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Santa Rosa BudgetBalanced for Now

(City Seeks to Extend Measure P Sales Tax)
Santa Rosa’s 2016-2017 budget may be
balanced for now, but it’s being held together
with chewing gum and paper clips. While
the proposed budget of $364 million is a
modest 2% increase over last year’s budget,
the general fund portion of the budget at
$145 million represents a more substantial

Petaluma’s New Budget –
Balanced for Now
(Dark Clouds and More Taxes Loom
on the Horizon)

Petaluma’s city council approved in May a
$184 million budget for the 2016-2017 fiscal
year beginning July 1. While exceeding the
current budget by 12.8%, the new budget
also projects a $1.4 million revenue deficit
that officials plan to offset with unspent
money left over from the current year.
Looking first at the upcoming year, the
new budget calls for increased spending of
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6.2% increase. The increased revenue is
made possible largely due to increasing
property tax and sales tax revenues as we
steadily climb our way out of the recession.
Turn to Santa Rosa Budget, page 11

$12.4 million to upgrade the Ellis Creek
Waste Water Recycling Facility. The
upgrades are intended primarily to accommodate waste materials generated by local
food and craft beer manufacturers with some
Turn to Petaluma Budget, page 13
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2011, the 84 employees of ABAG were paid salaries averaging
$136,392 each.

Message from
the President

The Municipal Transportation Commission (MTC) is
another powerful regional agency governed by appointees.
The MTC is dedicated to imposing mass transit on the people
of the Bay Area without any accountability to the voters or
taxpayers. The twenty members of the MTC board are paid an
average of $156,654 each. We may expect this growing trend
toward regionalism to continue. Those who like big government can find a variety of justifications, real or imagined, for
the invention of more regional government agencies – not only
high-density housing, mass transit, and preservation of Bay
waters, but also protection of the environment from climate
change, protection of endangered species, preservation of
water, preservation of energy, preservation of forests, etc.

By Tim Hannan

Regionalism – A
Growing Threat
to Representative
Government
“I believe there are more instances of the abridgement of the
freedom of the people by gradual and silent encroachments
of those in power than by violent and sudden usurpations.” –
James Madison, address to the Virginia Convention, June 16,
1788.

A Santa Cruz attorney named Michael Shaw has studied in
depth this growing problem of regionalism. He has developed
this alarming conclusion: “Political regionalism is the antithesis of representative government. Regionalism restructures or
reinvents the operation of American government by destroying
traditional political boundaries, such as county lines, and
ushers in a transformed system of governance that ultimately
abolishes private property and the rights of the individual.
Regionalism has infiltrated cities and counties everywhere,
affecting transportation, water, farming and land use systems,
literally every aspect of our lives.” This is a call to action. I
hope our members will heed the call.

On June 7, voters in the nine counties surrounding San
Francisco Bay passed Measure AA by slightly more than a
two-thirds vote. So for the next twenty years, every parcel of
real property in each of the nine counties will be taxed to raise
money for a new government agency, i.e. the “San Francisco
Bay Restoration Authority.” The expressed purpose of this new
agency will be to combat pollution, restore wetlands, enhance
habitat for fish, birds, and other wildlife, and somehow protect
littoral communities from rising sea levels due to global warming. No one will quarrel with the avowed purposes of this new
agency. But the invention of this agency is symptomatic of a
growing trend in local government – a trend dangerous to our
freedom.
The SFBRA will be governed by a seven-member board of
directors. These seven people will not be elected by the voters,
but will be appointed by the board of directors of the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG), another regional
government agency governed by appointees. Measure AA
does provide for an advisory committee to counsel SFBRA’s
board of directors, but the committee has no power over the
board. Measure AA also provides for an “independent citizens
oversight committee,” but again this committee can only offer
advice and comment on the decisions of the board. Incidentally, the independence of the so-called independent oversight
committee is questionable, since the six members of the
oversight committee will all be appointed by the board itself.

Just for Fun #1. What
U.S. president during an
appearance on “The Tonight Show” told Johnny
Carson, “Johnny, we live
in the only country in the
world where it takes more
brains to figure out your
income tax than it does to
earn the income”?

Why is the SFBRA dangerous to our freedom? Because the
seven directors of the SFBRA are not accountable to the voters
or the taxpayers. They are appointed, unelected bureaucrats
who have no duty or responsibility to represent the people.
SFBRA is one of several regional government agencies. The
aforementioned ABAG is governed by appointees working to
implement a “One Bay Area” plan which would remake the
Bay Area in the image of “Smart Growth,” which means highdensity housing along mass-transit transportation corridors. In
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Can Sonoma County Deliver on
Universal Preschool?

