects will realize that there’s no point in dealing with the Planning Commission or SPARC as all final decisions will be made at the council level. 

Back to the probable future results.

I’ve watched councilmembers site chapter and verse from the General Plan and issue their personal interpretations of what was “really intended” in specific text or maps.  Who can argue meanings when only council member monologs are permitted.  Without less partisan participation from the Planning Commission and SPARC, everything will face selected interpretation by councilmembers of the General Plan.

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

 On another note, this month represents the beginning of my sixteenth year writing this column.  Its been interesting, fun, and frustrating.  Early columns varied from local to national topics on a a weekly basis.  Since the Argus went to its local only format the column has been on a biweekly basis focusing on local events, mostly relating to city government.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

