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Santa Rosa Seeks New Taxes
for Affordable Housing
($100,000 to Poll Residents)

Santa Rosa’s city council is spending
$100,000 for two Oakland-based consulting firms to poll Santa Rosa residents and
find out how much more they’re willing to
spend and what they’re willing to spend it
on. Council members are seeking to explore
residents’ appetite for new taxes for a variety
of purposes, but primarily to pay for new
affordable housing projects.
Calling the lack of affordable housing
a community-wide problem, Councilman
Chris Coursey told the Press Democrat
in February that “everybody has to have
some skin in the game.” Evidently sharing
Coursey’s perspective, council members
seem enthusiastic about placing a parcel tax
measure before voters in an effort to raise
perhaps $4 million annually for affordable
housing projects. In addition to the parcel
tax approach, other funding vehicles under
consideration include increasing the “in
lieu” fees charged to developers who do not
include affordable housing in their development projects, a commercial “linkage” fee
that would apply to new businesses as a
way to pay for more workforce housing, and
Turn to Affordable Housing Tax, page 13

Petaluma Seeks New Taxes
for Roads, Again
(And also for Fire Stations,
Ambulances and Police Cars, Again)

The tenacity of Petaluma’s city council
certainly must be acknowledged. Following voters’ rejection of Petaluma’s 2014
Measure Q, a sales tax measure promoted
as necessary to fund a long laundry list of
municipal projects ranging from road repairs
to new ambulances to rebuilding the city’s
main fire station, the council is at it again as
they explore yet another sales tax measure
for November.
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It is not yet clear just what the new measure will look like or how it will be billed.
Council members variously identify roads,
Turn to Petaluma Road Tax, page 12

Santa Rosa Fire Station Cover-up Continues
(No Response from City Manager)

In our last edition of The Watchful Eye, we
discussed with concern the construction defects at Santa Rosa’s new Fountaingrove fire
station and in particular the failure to comply
with ADA accessibility requirements. Those
failures cost the city nearly $200,000 (and in
all likelihood, more) to correct. We all understand of course that mistakes happen, but that
doesn’t mean taxpayers have to pay for them.
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2016 Edition

Well paid and no doubt well-connected
architects, consultants and contractors were
engaged by the city to design and build the
new fire house. We would hope that those
hired for this project possessed the necessary
skill and expertise to do the job, including the
ability to navigate ADA.
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the power to sell bonds by pledging the future proceeds
of this new tax. At what rate will the bonds be sold?
How much more will repayment of the bonds cost
taxpayers, and over what span of time?

Message from
the President
By Tim Hannan

What’s more, Measure AA empowers the Authority’s
unelected board of directors to amend the measure any
time “to further the purposes of the measure . . . .” That’s
vague enough to be worrisome.

Measure AA Leaves
Lots of Unanswered
Questions

Finally, since it is our Association’s purpose to protect
and promote the interests of Sonoma County’s taxpayers, we need to ask: what’s in it for us? The answer is:
Not much. In pertinent part, Measure AA reads: “. . .
50% of the total net revenue generated during the 20year term of the Special Tax is allocated to the four Bay
Area regions, defined as the North Bay (Sonoma, Marin,
Napa, and Solano Counties), East Bay, West Bay, and
South Bay . . . in proportion to each region’s share of the
Bay Area’s population, as determined in the 2010 census
. . . . As a result, each region will receive the following
minimum percentage of total net revenue generated
during the 20-year term of the Special Tax: North Bay:
9%, East Bay: 18%, West Bay: 11%, South Bay: 12%. The
remaining revenue shall be allocated consistent with
all other provisions of this Measure.” So the North
Bay region would be guaranteed only 9% of 50% of the
revenue. By this formula, Sonoma County would have to
share about $1.1 million per year with Marin, Napa, and
Solano Counties. That would net our fair County about
$280,000 per year. For that we have to pay this new tax
and give up the sovereignty of our shores along the Bay?

I’ve been thinking about what
message to impart in the upcoming edition of the newsletter. At the top of my list is SOCOTAX’s opposition
to Measure AA. This is the only measure on the June
7 ballot that concerns Sonoma County taxpayers and
therefore commands our immediate attention.

Measure AA:
This new assessment would impose a tax on every
taxable parcel of real property in all nine Bay Area counties. It would charge $12 per parcel per year for 20 years,
raising about $500 million. The money would be slated
to fund a new regional government entity called the
San Francisco Bay Preservation Authority. The express
purpose of this new tax would be:
“To protect San Francisco Bay for future generations by
reducing trash, pollution and harmful toxins, improving
water quality, restoring habitat for fish, birds and wildlife,
protecting communities from floods, and increasing shoreline
public access . . . .”