Might we suggest they start that support by advancing the
election costs their campaign will incur. Supervisors wasted
$450,000 of taxpayer money to pay for last year’s ill-fated and
ill-advised Measure A election. That money of course is gone
forever and with it the opportunity to repair a few more miles
of roadway or fund a homeless shelter, or pay for the recent
tripling of county employee health care benefits. Before we
throw another $450 grand down the drain, let’s ask those
who are pushing us in that direction to shoulder some of that
burden.

All eyes are on the Sonoma County Board of Supervisors as
they continue their steady march to deliver universal preschool
for every 3 and 4-year old in the county. For a county unable
to perform the most basic of government services like keeping
its roads paved, one has to wonder on what basis the board
of supervisors think themselves qualified or even capable of
providing preschool services that are far outside the scope of
traditional county services.

Funding of course is not the only challenge facing the
supervisors as they embark upon this new venture. A whole
new bureaucracy is required. County government is simply
not set up to handle educational programs (for that we have
40-plus school districts in the county plus the Sonoma
County Office of Education). Creating a new bureaucracy
to duplicate services better left to established school districts with experience in educational matters is an expensive
proposition. That it is also a wasteful endeavor promoting
more bloated government is also not to be overlooked.

Supervisors
and proponents of
universal preschool
argue that quality
preschool programs
pay big dividends in
terms of increased
literacy, higher
graduation rates
and improved
chances for longterm success after
graduation. On that
point we have no
quarrel. Where we part company is whether our board
of supervisors has the horses to pull it off.

What about
quality? Two
years ago the
board of supervisors published
its Portrait of
Sonoma County,
in which they
noted the need
for “access
to high quality preschool,
particularly for
low-income
families.” The report further noted that “only high quality
programs have been found to produce improved childhood
outcomes and there is no evidence that preschool programs
of average quality lead to positive results.” The take from
these comments is a distinguishing between average preschool
programs that provide little more than daycare-type services
and true quality preschool programs that provide children the
education and experience necessary to excel both in school
and in life.

Funding is the first of many daunting challenges to
be faced. Depending on the scope of the programs
provided, supervisors are estimating the annual costs
at $26 million. On top of that, millions more in startup
expenses will be required to create and maintain the
needed facilities and classroom space. To meet this
funding challenge, supervisors are proposing voters
approve yet another sales tax increase.
Unfazed by the stinging defeat of last year’s Measure
A (the general purpose sales tax masquerading as a roads
tax), supervisors seem to think they will fare better this time
around. Supporters of the new tax argue that universal preschool would generate greater public support than roads. Not
likely. Given that the degradation of the county road system
brought about by decades of neglect has become the highest
profile need facing our county, it defies logic that universal
preschool, a service never before provided by the county and
well beyond the scope of traditional government services, will
fare any better. Supporters have of course offered no evidence
to support their claim of greater public support as if wishing it
were so made it so.

Government at its best provides only average quality
services. Excellence in government is a standard long ago
abandoned. Yet despite the Portrait’s recognition for true
quality preschool programs, and as if to make our point,
supervisors in their estimates of annual funding needs peg
preschool teacher wages at a scant $15/hour. $15/hour is of
course the new minimum wage standard here in California.
Yet to be explained is how the supervisors expect to provide
above-average, high quality preschool programs when hir-

Proponents who believe without basis that greater public
support exists for preschool programs have also pledged
their support to campaign for any sales tax measure put forth.
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ing teachers at baby-sitter wages. Minimum wage does not
deliver excellence.

mately $500,000 annually. The current TOT raises about $2.8
million annually and the increase would bump that up to $3.3
million. Any increase to the TOT requires voter approval
and city officials are looking at placing such a measure on the
ballot in November.

To be sure, true, quality preschool programs can and do give
children a leg up in school and beyond. Equally true is the
fact that low-income families lack the resources necessary to
take advantage of these programs as they are currently offered.
And no one can really argue that better educated children with
better career and life opportunities enhance the quality of life
for everyone in the community while at the same time reducing the need and cost associated with expensive social welfare
and criminal justice systems. The argument is not about the
merits of universal preschool. On that point we are in agreement. What is in doubt is whether the Sonoma County Board
of Supervisors has either the ability or long-term committment
necessary to pull it off.

In addition to the proposed TOT increase, Healdsburg
officials are also looking to repurpose Measure V funds. As
briefly mentioned above, Measure V is the half-cent sales
tax increase approved by voters in 2012 that raises about $2
million a year. While technically a general purpose tax that
the city council can allocate as it wishes, those same officials
campaigning in support of Measure V repeatedly promised
voters that Measure V funds would be used only for street
maintenance, public safety, economic development and
addressing some deferred maintenance issues to city buildings.
Arguing that affordable housing is an economic development
issue, Healdsburg officials have already allocated 10% of
Measure V funding into affordable housing programs. They
are now exploring the possibility of allocating even more.

