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The recent and ongoing council action regarding the need to layoff some employees seem a microcosm of what’s happening with our national financial meltdown.  In both cases, why were all the responsible people surprised?  If a Treasury Secretary and our city council can’t see these things coming, why are they being paid so much? (Just kidding, Council)

In our case, the council imposed what amounted to a growth moratorium for most of the last two years.  This was put in place for some reason I never understood (the water was there irregardless of the General Plan projections). Didn’t anyone understand that those employees whose job was to manage the process of shepherding development, (from new homes to major retail proposals), through the process wouldn’t have much to do if development was stopped?  Didn’t they understand that if fewer projects were being processed, fewer fees would be being collected?

Excusing the council for not thinking of this on their own, how come everyone was surprised?  From a conspiracy/secrecy point of view, they may have been informed by the former city manager but declined to act.  From a lack of management oversight point of view, maybe the former city manager was able to keep them in the dark because there’s no council member responsible for overseeing him.

It is interesting that more difficult decisions have faced the council since the new city manager came aboard.  Perhaps the Press Democrat article of 7/5/08 reporting a 36% increase in base payroll in three years got someone’s attention.  While the city grew by about 1% during those years the number of employees grew by 13%.  Something is definitely wrong here.

The current problem triggering layoffs needs more than a “layoff personnel until the budget balances” response.

The City Council and city manager have a legitimate responsibility to generate enough revenue to run the city in the manner the public desires. This accounts for the council’s interest in retail development. Sales tax is the best source of additional revenue. 

Everything from approval of new building to providing recreation facilities to fixing potholes requires money.  This means making decisions that don’t conflict with each other.

The council’s decision to stop new building directly conflicted with its responsibility to fund a continuing planning operation.  It was surprising to see those council members most behind the building moratorium, which caused the problem, also be the ones voting against laying off planners whose permit-generated income they caused to end.

As less building fees were collected so were less traffic mitigation fees, less recreation fees, less school fees, etc.  You can’t have it both ways, no growth but lots of revenue.

And maybe all this will circle around to the similarity between the national and local situations.  When things appear to be going well, no one wants to upset the cart by asking questions.  But, given human nature, shouldn’t those we put in charge act as if bad news will be kept from them? Why do legislators only react to problems instead of sometimes taking action to avoid problems?

Our city manager form of government makes it easy for our local elected officials to sit and wait until problems are brought to their attention.  If this is going to be the case, then why don’t they give management instructions to keep them informed of developing problems?

It’s easy for me to sit here and say these things, as I have no responsibility for running government, national or local.  But I’ve worked in the federal government and been involved in local government.  It is seldom that anything comes in under budget or on time.  Yet government officials constantly accept without question budgets and schedules presented to them.

Perhaps elected officials should take the position that while staff isn’t their enemy, at times it’s also not their friend.