The proponents of Measure AA are saying to Bay Area
voters, in effect: commit $500 million to the Authority now, and we will figure out how to spend it later.
The voters and taxpayers should reply: show us your
detailed plans now, and then we’ll decide whether to
commit our money.

I have perused the five-page resolution comprising
Measure AA and I find it wanting in several respects.
Overall, the text of the measure lacks specificity about
how the Authority will accomplish its goals. It’s all very
well for the Authority to set forth its lofty goals - reduce
pollution, improve water quality, restore wildlife habitat, and prevent flooding. We are all concerned about
our environment, and we all value San Francisco Bay,
but specifically what steps will the Authority take to
accomplish those goals? Is the Authority going to hire
an army of unemployed people to pick up trash along
the Bay’s shorelines? Is the Authority going to introduce
sludge-eating bacteria into Bay waters? Is the Authority
going to tear down levees now protecting farm land?
If the sea level rises in the next ten to twenty years, as
some predict, how does the Authority propose to hold
back the tides?
Other questions: Measure AA declares an intention to
“leverage state and federal resources and public/private
partnerships.” What state and federal resources? What
partnerships? Further, Measure AA gives the Authority
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Sonoma County Supervisors Approve
Big Pay Raises for County Employees

Just for Fun #1. What California
first lady, during her husband’s tenure
as governor, wrote a series of weekly
question-and-answer columns for The
Sacramento Union (a newspaper that was
in operation from 1851 to 1994)? Bonus
question: What other two very famous
people once wrote for The Union?

(Health Benefits to Triple for Some Workers)

Sonoma County Supervisors on March 15 approved
huge pay and benefits increases for employee bargaining
groups representing more than half of the county’s total
workforce of 4,100. The deal struck provides a 6% pay
increase over 28 months, one-time lump sum payments
ranging
from $600
to $2,000
per employee, and
increased
health care
benefits.
Health care
benefits,
previously
set at $500 per employee per month, were increased to
$1,575 per employee per month for workers with three
or more persons on their health care plans. The health
care increases
represent a
further shift
in the cost of
employee health
care to taxpayers.

Sonoma County Supervisors Look at
New Sales and Hotel Taxes
(Bond Measure under Consideration Also)

Sonoma County Supervisors have apparently been bitten by the same tax bug as their colleagues in Santa Rosa
and Petaluma. They too are considering some sort of
new tax measure for the November ballot. Undaunted
by voters’ overwhelming rejection of last year’s Measure
A sales tax increase, Supervisors are now considering
both sales tax and hotel bed tax increases. In addition to
the tax increases, Supervisors are exploring the issuance
of general obligation bonds as well.

The combined
pay and benefits
increases are
expected to ramp up the county’s payroll costs by $21
million annually (from the current $565 million annual
payroll). Employees under the new contract are also
expected to make greater contributions to their pension
plans although Supervisors couldn’t or wouldn’t say
how much those contributions would be or how much
savings the county could expect to realize from those
contributions.

Though not yet clear just what the money from any of
these measures would be used for, preliminary discussions focus on affordable housing and public safety (i.e.,
increasing compensation and benefits). A quarter cent
sales tax is estimated to raise $20 million annually while
a 3% increase in the hotel bed tax (officially, the transit
occupancy tax) would generate another $3 million a
year.

Supervisors justified the increases saying they would
make it easier to attract and retain qualified employees.
Other than concerns raised by Sheriff Steve Freitas
regarding the retention of deputies, no evidence was
offered that other county departments have in fact had
any employee retention problems.
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SF Bay Preservation Authority
Floats Parcel Tax
(Facebook and Google to Benefit)

A recently formed and little known government
agency based in Oakland is making a name for itself
with its first effort at raising taxes. The San Francisco
Bay Preservation Authority, first authorized by statute
seven years ago, is broadly charged with preserving
and maintaining the San Francisco Bay for future
generations. As lofty as that goal sounds, we have our
suspicions. With backing from major South Bay tech
giants like Facebook and Google who have built sprawling and lavish campuses on low lying fill lands along
the bay, the real purpose of the Authority appears to
be protecting the real estate investments made by these
major corporations with bayside landholdings from
the consequences of rising ocean levels attributable to
climate change.
Measure AA is the Authority’s parcel tax measure appearing on the June ballot. The measure would impose a
$12 parcel tax on each and every parcel in all of the nine
counties surrounding San Francisco Bay without regard
to the use or value of the parcel. The owner of a small
parcel in Geyserville or Duncan’s Mills, for example, will
be forced to pay the same tax as Facebook or Google.
The regressive nature of the tax that imposes disproportionately greater burdens on small landholders than it
does on large corporate tracts in the South Bay is but one
concern. More troubling is the Authority’s isolation and
insulation from voters.