Healdsburg Seeks Additional Funds for
Affordable Housing Programs

The increasing cost of housing in Sonoma County is
described by some as a crisis. Whether that is true or not
SoCoTax does not take a position. We are, however, troubled
by Healdsburg officials’ willingness to divert into affordable
housing programs Measure V monies the use of which was
promised primarily for street repairs and public safety. In an
era where government credibility is at an all-time low, such
casual regard for promises made to voters is improvident
at best. It also worries us that any TOT increase said to be
purposed for affordable housing programs will next year or the
year after be diverted to whatever cause happens to capture the
political winds at the time.

(May Ask Voters to Increase Hotel Bed Tax)

Healdsburg officials are exploring how to raise more
money to pay for affordable housing programs. As the cost of
housing in Healdsburg and every other city in Sonoma County
continues to rise, Healdsburg mayor Tom Chambers describes
the situation as the city’s “most pressing problem.”
Whether affordable housing is just the cause du jour or
whether it is truly Healdsburg’s most pressing problem is of
course subject to debate. Given the impassioned pleas of just
a couple years ago as Healdsburg officials urged residents to
approve the half cent
sales tax increase
known as Measure
V claiming then that
street maintenance
and police and fire
services were in dire
need of additional
funding, the mayor’s
current claim that
affordable housing is
now the city’s most
pressing need strikes us as a bit of hyperbole intended to lay
the groundwork for additional tax increases.

Just for Fun #2. To help raise money for the Tibetan army,
the Dalai Lama instituted a tax on what body part, with the
rate depending upon its size?

Indeed, one avenue being pursued by Healdsburg officials is
a 2% increase to the transit occupancy tax (TOT) imposed on
guests staying in local hotels and B&Bs. Healdsburg’s current
TOT, including a special assessment for marketing programs,
is 14%, the highest in Sonoma County. The proposed increase
raises that figure to 16% and is estimated to raise approxi-
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Daniel a. DrummonD
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Sonoma County Pension Update
The Sonoma County Employees’ Retirement Association
(SCERA) is responsible for managing the assets and handling
the administration of benefits for the Sonoma County pension
plan. Benefit levels are set by the County Board of Supervisors
pursuant to collective bargaining with the County’s various
employee unions. SCERA does not set benefit levels.

at

law

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

The SCERA actuaries recently presented the December
31, 2015 actuarial valuation of the County pension plan. The
unfunded liability rose to $406 million, which when added
to the still outstanding pension obligation debt, totals $831
million. This is scheduled to be paid off (with interest) over
the next twenty years, and has been a significant driver of the
ever increasing pension cost to the County and taxpayers. The
official unfunded liability measure uses a five year smoothing
of asset market values. This blunted the impact of 2015’s
investment return shortfall of 5.5% with an offset of unrecognized previous years’ gains. At year end 2015 the smoothed
asset values were very close to the market values, so both
show a healthy 85% funded ratio. From a taxpayer standpoint
including the pension obligation bonds, however, the 73%
funded ratio is a more appropriate measure.
The Independent Citizens Advisory Committee was formed
in late 2015 to evaluate County progress on pension reform
and recommend future actions. They plan to publish their
report June 21 and have scheduled a public presentation to the
Board of Supervisors on July 12.
Generally, the Committee found that the County has made
insufficient reform progress and is not on track to reach target
dates for ongoing sustainability. Virtually no progress has been
made on risk sharing with employees. $269 million is estimated as the amount of County services lost due to excessive
pension costs.

overlooked benchmark to establish future pension levels,
and place it in a total compensation framework for personnel
planning and labor negotiations.

The Committee is suggesting establishment of a new Tier
3 hybrid defined benefit/defined contribution plan to better
control costs and share risks with the employees, but finds it
likely unworkable unless current State pension law is changed.
They will likely suggest moving towards a 50/50 sharing of all
future pension costs with employees. Improved public reporting on pension matters will also be suggested.
An interesting Committee observation is just how rich
County pensions have been (still quite generous). Generally
accepted targets for retiree needs are in the 75%-85% of working salary. The former structure of County pension plan plus
Social Security provided a full career pension above 110%
of working salary, even before spiking. The Tier 2 for new
employees starting in 2013 still provides over 90%. The Committee will suggest the County use such a long (conveniently)

(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.)
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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

Just for Fun #3. During his term
as governor, Pete Wilson appointed
a panel called the Council on California Competitiveness to examine
taxes and other factors that impacted
California’s ability to compete with
other states and foreign countries for
jobs. What former Major League
Baseball commissioner was appointed by Wilson to lead the panel?

seven years.
Overall, the tax
increases were
expected to
raise about $6
billion annually. Voters
approved
Proposition 30
in November,
2012 by a 55%
to 45% margin.

Public employee unions and others have apparently collected enough signatures to place on the November ballot an
initiative that if approved by voters would extend the income
tax increases of Proposition 30 for another twelve years.

