Supes candidates confront the issues           Friday, April 25, 2008
Four debates already, with three to go
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It's still six weeks to the primary election on June 3, and the four candidates in the 1st District Supervisor's race have had four debates - with three more scheduled.

Sonoma Valley residents squeezed into the Boys & Girls Club Valley of the Moon on April 15, to hear the candidates answer questions about the Valley.

The event was sponsored by the Sonoma Valley Chamber of Commerce and the Index-Tribune.

Incumbent Valerie Brown and challengers Will Pier, Dave Reber and Lawrence Wiesner talked about the challenges facing the county and the Valley in the future.

The questions were substantive - no dog-and-pony show questions such as "why aren't you wearing a flag pin on your lapel," although the candidates were initially limited to one-minute answers.

With questions ranging from the gang problem to water issues to the hospital, the four showed a variety of differing opinions.

Asked the whether or not the 1st District has the worst infrastructure in the county, Wiesner said the district does suffer from a bad infrastructure and needs more funding. Brown disputed the inference and said the 5th District has the worst infrastructure. She pointed out that work will be starting sometime in late summer on the Highway 12 redevelopment project.

Pier said he's heard infrastructure complaints, especially about Arnold Drive and the lack of bike lanes. And he suggested using bike paths to connect schools, parks and wineries. Reber said the entire county is in bad shape and pointed to Sonoma Mountain Road which has been closed for 27 months.

He also said the county underfunds its road maintenance budget.

On the issue of substance abuse and teen violence, Reber said the county needs a plan of action and said the county can't arrest its way out of the problem. Wiesner said the main substance abuse problem is marijuana and pointed to the 99 plant limit allowed for medical marijuana users.

Brown, who sits on the Methamphetamine Task Force, said the murder in Maxwell Park last fall was a call to action that required the school district, nonprofits and the public working together to find a solution. Pier pointed out that since the murder, a new grassroots nonprofit, United Community Resources  for Youth - or UCRY - has been formed and that the county needs to reach out.

The candidates were again divided when it came to the question of Sonoma annexing the Springs.

Brown said the first thing that has to happen is for Sonoma residents to vote on whether or not they want to expand the urban growth boundary.

Wiesner said that they should ask the people what they want. Pier echoed that and said the Springs must drive the question, not the city. Reber didn't like the idea of annexation by the city.

Even though the supervisors have no jurisdiction over Sonoma Valley Hospital, the four were asked what they could do to support a new facility.

Reber acknowledged that the county doesn't have any jurisdiction, but vowed to do everything he could to help the hospital.

Pier said he supports the joint powers agreement that the hospital has signed with Palm Drive, Healdsburg and Mendocino Coast hospitals.

He also said that care should be distributed more widely into the communities. Wiesner suggested that the hospital pass a parcel tax much like Healdsburg Hospital did.

And Brown said that she has supported every measure that the hospital has put on the ballot - the two parcel tax elections and the two general obligation bond issues.

The four will again meet at 7 p.m. Monday, May 5, at the Berger Center, 301 White Oak Drive in Oakmont; at 7 p.m. Tuesday, May 6, at the Creekside recreation center, 159 Avenida Barbera in Sonoma; and at 7:15 p.m. Tuesday, May 27, at Friend's House, 684 Benecia Drive in Santa Rosa.