tioned, ABAG. All three bodies have boards of directors
dominated by populous South Bay counties. In fact,
Sonoma County has no representative on the Authority’s board of directors. Just as the MTC allocates the
lion’s share of gas tax and other transportation revenues
to transportation projects in the South Bay, there is no
reason to think the Authority will act any differently.
Indeed, only 9% of Measure AA revenues will be allocated to four North Bay counties. Sonoma County
residents then can expect to see nearly all of their money
redirected to projects in Santa Clara, San Mateo and
Alameda counties.

San Francisco Bay Restoration Authority
101 8th St, Oakland CA 94607 • (510) 286-5203
info@sfbayrestore.org

The Authority is governed by a seven member nonelected board of directors. Those directors are appointed
by another non-elected body, the Association of Bay
Area Governments (ABAG). Authority directors are
thus at least two steps removed from voters. That means
the directors who both placed Measure AA on the ballot
and who also will oversee the awarding of public works
contracts spending the $500 million the tax is expected to
raise have no accountability to voters. Insulating from
voters a body that has the authority to levy taxes and
award contracts is a recipe for cronyism and corruption.
Indeed, the directors have already approved adoption of
project labor agreements to reward labor union interests
that supported their appointments.

Giving a semi-governmental and non-elected body the
authority to levy taxes and oversee the spending of those
tax monies while at the same time insulating it from
voters is bad public policy. Larger goals of transparency
and accountability are sacrificed. Taxing small property

As a regional authority theoretically representing all
nine counties that ring the bay, the Authority is not unlike other regional authorities such as the Metropolitan
Transportation Commission and, as previously men-
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owners situated many miles from the bay the same taxes
as large corporate interests sitting bayside is not only
regressive, but simply a way of forcing taxpayers to
protect the real estate investments of these corporations.
And shifting revenues raised in rural Sonoma County
to populous and wealthy urban counties south and east
of the Golden Gate is little more than the theft of dollars
from North Bay taxpayers. For all of these reasons,
SoCoTax opposes Measure AA and encourages a NO
vote on the measure.

Daniel a. DrummonD
attorney

at

law

576 B Street, Suite 2F
Santa roSa, CaliFornia 95401
Tel. (707) 542-3418 • Fax (707) 542-7418

Just for Fun #2. Why are the Academy Awards, or “Oscars,” handed out annually by the Academy of Motion Picture
Arts and Sciences, not subject to state tax? Bonus question: Is
the bag of gifts given to Oscar nominees subject to tax?

Santa Rosa to Consider Project Labor
Agreements
(Study Session Scheduled for May 10)

Santa Rosa’s city council will hold a study session
on May 10 regarding the adoption of project labor
agreements, the latest weapon of choice by unionized
contractors to force inflated overhead costs on cities and
other government entities seeking bids on public works
projects.
Project labor
agreements, or
PLAs as they
are commonly
known, are in
their essence a
contract entered
into between
a government
entity and the
contractors’
union that sets forth the rules by which public works
projects are bid. PLAs generally specify that all contractors (union or not) bidding on a public works project
shall comply with union wages, benefits and administrative overhead. That forces non-union contractors to
inflate their wage costs, pay into union pension and
benefit plans their employees will never use, and pay
for union leadership and training programs. Other
government entities having adopted PLAs have found
predictably sharp increases in the cost of their public
works contracts.

The real loser in these arrangements is of course the
taxpayer. Taxpayers are deprived of the benefits derived
from the competitive bidding process. If all bidders
are forced to bid based on the overhead expenses of the
highest bidder, there is no longer anything competitive
about the bidding process.
SoCoTax was invited by city attorney Caroline Fowler
to comment on PLAs prior to the city council study
session (originally scheduled in March, but rescheduled
to May 10). Our response is reprinted on page 6.
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Marv Soiland
(707) 529-7117

Soiland Co., Inc. | soilandrocks.com
Stony Point
Rock Quarry

Soils Plus
Soils & Amendments

Proud Members of the

Grab N’ Grow
Soil & Compost
Family

Email to Santa Rosa City Attorney Caroline Fowler regarding Project Labor Agreements
February 13, 2016

elected officials choose to place their duty to the community
above their loyalty to generous campaign supporters.