The list of supporters and contributors to the campaign in
favor of Proposition 30 reads like a Who’s Who of labor and
teacher union activists. Both the California Teachers Association and the California State Council of Service Employees
(SEIU) contributed about $11 million each. The American
Federation of Teachers kicked in $4 million and the California
Nurses Association ponied up another $1.1 million. In total,
over $67 million was contributed to the campaign promoting
Proposition 30, most of that from labor unions.

Promoted in 2012 by Governor Jerry Brown as a temporary
sales and income tax increase, Proposition 30 was intended
to help California schools that had seen educational funding
slashed as state legislators in Sacramento diverted the money
to pay for escalating employee pension benefits. Proposition
30 would raise sales taxes by a quarter percent for four years
and income tax rates on those earning over $250,000 for

SoCoTax and other opponents of Proposition 30 argued at
the time that back-filling educational funding siphoned off to
pay employee pension costs simply rewarded bad political
decisions and created a disincentive to meaningfully address
the state’s employee pension crisis. Further, rare is the case
that any temporary tax remains temporary despite promises
made by politicians to the contrary.

Unions Seek Extension of Proposition 30
(2012’s “temporary” tax is looking less temporary)

6

Sonoma County Taxpayers’ Association
In the case of a prophesy fulfilled, 2012’s temporary Proposition 30 income tax increases are coming back to voters in
November for renewal (the sales tax provisions of Proposition
30 are excluded in the renewal measure). “This lays bare the
false promises of this being a temporary tax increase,” said
Howard Jarvis Taxpayers’ Association president, Jon Coupal.
“We were told when voters first approved this during the
severe budget crisis that it would be temporary, and now of
course the supporters want to go back on their word.” Anyone
surprised?

Three Minutes of Fame

(Or, how to speak to your city council)
Have you ever spoken at your local city council meeting?
Have you wondered how your comments are being received
by council members seated before you? Have you wondered
what you might have done to make your three minutes at the
podium more effective? If so, read on.
A recent panel discussion hosted by the North Coast Builders Exchange and featuring four current and former elected
officials delved into the makings of an effective public
presentation as well as some pitfalls to be avoided. The panel
consisted of Sonoma County Supervisor David Rabbitt, former
County Supervisor Tim Smith, Healdsburg councilmember
Eric Ziedrich and former Santa Rosa Mayor Sharon Wright.
Some of the panels’ observations, and in no particular order or
reference to who may have made the observation, follow.
• Be positive. Berating council members because you think
they or the decisions they have made are - choose your
own adjective here: stupid, corrupt, addle-minded – is no
to way gain their support for your position.
• Provide soft places to land. Politicians by their very
nature like to say, “yes” so provide them a way to do so.
• Be solutions oriented. Politics is the art of compromise.
Recognize that yours’ is not the only position on the
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• Be a resource. Council members can’t know everything
about every subject. If you have expertise or can provide
additional information on a subject, share it with them. If
you are credible and reasonable, they may come to view
you as a resource.

subject and that others may hold contrary views. Find a
position that everyone can live with.
• Attend meetings regularly. Council members are aware of
who is in the audience. A familiar face gets more attention
than someone they haven’t seen before.
• Demand their attention. If you notice a council member
fiddling with his iPad or otherwise not paying attention
to you, call him on it. Be polite, but be firm. A simple
mention of his name will usually suffice. Your objective is
not to embarrass him, but rather to let him know you mean
business.

Former CalPERS CEO
Sentenced to Prison
(Still collects his pension)

• Be organized. Have a clear end in mind. Wrap up with an
unambiguous message.

Former CalPERS CEO Federico Buenrostro was sentenced
in May, 2016 to four and a half years in federal prison after
pleading guilty to bribery and fraud charges in 2014. Buenrostro admitted accepting more than $250,000 in bribes from
Alfred Villalobos, a Nevada-based investment manager who
was also a former member of the CalPERS board of directors.
Villalobos sought Buenrostro’s influence to direct CalPERS investments into private equity firms represented by Villalobos.
Villalobos, who faced bribery charges of his own, committed
suicide last year.

• Know your audience. If you know for example that one
or more of the council members have accepted campaign
support from labor unions, a union-bashing presentation
isn’t likely to win you any points. Rather, frame your
presentation in terms of greater community interest versus
select special interests.
• Know your subject. Read the staff reports the council
members are reading (they’re usually available on line) so
you’re on the same page as the council members. Know
the issues council is facing and speak intelligently on the
subject. Unvarnished opinion is of little use.

Notwithstanding Buenrostro’s conviction for bribery and
fraud, he will continue to collect 70% of his CalPERS pension.
Buenrostro, who has 30 years of total service time, had 2½
years deducted from his pension calculations. The deducted
time approximates the time he was actively accepting bribes
from Villalobos.

