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Last summer the City of the San Rafael made just over 3 million dollars in budget cuts for fiscal year 09/10.  Jobs were lost and services cut.  Now with New Year just starting another 3+ million dollars are going to be cut and be on top of that earlier cut, due to the deeper recession.  With an original $80 + million dollar budget these are significant cuts.  Most of the cuts will show up as cuts in service.
Neighborhoods fare poorly when you scrutinize the cuts.  Here is what neighborhoods can expect.
·       You can pretty much plan on the end of street repaving.
·       You can plan on street sweeping disappearing.  It had been severely cut previously, but Fall leaf pickup will be the only time you ever see a street sweeper in a neighborhood.
·       ONLY, Downtown and the Canal will see street sweeping on a regular basis.  Because the Canal generates huge amounts of garbage in the streets, it gets the service.  What’s wrong with this thinking?
·       Our aging curbs, gutters and sidewalks will see no replacement for likely years.  The aging infrastructure only gets worse.
·       Our parks will largely be abandoned and receive only minimal maintenance and upkeep.
·       Hopefully because we are a Tree USA City, street tree maintenance will continue on some level.
·       Neighborhood Open Space areas will likely no longer have any Ranger patrol with the position slotted for elimination.  Homeless encampments will likely flourish and make Open Space a dangerous place.
·       Graffiti abatement has drifted and there seems to be no one cleaning up “tags” on private property or public property
San Rafael had come to greatly depend on sales tax revenue from big box retailers and auto dealerships.   Many of those revenue sources are gone and may never return.   These building locations may sit empty for years. There seems to be no real plan for generating revenue until the recession ends.  So rather than revenue enhancement discussions on budget related issues, all discussions revolve around cost containment and cuts.
These cost cuts are just the beginning.  It is expected that there will be additional cost cuts next year, so things are likely to be only gloomier barring some economic miracle.
The 800 lb gorilla in the room that is not talked about is the pension and benefit unfunded obligations that San Rafael has tied around its “neck”.  It just continues to grow and become increasingly unsustainable.  Likely it will choke the City and make parts of the organization die.   
Prior to the budgets cuts, of the $80 million dollar budget, nearly 30% of it was for pension and benefits for both current employees and retirees.   With the budget cuts, the pension/benefits as a percent of the total budget will soar far beyond 30% of the total.  In other words, the budget total will be reduced, but pension costs will remain virtually constant.
There is some talk of a two tier pension system that would affect new hires and enable the City to escape some of the financial obligation in the future.  HOWEVER, with layoffs and no new hiring for a number of years, any financial relief is just a concept, only.  
So far, Vallejo has gone bankrupt, but there will certainly be other towns and cities that will go bankrupt, too.  There is one silver lining in a municipality bankruptcy.   When it occurs it can enable a municipality to renegotiate with various unions and pension obligation discussions can occur and potentially undergo some adjustments downward.
Many of the City’s dept heads and rank and file workers have agreed to take 5% reductions in salaries.  It shows their commitment to assist in improving the budget situation in the City and personally sharing the pain.  Why have no police or fire personnel taken voluntary salary reductions?  It is because the Police and Fire unions run this City and will do anything to protect their salaries, pensions and other inflated benefits that make the City’s budget a total mess and assures that cuts that do occur are cuts in services and cuts to the neighborhoods.
2nd unit ordinance:
And speaking of threats to neighborhoods, the City will be looking into making it easier to create second units in our neighborhoods and changing the second unit ordinance.  It is the opinion of the City that the fees and the requirements are too onerous to allow the creation of any meaningful number of units.  BUT, the one change that is being discussed is to ELIMINATE the existing parking requirements and allow tandem parking if a second unit is created within a half mile of mass transit (that includes even a BUS STOP).  Allowing tandem parking is the same as having NO PARKING requirements in our neighborhoods.  That would be a disaster for denser, older neighborhoods where parking is already a contentious issue and is at a premium.   A city council study session will be upcoming on this issue.
Seen on New Year’s Day:
Our public servants were quickly out of the blocks in 2010.  Seen at Café Aroma on 4th St huddling early in the day were Assemblyman Jared Huffman and newly elected SR Councilmember Marc Levine.  No flies on the wall, so no interesting content to report.
Comments or suggestions—Steve Patterson, 453-6541, stephenpatterson.1@comcast.net  Federation of SR Neighborhoods, www.fsrn.info