Caroline,

The arguments offered in support of PLAs are merely
rationalizations intended to provide elected officials political
cover should they elect to subordinate the public interest
to that of a select and limited constituency group. If, for
example, job-training and apprenticeship programs are as
valuable as claimed, they would stand on their own two feet
and there would be no need to force all bidders to pay the
costs associated with such programs. The government agency weighing two competing bids would be free to determine
for itself whether the perceived job-training benefits justified
the additional cost. PLAs deprive officials of the discretionary authority to make that determination.

Thank you again for reaching out to the Sonoma County
Taxpayers’ Association. Nicole Goehring has already
provided you with lots of statistics and examples of the harm
PLAs bring to the public works arena and there is no point
in my repeating them here.
Our position is simply this: PLAs impede the normal
competitive bidding process that is essential to public works
projects. Government agencies and taxpayers are thereby
denied the benefits competitive bidding provides. By forcing
one group of bidders to meet the higher costs and overhead of
another group of bidders, or alternatively, by limiting public
agencies to accepting bids from one group of bidders while
another group is excluded from the process, we discourage
innovation and promote inefficiency.

Another argument advanced by PLA supporters is that
they promote peaceful labor relations, which is just another
way of saying “meet our demands now and we won’t go
on strike later.” How is that anything but thinly-veiled
extortion?

The competitive bidding process is a self-policing mechanism that encourages bidders to streamline their processes,
cut fat from their budgets and make the most efficient use of
their resources. The result of course is that the government
agencies and taxpayers get the best bargain for their money.
PLAs erode that process by forcing all bidders to meet the
same cost and overhead regardless of necessity.

Thank you again for soliciting our input and I look
forward to seeing you on [May 10th].
Dan

We realize of course that PLAs are as much political
as economic, perhaps even more so. There being no real
economic justification for PLAs, the real issue is whether
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Sonoma Clean Power Update
(Successful Year Brings New Challenges)

Sonoma Clean Power (SCP) experienced a very successful
fiscal year 2014/15 with profits of almost $15 million and
almost 200,000 customers. FY 2015/16 profits are shaping
up to be even better as the fracking-powered oversupply of
natural gas (the fuel used for much of California’s electricity
generation) has substantially reduced SCP’s power purchase
costs.
While perhaps temporary, declining natural gas prices
have given SCP a cost advantage over PG&E. At the same
time, PG&E is also recovering the higher cost of so called
“legacy contracts” by charging an ongoing “exit penalty” to
SCP customers who leave PG&E. The theoretical logic of
the exit penalty is sound, but its application has raised questions as PG&E has, for example, recently doubled the cost of
the penalty. The upshot of all this is that the customer price
advantage enjoyed by SCP customers over PG&E that has
been hovering around 4% will likely be reduced to the 1% to
2% range.
With SCP’s profitability comes increased competition as
to how those profits will be spent. How much, for example,
will SCP customers be expected to subsidize energy savings,
local power producers and businesses, or other greenhouse gas
reduction programs? Perhaps the most significant venture
being explored at this early stage of things is whether to
subsidize a county-wide system of electric vehicle charging
stations intended to improve the desirability of electric and
hybrid vehicles.
To its credit, SCP has used much of its profit to pay down
existing debt and build reserves for general contingencies
and a stronger credit rating. In reviewing other options for
future distribution of this largesse, SCP has adopted a policy
of maintaining future financial flexibility by not entering into
binding long term commitments. SCP also continues to evaluate means of assisting Lake and Mendocino counties establish
SCP-like operations.
(Written and contributed by R G Williamson. Williamson
is a member of the Ratepayer Advisory Committee for Sonoma
Clean Power. The author notes that all opinions expressed in
this article are his own and do not reflect positions of SCP or
its Board of Directors.)

Just for Fun #3. Some jazz musicians claim that the
“bebop” style came into popularity in the 1940s in part
as a reaction to the federal “cabaret tax.” What activities
triggered the tax, and why would the tax have an impact
on the style of jazz music?
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Sonoma County Pension Update

increases given, while generous, are within projected
actuarial ranges. While county employees will pay a
bit more into the fund for current pensions (but only
for current pensions, not for the unfunded liabilities),
the County is at the same time reimbursing these costs
resulting in no net gain for taxpayers. The big economic
giveaway was for increases to employee health insurance, a non-pensionable item.

(Unfunded Pension Liability Increases $120 million in 2015)
The Sonoma County Employees’ Retirement Association (SCERA) is responsible for managing the assets and
handling the administration of employee retirement
benefits for the Sonoma County pension plan. Benefit
levels are set by the Sonoma County Board of Supervisors pursuant to collective bargaining with the county’s
various employee unions. SCERA does not set benefit
levels.