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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In addition to the service time reduction, Buenrostro was
further ordered to repay $360,000 to CalPERS for overpayment of pension benefits received since retiring from the
agency. The overpayment amount represents the difference
between what he was actually paid since retiring and the
amount he should have been paid after taking into account the
service time reduction. The overpayment will be deducted in
monthly installments from Buenrostro’s pension over the next
four years. By the time Buenrostro is released from prison, he
will be collecting $141,228 annually from CalPERS. At the
time of Buenrostro’s severance from CalPERS in 2008, he was
earning $238,992 annually and would have been entitled to a
pension of $201,600.
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Just for Fun #4. What former member
of the New York Yankees settled a tax debt
with the Franchise Tax Board in 1993 for
less than the amount in dispute prompting
the following headline: “Ex-Yankee Takes
Clippers to Tax Bill”?

In a separate civil settlement, Buenrostro agreed to pay the
state $250,000 representing the amount he accepted as bribes
from Villalobos. That amount will be paid in five annual
installments commencing in August, 2021.

Joanne Sanders





In addition to the bribes,
Buenrostro was paid
another $367,000 in salary over two years while
working for Villalobos.
The civil settlement does
not require repayment of
the salary, but rather takes
into account Buenrostro’s
currently compromised
financial situation. If,
however, it turns out that
Buenrostro misrepresented
his financial situation, the
state can order him to pay
$1.8 million. Buenrostro
is 66 years old.

Wanna Make a Buck?

(Signature Gatherers Paid up to $5.50 per signature)
Looking to pick up a few bucks this campaign season?
Consider standing outside your local Walmart for a few hours
every morning collecting signatures to help qualify measures
for the ballot. California has set the gold standard for signature gatherers this year as some are paid as much as $5.50 per
signature. For some, gathering signatures has become a full
time job.
Why so much? A couple factors have led to the signature
bonanza.

boltstaffing.com

First, the number of signatures required to place a measure
on the ballot is determined by reference to the number of vot-

Clerical • Accounting • Industrial

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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stores, which predictably is backed by a trade group of plastic
bag manufacturers. Stockton farmer Dean Cortopassi has put
$4 million of his own money into an effort that would require
voter approval for any public works project that raises over
$2 billion, an attempt to derail Jerry Brown’s high speed train
(groan, if you must). Another measure would require actors in
adult films wear condoms.

ers who voted in the last general election. A record low voter
turnout in 2014 means the number of signatures required to
place a measure on the 2016 state ballot is a very manageable
365,880, down 28% from 2014 (which was based on higher
voter turnout in 2012). The lowest signature requirement in
years has spawned a record number of prospective measures.
Sponsors of those measures are forced to compete with one
another for the best signature gatherers.

Other measures qualifying for the November ballot include
a limit on the price paid by the state for prescription drugs
limiting the price to the amount paid by the U.S. Dept. of
Veterans Affairs and a restriction on the state’s ability to divert
hospital fees to its general fund thereby depriving the state of
federal funds under the Medicaid program. Also qualified for
the ballot is a measure by SEIU setting the state’s minimum
wage at $15. Governor Brown signed a similar law in April
and it remains to be seen if SEIU withdraws its measure.

Second, California now requires that all initiatives (except
those written by the Legislature) appear on general election
ballots, which has concentrated the number of measures appearing on the ballot in November as elections held in March
and June are no longer available.
The per signature price varies with $5.50 being on the upper
end. Gatherers have more traditionally been paid between
$1 and $3 per signature in prior California elections. Factors
such as the complexity or popularity of the measure for which
the signatures are being sought, how early or late the sponsors
of the measure started the process and of course the number
of competing measures looking to engage signature gatherers
all help determine the price. Many signature gatherers move
around from state to state as demand dictates. The best can
command travel and air fare expenses. Many carry several
petitions at the same time with the petition paying the highest
rate on top.

San Francisco Giants and County
Assessor Dispute Value of AT&T Park
The San Francisco Giants and the San Francisco County
Assessor are taking their dispute over the assessed value of
AT&T Park to the San Francisco Assessment Appeals Board.
Claiming the value of stadium is less than the $200 million
it cost to build it in 2000, the Giants argue that the 66-year
land lease for the property on which the stadium sits becomes
less valuable with each passing year. The Giants are seeking
property tax refunds for 2011 through 2014.

So grab your clipboard and head out for your nearest
Walmart.

San Francisco Assessor Carmen Chu set the 2014 value of
AT&T Park at $407 million while the Giants argue the value is
closer to $158 million.