For those of you interested in the comprehensive yearend 2015 update to include all the actual vs. estimate
impacts, there will be a special SCERA Board meeting
on May 5, 2016 (8:30 am) at SCERA headquarters – 433
Aviation Blvd, Santa Rosa. The public is welcome.

2015 was a weak one for the financial markets resulting in a meager 2% portfolio return for the county’s
pension plan portfolio. While above its market benchmark performance, the 2% realized return is well short
of the 7.5% (and later 7.25%) assumed rate of return used
for actuarial purposes. The 5.5% shortfall will add about
$120 million to the County’s unfunded pension liabilities, which have recently been in the $800 million range.
The unfunded liabilities represent the pension costs of
past employee services that have been pushed off into
the future and whose burden must be paid by current
and future taxpayers.

(Written and contributed by R G Williamson. Williamson
is a current Trustee for the Sonoma County Employee’s
Retirement Association. The author notes that all opinions expressed in this article are his own and do not reflect positions
of the SCERA or its Board of Trustees.)

As was perhaps expected, recently concluded labor
negotiations between the County and its employee
unions did not impact the pension structure. The salary

www.ajprinting.com

www.winecountrysigns.com

Sonoma County has the worst roads
in the Bay Area.
Support improving our roads.

Join SOSroads.org today.
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Economist Lawrence McQuillan Visits
SoCoTax








(Discusses Public Employee Pension Crises)

SoCoTax was privileged to have Dr. Lawrence
McQuillan speak to the membership at our January 21
meeting. Dr. McQuillan is a Senior Fellow and Director of the Center on Entrepreneurial Innovation at the
Independent Institute. He received his Ph.D. in economics from George Mason University and he has served as
Chief Economist at the Illinois Policy Institute, Director
of Business and Economic Studies at the Pacific Research
Institute, Research Fellow at the Hoover Institution,
and Founding Publisher and Contributing Editor of
Economic Issues.











































those pension benefit increases retroactive (i.e., benefits
for which no employee or employer contributions had
been – or ever have been - made). Those retroactive
benefits shot a hole in most local governments’ pension
plan budgets from which they have never recovered.
McQuillan lays the blame squarely on politicians who
readily promise to public employees and their unions
more benefits than can be paid for in exchange for campaign support needed to ensure continued reelection.
It’s a win-win for the politicians and public employees
leaving unwitting taxpayers on the hook when the bill
comes due.

Dr. McQuillan addressed the exploding public
employee pension crises and shared some staggering
figures. Nationwide, state and local public employee
pension plans are underfunded by a whopping $5
trillion. Yes, that’s “trillion,” with a “T.” In California,
the figure according to a recently released Stanford
University study is $950 billion, which works out to
$25,000 for every man, woman and child resident in the
state. There are some 86 different state and local defined
benefit public employee pension plans in California with
the biggest and perhaps best known being CalPERS and
CalSTRS. Many cities, counties and special districts have
their own independent plans, as is the case with Sonoma
County.

As a result of SB400 and the widespread adoption of
retroactive pension benefits by governments up and
down the state (including Sonoma County and its cities),
Californians have experienced a severe diminishment
in the quality of life as local governments are forced to
cut back on essential government services. Monies are
raided from accounts intended to fund those essential
services and redirected to shore up massive public
employee pension liabilities. In short, McQuillan points

Dr. McQuillan pegs the start of the pension crises to
the passage and adoption of SB400 in 1999. SB400 not
only increased pension benefits for state employees, but
authorized cities, counties and special districts to do
the same. Most troublesome, SB400 authorized making

Support the Sonoma County Taxpayer’s Association —
Promote your business in The Watchful Eye.
Annual advertising rates (quarterly publication) for 2016 as follows:
Full page. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $650
Half page. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $400
Quarter page. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $225
Business card. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $150

For business card ads, send your card and check to: SCTA, P.O. Box 14241, Santa Rosa, CA 95402.
For quarter, half and full page ads, send your check as above and e-mail a .pdf file of your ad to
taxpayer@sonic.net.
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Monthly Meetings

out that public safety has been sacrificed to pay for
overly generous pension plans.

Association meetings are typically held the third
Thursday of the month at the Fountaingrove Inn in
Santa Rosa. Members and guests are encouraged to
attend. Meetings start at noon and adjourn by 1:30 p.m.
Cost is usually $25 for members with prepaid advance
reservations ($30 for all others). Cost occasionally may
be more for special events. Our Annual General Meeting is held in February in lieu of our regular luncheon
meeting and we are dark in December. Email taxpayer@
sonic.net or call 481-1089 for reservations.

Making matters worse, local governments have turned
to the ballot box trying to coax its citizens to pay ever
increasing taxes for roads, parks, schools, you name it,
as the monies otherwise intended for those purposes
have been siphoned off to pay for pension benefits.
Some governments have turned to pension obligation
bonds and borrowed money from investors in order to
pay down unfunded pension liabilities. Of course, and
as Dr. McQuillan points out, POBs are the equivalent of
using your credit card to pay your mortgage. The debt
isn’t eliminated; it’s only shifted to another creditor.
And in the worst cases, some cities have been forced into
bankruptcy as a result of these pension plans.

April 21, 2016 - Jon Coupal, Howard Jarvis Taxpayers
Association
May 19, 2016 - James Gore, Sonoma County Board of
Supervisors

McQuillan offers some recommendations while
acknowledging the political will necessary to adopt
them is lacking. First, McQuillan advocates that governments should pay 100% of their pension obligations
each and every year, the hope being that governments
will adopt pension plans within their means. Second,
and has been done in San Francisco, require that any
benefit increases be approved by voters. And finally,
McQuillan recommends that all employees be moved
into 401(k) equivalent plans as soon as possible noting
that in the private sector only 3% of employees belong to
defined benefit plans.

June 16, 2016 - Eric Ziedrich, Healdsburg City Council

Our Distribution
The Watchful Eye is produced quarterly and mailed to
all of our members and most elected officials throughout
Sonoma County. We also send approximately 1,200
electronic versions to those who have subscribed to
our e-distribution list. The feedback we receive, both
positive and negative, confirms our reach and that your
message is heard. The costs of producing a quality publication are substantial and we rely on our dues-paying
members and advertisers to ensure our continued
success. To both our members and advertisers, we say
thank you. If you are not a member or advertiser, please
consider becoming one. Together we can make a difference.

SoCoTax expresses its appreciation to Dr. McQuillan
for his time and for sharing his thoughts with the Association.

Just for Fun #4. Is the $400,000 salary paid to the
president of the United States subject to federal income
tax?

Do We Have Your Email Address?
If you haven’t been receiving our email notices of
meetings and other events, it’s probably because we
don’t have your current email address. To be included
on our distribution list, send us an email to taxpayer@
sonic.net and let us know.
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Petaluma Road Tax, continued from page 1
fire stations, the city’s museum and other needs as worthy
beneficiaries of any new tax revenues and it remains to be
seen if agreement can be reached as to how specific or general
the tax will be. It also remains to be seen how the lessons of
Measure Q as well as last year’s Measure A are applied.

STORNETTA FARMS

Measure Q, as just mentioned, was Petaluma’s failed 2014
effort at raising sales taxes. The measure’s supporters tried to
convince voters the measure was necessary to fund the Rainier
crosstown connector, city-wide road repairs as well as a variety of other purposes. It was structured as a general purpose
sales tax, meaning that only a bare majority of voters were
required to approve the measure, but the proceeds could be
used for any purpose council desired. It was also written
as a permanent, one percent sales tax increase. The rate
of tax, the permanency of the tax and the lack of control
Ouruse
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over council’s
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sure
you
receive
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more
about your
quality with
and two
ways to
itself was not
in agreement
onwater
the measure
conserve,visit
ouropposing
Website atit.
www.calamwater.com
council members
actively
Measure A, somewhat incredibly,
was the Sonoma
County Board of
Supervisors’ nearly
identical sales tax
measure floated less
than a year later in a
county-wide special
election costing
taxpayers $400,000,
money that will never be recovered. It too was structured as
a general sales tax in order to require only a bare majority of
voters for approval. Promises by the Supervisors as well as
the union, engineering and construction interests supporting
the measure that Measure A proceeds would be used primarily
for road rehabilitation rang hollow as voters sent Measure A
down to defeat by a whopping 2 to 1 margin.

9
9

So, with two recent defeats of general sales tax measures
masquerading as roads taxes, what will the Petaluma council
do? Polling shows voters may be inclined to support a sales
tax measure specifically earmarked for road repairs, but a
tax so specifically earmarked requires 2/3 voter approval, a
threshold that will be difficult to achieve. At the same time,
certain members of the council seem focused on new fire
stations, ambulances, fire trucks and police cars such that a
roads-specific tax may not garner the unanimous council support that is probably a necessity if the measure hopes to draw
2/3 voter approval. The council faces a quandary and it will
be interesting to see how they sort it all out. Tenacity, at least,
should not be a problem.
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Fire Station Cover-up, continued from page 1

Affordable Housing Tax, continued from page 1

City officials
thus far have
shown no interest
in holding the
responsible party
accountable or
recouping on
behalf of taxpayers
the cost of repairs
occasioned by the
ADA lapses. Fueling concerns of cronyism and corruption,
indifference on the part of city officials increasingly supports
suspicion that the responsible party is likely a friend and campaign supporter to one or more councilmembers who would
prefer to see this matter
swept under the rug.

earmarking a portion of property tax revenues for affordable
housing.