Eight State Measures Heading to Ballot
in November
($9 Billion school construction bond tops the list)

Seven citizen-backed measures have collected enough
signatures to be placed on the November ballot and an eighth
Legislative-backed measure will round out the field. The
number of measures is expected to grow pending signature
verification by the Secretary of State.
Most noteworthy among the various offerings is a $9 billion
bond measure for school construction. The measure is apparently aimed primarily at building and repairing K-12 facilities.
We expect to learn more about this one in the coming months.
The Giants and the Assessor have disputed the stadium’s
value before. In 2003, the Assessment Appeals Board ruled
that the stadium’s value was $230 million and awarded the
Giants a $3.6 million property tax refund. A subsequent
agreement between the Giants and the Assessor that fixed
the assessed value of the ballpark expired in 2013. Chu took

The Legislative-backed measure seeks to repeal the 1998
voter-approved ban on multi-language instruction in public
schools.
The remaining citizen-backed measures include an attempt
to repeal a state law banning the use of plastic bags in grocery
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over as assessor in 2013 as the agreement was expiring and
promptly doubled the assessment.

Santa Rosa Budget, continued from page 1
As one might expect, any increase in revenue is immediately
met with an equal or greater increase in spending. Employee
salaries are increasing 5% while health care and other benefits
shoot up 11%. The city is adding 16 new employee positions
bringing the total workforce up to 1,265 (from a low of 1,197
in 2012 and a high of 1,377 in 2008). And new programs
to aid the homeless as well as to increase the city’s stock of
affordable housing are being funded as well.

Monthly Meetings
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.

Despite the new revenue and increased spending for new
projects, core services remain underfunded. The Public Works
Department estimates that $17 million is needed annually to
maintain the city’s deteriorating streets, yet only $5 million is
included for that purpose in the new budget. Councilmember
Julie Combs and City Manager Sean McGlynn were both
quoted in the Press Democrat as saying that roads funding
seems to be an “insurmountable problem.” We note that such
is apparently not the case for new affordable housing programs
and homeless services.

Upcoming Speakers:
July 21, 2016
Award

Lawrence McQuillan, Golden Fleece

August 18, 2016
District Supervisor

James Gore, Sonoma County 4th

Making matters worse for the city, Measure P, the quarter
cent “temporary” sales tax passed by Santa Rosa voters in
2008 is set to sunset in 2018, and with it $9 million in sales tax
revenue. While Measure P was sold to voters as a temporary
tax intended to help the city through the recession, and despite
rising property and sales tax revenues, the city has become dependent on Measure P to help offset ever increasing employee
pension costs. The city’s response to the impending loss of
temporary tax revenues has been to engage out-of-county
polling firms to poll its residents to find out if they’re willing
to reauthorize the tax, and if not, what additional taxes they
might support. It’s not yet determined what additional taxes
Santa Rosa residents will be asked to approve, but we will be
watching.

STORNETTA FARMS

September 15, 2016 Donna Dunk, Sonoma County AuditorController-Treasurer-Tax Collector.
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Sonoma County Taxpayers’ Association
Supes Seek Tax Increases, continued from page 1

ber general election ballot), the Supes sought voter approval
for another general purpose sales tax they said would be used
for road repairs (although the actual language of the measure
provided for a variety of services including free bus passes for
students and veterans). Measure A was resoundingly defeated
at the polls with 62% of voters expressing their distrust and
lack of confidence in unenforceable promises made by the
county’s elected officials.

in the county’s unincorporated areas (meaning the proceeds
need not be split with the county’s nine incorporated cities).
The tax increase is expected to raise $7.2 million annually
in new tax revenue. Alternatively, the Supes are considering
a 1/8 cent sales tax to be imposed countywide (the proceeds
of which would be shared with incorporated cities). Both
options appear to be specific taxes (meaning 2/3 voter approval is required), but the final version of the tax has not
yet been determined. The parks tax is said to be necessary
to start working through a $16 million backlog of deferred
maintenance items as well as to perhaps facilitate opening of
open space lands acquired by the Sonoma County Agricultural
Preservation and Open Space District.

Why the Supes think voter sentiment has changed in a
year is baffling. Relying on recent polling conducted by the
county and suggesting voters are receptive to the proposed
tax increases, the Supes seem emboldened to wade into the
tax swamp once more. Of course, and lest we forget, similar
polling producing nearly identical results for Measure A was
at the heart of last year’s special election. As the old maxim
provides, those who ignore history are doomed to repeat it.