Joanne Sanders
jsanders@boltstaffing.com

707.552.7800 p
707.552.6364 f
3427 broadway, suite f4
american canyon, ca 94503
boltstaffing.com

Affordable housing is not the only issue that has the council
seeking new or restructured taxes. In addition to seeking
out residents’ willingness to tax themselves for new affordable housing projects, council also wants to gauge residents’
readiness to extend Measure P (the quarter cent sales tax
enhancement that sunsets in 2018), restructure Measure O (the
quarter cent sales tax enhancement that sets minimum police
and fire budgets at 2004 levels plus annual CPI adjustments),
modernize the city’s utility users tax (the term “modernize” is
council-speak for expanding the UUT to include cell phones
and internet data plans), and creating new taxes to pay for road
repairs and other infrastructure improvement.
SoCoTax watches these latest developments with interest.
We do not disagree with the need to address the shortage
of workforce housing or maintaining our roads and public
infrastructure. We only wish that council members and their
predecessors had been as concerned about these pressing community needs when negotiating labor contracts with the police
officers and firefighters unions. With property, sales, and
hotel taxes all on the rise as the economy continues its slow
but steady recovery (not to mention a $5.1 million mid-year
spending boost just approved for such things as appealing the
Oakmont bike path court case), council’s pursuit of new taxes
today simply underscores yesterday’s misplaced priorities
that gave us both growing unfunded pension liabilities and
degrading roads and buildings. We look forward to future
developments.

Back in December, City
Manager Sean McGlynn
was quoted in the Press
Democrat as saying his
office was “continuing to
look at issues of accountability and responsibility”
surrounding the project.
Three months later in
March, SoCoTax requested from Mr. McGlynn a
status report on the matter.
Mr. McGlynn did not
respond. Something is
indeed rotten at city hall.

STORNETTA FARMS

Clerical • Accounting • Industrial

Sonoma County’s
Community
each day
to make Bank
since 1890
ater. Please do your

e resource. To learn
ality and ways to
Please call or visit us
ww.calamwater.com
to answer your questions
about how
Exchange Bank
can become your bank
for your personal or
business needs.

707.524.3000
www.exchangebank.com
Member FDIC
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Today’s council member and county supervisor increasingly
see government as a vehicle for addressing all of the ills that
befall modern society. To their credit, some of these electeds
come from charitable backgrounds having devoted much of
their lives to serving the needs of the homeless, the mentally
ill, the elderly and the poor. Others are in philosophical and,
dare I say it, fashionable agreement without having made the
personal commitment or sacrifice required to serve needy
populations. But common to all is the view that government
is a deep-pocketed charity just waiting to be tapped for the
cause du jour.

The Last Word

By Dan Drummond
Spring has sprung. All around
us are the signs of winter’s
retreat. Daffodils bloom wildly
along the roadsides, fields are
awash in mustard, new-born
calves struggle to stand on wobbly legs, and weeds are, well,
weeds are just everywhere.

The Board of Supervisors recently announced for example
their “top priority” for the coming year is affordable housing followed by improved mental health care and universal
preschool. Notice first of all that roads, said to be the top
priority in the midst of last year’s Measure A campaign, were
conspicuously absent from this year’s list. Notice secondly
the overuse of the word “priority” such that it now requires
a redundant modifier such as “top,” “key” or “my number
one.” But setting aside the ephemeral priority of roads and the
dilution of the English language, pay attention to the shifting
perception of government’s role from one of providing the
necessary infrastructure for a modern and functioning society
to one where social welfare is the focus as we seek to provide
safety net services for the needy.

Weeds are not, however, the
only thorny and unwanted visitor of spring. Equally prolific it
would seem this year are ballot
measures, actual and prospective, seeking to extract new sales
taxes and parcel taxes from Sonoma County taxpayers. One
can hardly pick up a newspaper without reading of another
city council hiring yet again some out of the area polling firm
to survey its residents to find out … spoiler alert … that they
want their roads repaired. More and more it seems that our
local leaders are incapable of taking a position without first
taking a poll. That hundreds of thousands of dollars continue
to be spent on these polls to find out that Sonoma County
residents from Geyserville to Petaluma are tired of driving on
potholed roadways is an eye-rolling discussion for another
day.

One needs to tread carefully here. To be clear, the plight of
the needy is real and not to be discounted. The escalating cost
of housing, for example, not only contributes to homelessness,
but also makes it difficult for employers to attract qualified
employees, which in turn makes it difficult to attract new
businesses to the area, which in turn depresses economic opportunity in the county. There is a legitimate need to examine
these issues and a compassionate society does not turn its
back on them. At the same time, there is a need for an honest
discussion regarding how we balance competing needs that
are beyond our ability to redress in their entirety.

Ironically, Sonoma County and its cities are currently in the
midst of a windfall of new tax revenues. With a steadily improving economy comes also increases in property tax values,
retail sales activity and tourism. That of course translates into
increased property, sales and hotel bed taxes. Public coffers,
like our long drought-depleted reservoirs, are the fullest
they’ve been in years.

Telling voters that new taxes are necessary in order to pay
for road repairs while existing tax revenues arguably intended
for road repairs are diverted to non-traditional affordable
housing projects, mental health services and universal preschool is not an honest discussion. It is a subversion of public
monies. It is a twisted use of information gleaned from all
those polls previously mentioned to divert money away from
priorities as expressed by surveyed voters to the different priorities of elected officials. The obvious and cynical thinking
here is that because voters value roads over affordable housing projects or increasing mental health services, voters are
more likely to approve additional taxes necessary to restore
the money taken from the roads budget and applied to other
projects. Such tactics, while understandable from a strategic

So why the need for all these new taxes? Could it be that in
spite of increasing revenues, the cost of paying for ill-advised
public employee pensions and health care benefits is increasing even faster? Of course it is, but much has been said on
that topic previously and it is not my intent to explore that
issue presently. Could it then have something to do with the
changing priorities of our elected officials? Bingo!
Time was that local government existed to provide transportation, hydration, sanitation, and the police station. In
other words, we looked to our local government to insure that
our roads were well maintained and safe to travel, that water
systems were safe and reliable, likewise for sewer systems,
and that we had adequate police and fire protection. But, and
with my apologies to Mr. Dylan, the times they are a changin’.
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was a wonderful period for the development of the instrumentalist.” The federal cabaret tax was eliminated in 1965.
#4. Yes. The current officeholder, President Barack Obama,
also has paid Illinois state income tax on his salary and other
income. Presidents also receive a $50,000 expense account
and other benefits – travel aboard Air Force One, use of the
White House, etc. – that are not considered taxable income.
(Just for Fun courtesy of CalTaxNewsletter.)

point of view, serve only in the long run to further erode the
already poor credibility electeds have with their constituents.
We all understand the limitations that exist when money is
finite and need is not. All we ask for is an honest discussion.
That is my wish for spring.

Just for Fun Answers. #1. Nancy Reagan. Her first
column was published in February of 1972. In her column,
she answered questions on topics ranging from the advantages
and disadvantages of being the governor’s wife, to whether
she favored the legalization of marijuana (she did not!). Mrs.
Reagan donated her pay for the column to the National League
of Families of American Prisoners of War and Missing in
Southeast Asia. Two other famous writers for The Union were
Mark Twain and Rush Limbaugh. Dan Walters, now a political
columnist for The Sacramento Bee, also is a former writer for
The Union, having served as a Capitol reporter and columnist
for the newspaper. #2. The awards are not taxable because
the Academy prohibits winners from selling the Oscar statues,
and there is no cash award. The gift bags, typically filled with
high-end merchandise, are taxable. Recipients are given an
IRS Form 1099 that lists the fair market value of the gifts.
Forbes reported that last year’s gift bag was worth approximately $168,000. #3. Singing and dancing. The federal tax,
instituted in 1944, imposed a 30 percent tax – later reduced to
20 percent and eventually 10 percent – on clubs where musical
acts sang, and/or where patrons danced. Thus emerged bebop,
described by bandleader Eric Felten as “undanceable jazz performed primarily by small instrumental groups.” The smaller
groups, in smaller clubs, replaced big bands that played music
for dancing. Factors including union issues, World War II’s
impact on the pool of available musicians for big bands, and
inevitable musical evolution also played a part, but the tax is
cited by many as having a major impact. “If somebody got up
to dance, there would be 20 percent more tax on the dollar. If
someone got up there and sang a song, it would be 20 percent
more,” legendary drummer Max Roach once explained. “It

Working with our agency is not taxing.

(707)544-3390 - www.BoylanPoint.com
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