Batting second in the tax lineup is a 3% increase to the
county’s transit occupancy tax (also known as the hotel bed
tax) from 9% to 12%. The tax increase is expected to generate
$4.8 million annually and said to be necessary for affordable
housing programs as well as a host of other general services.
Because of the vague and broad range of services for which
the proceeds may be directed, this tax will appear as a general
purpose tax (requiring a bare majority of voter support).
On deck is a third tax increase, this one a sales tax bump
said to be necessary to fund universal preschool programs and,
again, other general services. The specifics of this tax have
not yet been determined and it appears likely this one will be
deferred until the 2018 ballot.
Batting in the clean-up spot is the Sonoma County Library
that has already started its public sales pitch for a new tax with
glossy mailers landing in mailboxes across the county. Having swung and missed in its first attempt to extract additional
taxes from Sonoma County residents in 2014, the Library
is digging in and getting ready swing again. This one will
deserve special scrutiny as the Library claims additional funds
are needed to restore hours of operation and other services cut
when revenues dropped during the recession. What they’re
not telling the public is that current funding is back to its
prerecession levels, but instead of restoring hours and services,
the money has been diverted to newly created positions,
increases in salaries, public relations campaigns, and associated consultants.
The Supes’ timing for introducing these measures is certain
to raise eyebrows. Existing tax revenues are up 5.9% (working out to an additional $345 million in new tax revenue) over
last year as sales, property and hotel bed taxes continue to
reflect the steadily improving economy. Further, the lessons of
last year’s Measure A seem to have been forgotten.
In the Measure A special election held last June at a cost
to taxpayers of $450,000 (a cost that could have easily been
avoided had Measure A simply been included on the Novem-
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Sonoma County Taxpayers’ Association
Petaluma Budget, continued from page 1

On the revenue side of things, the council continues its
march toward placing some sort of sales tax measure on the
ballot in November. Encouraged by polling results showing
almost two-thirds of those polled think the city needs additional funding, council is looking at sales taxes between a half
cent and full cent for periods as long as thirty years. Polling
also confirms that voters are more inclined to support a tax
earmarked specifically for road repairs rather than a general
purpose tax such as that proposed by Measure Q in 2014.
Readers will recall that Measure Q was soundly defeated with
56.7% of voters voting against it.

of the cost being offset by fee increases. The new budget also
includes additional spending to cover the cost of adding a
new ambulance to the fleet along with associated salaries and
benefits for the new crew as well as higher retirement costs for
new and current employees. Another $1.2 million is anticipated to be spent on roof repairs and other maintenance to
the city’s fire stations and the Community Center at Lucchesi
Park. And salary and retirement expenses for all city employees continue to rise including a $836,000 increase in employer
contributions to employee retirement plans.
Looking further out, things are pretty grim. Though Petaluma has cut services and staff as it weathered through the recent
recession (funded employee positions are down from a high
of 350 at the beginning of the recession to 291 currently), the
city’s latest financial forecasts project it being unable to fund
even the reduced level of services currently being provided
much beyond 2017. For fiscal years beginning in 2017 and
beyond, structural deficits are expected unless the city finds a
way to further reduce its costs or raise new revenues.

Whereas a general purpose tax such as Measure Q requires
a bare majority to pass, a tax specifically earmarked (for roads
or any other purpose) faces a higher voter threshold needing
2/3 approval by voters. That higher threshold has proved a
daunting challenge in the past and perhaps carries the greatest
weight in shaping the type of tax proposal voters will see in
November.
Other factors influence the structure of any tax voters will
see. A moderate half-cent tax increase polls more favorably than a stiffer one cent rate. Likewise, a finite term (as
contrasted to Measure Q’s open-ended permanent tax) is
generally received more favorably by voters. The council’s
own enthusiasm is a factor as well. Measure Q was placed on
the ballot by a divided 5-2 vote of the city council. That split
decision told voters that the council itself was not in agreement on the measure. Greater efforts at obtaining consensus
among the council members themselves is to be expected this
time around.

Curiously, even though Petaluma is able to balance the
current year budget only thanks to monies left over from last
year and is facing growing deficits moving forward, the city’s
actual general fund revenues are up a substantial 31% over
the past five years. Much of that growth is attributable to a
steadily recovering economy that is generating greater sales,
hotel and property tax revenues. Some of the growth is also
attributable to the new Target and Friedman Brothers shopping
centers that bring in additional annual sales tax revenues of $1
million.
But while income has grown 31% over five years, expenses
have grown an even greater 37% during the same period.
Readers of this newsletter will not be surprised to learn that
skyrocketing employee pension and benefit expenses are the
primary reason the city is facing so much red ink notwithstanding a 31% increase in revenue. Those employee pension
and benefit expenses are up a staggering 65% over the past
five years. Demonstrating further how serious the problem is,
the portion of the general fund needed to pay for those pensions and benefits increased from 24% to 28% in the last year
(five year figures were unavailable). As more and more of
the general fund is diverted to pay for employee pensions and
benefits, there remains a steadily shrinking share left to pay for
other city services such as roads, parks, building maintenance,
ambulances and firetrucks.
So, what are they going to do about it? Reducing expenses
seems unlikely. Any meaningful reduction to pension and
benefit expenses must be negotiated through collective bargaining with city’s employee unions, and primarily the police
and fire unions. But with the city council majority beholden
to the police and fire unions for campaign support, there is
little appetite among council members to push the unions for
concessions.

SoCoTax led the opposition against Measure Q in 2014
and co-authored along with Mayor David Glass and Council
Member Teresa Barrett the ballot argument opposing the
measure. No position on November’s offering has yet been
taken and we await the final version before making any such
determination.
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SoCoTax is sensitive to the fact that road repairs have
historically been funded through gas tax revenues and those
revenues are in decline as electric vehicles become more common and gasoline powered vehicles become more efficient. It
is evident that a new source of funding is necessary. At the
same time, we are equally sensitive to the fact that Petaluma
has discontinued its general fund contributions to the roads
maintenance budget in order to pay for skyrocketing compensation and retirement benefits for its employees. Certainly
any commitment by the council to restore its general fund
contributions would be viewed favorably.

Sonoma County Taxpayers’ Association

Our Distribution

The Last Word

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.

By Dan Drummond

An Open Letter to
Santa Rosa City
Manager Sean
McGlynn
Dear Sean,
Thank you once again for your
time discussing with me our
concerns regarding Santa Rosa’s
new Fountaingrove fire station.
We understand of course that
possible litigation limits your
ability to discuss this matter in
detail. Nevertheless, it appears the city was forced to spend
nearly $200,000 and considerable staff time correcting design
errors made in the construction of the new station. It appears
further from statements made to the local media by your
public works director that the city initially had little interest in
seeking reimbursement of these costs from the parties responsible. We are of course pleased to learn the city is now taking
the matter more seriously and is currently exploring available
remedies.

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.

Tearing out and rebuilding brand new kitchens, bathrooms
and other amenities that were designed without due consideration for the accessibility requirements of the federal
Americans with Disabilities Act is a frustrating experience
and wasteful use of limited taxpayer resources. Given Santa
provides
andit good serRosa’s pastindicates
experienceit with
ADA good
issuesquality
and thewater
fact that
remains subject
vice.to a federal order requiring buildings and other
city-owned facilities be brought into compliance, we are at
It is currently
an once
attempt
byfind
a community
a loss to understand
how thebattling
city could
again
itself
group
to
establish,
by
eminent
domain,
a
Service
ensnared in ADA compliance issues.
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District in its service area. (In September the
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vide a “40%” reduction in rates. Cal-Am claims that
the PUC does not approve this proposal than rates cou
be increased by 52%. There was a feasibility study
performed by an independent agency, and paid for by
the Sonoma County Water Agency to determine if a

Sonoma County Taxpayers’ Association
During our conversation you reaffirmed your commitment
to openness and transparency in city government. For that
you are to be commended. Openness and transparency in this
particular case is acute. As you and the city attorney continue
your respective investigations into this matter and seek restitution from those responsible, we offer a friendly word of advice
that any good work you and the city attorney accomplish in
this matter will be for naught if any settlement is reached the
terms of which cannot be publicly disclosed.

Just for Fun Answers. #1. Ronald Reagan. The show was
filmed in 1975 after he served as governor of California and
before he was elected president. #2. The nose (partial credit
given if you said the ears). According to a 1927 story in the
Los Angeles Times, “Long Roman noses pay in some cases
two or three times more than shorter noses. The Dalai Lama
is a genius in this business of tangled taxation. Last year he
invented an ear tax, making the Tibetans contribute to the
state treasury according to the number of ears they possessed,
gladdening the hearts of the taxpayers who had had an ear
cut off, in some cases to enhance their beauty and others as
punishment.” #3. Peter Ueberroth. Ueberroth served as the
commissioner of baseball from 1984 to 1989. He also chaired
the U.S. Olympic Committee in 1984 and ran for governor in
the 2003 recall of Gray Davis finishing sixth in the field of 135
candidates. #4. Joe DiMaggio.
“The Yankee Clipper” settled a
$611,909 tax bill by agreeing to
pay $367,147. No other details
were released by DiMaggio or
the FTB. DiMaggio earned
$100,000 in 1951, his last year
as a player.

Confidentiality and nondisclosure provisions are common
in settlements of disputed matters. Such provisions may serve
well the private interest of one or more of the parties to the
settlement, but in cases of public interest where the actions of
those entrusted with the management of public funds are at
issue and the credibility of elected officials is at stake, such
provisions serve only to further the growing public mistrust of
government officials.
The Sonoma County Taxpayers’ Association encourages an
aggressive effort by Santa Rosa officials to recover on behalf
of taxpayers expenditures that appear to have been made
necessary solely by the errors of design professionals engaged
by the city to navigate ADA compliance. If it turns out at the
conclusion of your investigation that the designers hired by
the city fulfilled their professional responsibilities and fault
lies elsewhere, that too needs to be made known.
Regardless of the outcome, openness and transparency
require the public be fully informed. Any nondisclosure or
confidentiality provision impeding the public’s right to know
will tell the public that openness and transparency is little
more than slogan. Please do not let that be the case.
Thank you again for your time and willingness to discuss
this matter. We look forward to continuing the conversation.
Regards,
Dan

Working with our agency is not taxing.

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