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Vergis 8

Sydney Vergis
City Issues

· What do you feel is an ideal growth rate in Davis?

Rather than define a fixed growth rate, let’s begin a dialogue around planning for our long-term needs. The City has approved over 500 housing units that have remained unbuilt (as of Fall); and West Village will represent a 220-acre mixed use development consisting of housing for 500 faculty and staff members and their families, plus 3,000 students (westvillage.ucdavis.edu). Additionally, the City has met our Regional Housing Needs Allocation (our ‘share’ of the region’s growth as mandated by the Sacramento Area Council of Governments (SACOG)) through the year 2013. During this recession, I am advocating that we take the time to engage in a community-based dialogue regarding whether we have the range of housing needed to provide for our residents, anywhere from students to first time home buyers to downsize options for seniors; and also take the time to talk about whether our existing range of City services is appropriate given our community needs. 

In terms of visioning for locations, the Housing Element, as developed by the 2013 General Plan/Housing Update Steering Committee, is the best place to start. This group of 15 community members ranged significantly in ideas and visions- and yet came together to rank best locations and densities for new housing development. I sat in on many Committee meetings and was impressed by both the process and product. This, and the City’s Housing Needs Assessment form a solid foundation for a community discussion about our future. 

· High housing and rental prices, as well as a vacancy rate of less than 1%, cause 8,000 UC Davis students to live outside of the City of Davis. How will you work to create affordable housing in Davis? 

The 2009 UC Davis Apartment Vacancy Report noted that the apartment vacancy rate had increased to 3.2 percent, and rental rates rose a little over one percent. In 2008, the apartment vacancy rate was 0.8 percent, and the average rental-rate increase was a little over four percent. Below is a great summary table from the 2009 Report, summarizing fall enrollment numbers and apartment vacancy rates. 

YEAR ENROLLMENT APARTMENTS RATE 

2000             26,094            8,228             0.5 

2001             27,292             8,636             0.3 

2002             29,087             8,600             0.2 

2003             30,229             9,200             1.7 

2004             30,065             8,790             3.3 

2005             29,637             8,750             4.2 

2006             30,475             8,740             1.8 

2007             30,685             8,634             0.7 

2008             31,426             8,469             0.8 

2009             32,153            8,720            3.2 

Based on historical fluctuations in enrollment, projected enrollment contained in the 2003 UC Davis Long Range Development Plan, student commuting, and declines in biking/walking mode shares, I believe that it’s time to get serious about collaborative planning efforts between UC Davis and the City of Davis. 

The 2003 UC Davis Long Range Development Plan projected UC Davis enrollment to grow from 27,000 to 30,000 by 2015  – and in addition to planning for West Village, it also plans for another 1,300 student living spaces on-campus (dependent on availability of funding).  But in these budget times, there is a lot of uncertainty especially with regard to enrollment curtailment mandated by the UC Board of Regents (beginning to cut freshmen enrollment by 2,300 students across UCD, UCDI, UCR, UCSD, UCSC, and UCSB for the 2009-10 academic year).   UCD projections based on this mandate, were 400 fewer freshmen, and 12 fewer MD students (universityofcalifornia.edu). 

If the University continues to build student housing, it is imperative that the City Council work with UCD to ensure a smooth and welcoming transition between the university and city limits. Students housed on campus should be able to walk and bike easily to recreational/work/community opportunities within the City. 

Davis has one of the most ambitious affordable housing ordinances in the state- By capitalizing and applying good long term land use planning principles (smart growth) to existing infill sites (of which Davis has over 200- acres), we can optimize the use of existing resources to provide for our needs. 

One of the main issues with only relying on UC Davis to house more students, is that then on-campus students cannot vote in City elections. I see the review and findings of the above mentioned of the Housing Element Steering Committee as the foundation for any future discussion of comprehensive & collaborative planning. Lets work with the community and UCD to assess feasibility of different sites and start talking about how to provide for any existing or future need. Some possible sites within the City could include the Nishi site (nestled south of the Mondavi Center, which would required a Measure J vote and transportation assess challenges), high ranking ‘infill sites’, or facilitating ‘granny flats’, second smaller units with existing housing units.
· What is your understanding of the nature of the city's fiscal problems and how do you suggest we address these problems in the coming council session? 

The City is facing declines in its projected sales, property, and transient occupancy tax revenues, employee contracts negotiated during different economic times, newly quantified unfunded liabilities due to implementation of GASB 45, the pressure to retain and improve existing levels of service, and another state threat to make a grab for our Redevelopment funds. In June, two new Council members will be elected and as of January 2011, the majority of the Council will be new. For that reason, I see great value in adopting more intensive budget hearings, as opposed to broad brushed quarterly budget updates that the Council currently receives, to facilitate Council and community understanding of City operations and processes. This knowledge will be imperative in developing a workable budget, establishing City Council and community driven funding priorities, identifying opportunities for more efficient operations, continued conversation regarding the most effective options for funding retiree health benefits, and a baseline for future employee contract negotiations. 

In my experience in municipal finance, I have found that often, once a jurisdiction establishes a new program and funding- these programs will automatically remain on the books, year after year. Taking the time to fully understand each City program and funding area, may shine light on programs that my not be in alignment with existing needs and could instead provide resources for current Council and community priorities- whether it be for environmental initiatives, bolstering our underfunded Davis Community Transit program, or social services for underserved demographics within the Davis community. 

We also need to examine the cumulative impacts that our recent reorganization efforts have had on our various departments. For example, what kind of loss of efficiencies has occurred by simply freezing positions as employees leave or retire- instead, what would a Council and community driven list of program funding priorities look like; what kind of unforeseen costs might homeowners incur as a result of shifting General Fund employees to Enterprise Fund positions (self supporting, fee-based programs) and have these employees been shifted to positions that maximizes the use of their background and training; and should we be creating more transparency in reporting requirements in accounting for the 4.5 million dollars that the City spends annually on contract services. Additionally, we need to look at each program for impending challenges. For example, as I mentioned at the Transportation Forum, we have a transportation program that is barely hanging on and currently providing basic services through one-time sources of funding (like bond funding and ARRA funds). 

It is also time for creative, multi-government, fiscal solutions such as reducing the costs of municipal operations by partnering with the County and the school district by increasing the use of shared facilities and resources. We must remain diligent on employee compensation issues as well. Overall, my guiding principle with regard to budget and employee contract issues is to thoroughly examine service and program needs, and consider what is fair, equitable, and sustainable with regard to employee compensation and benefits.

Our new Council will have to hit the ground running to overcome many of our fiscal challenges; I would like to offer my professional experience as a land use planner, municipal finance consultant, and experience working as a site rep within my former Union.

· Do you believe that a councilmember can effectively negotiate with an employee group from whom they accepted campaign donations? 

I have not solicited or received endorsement or contributions from any city employee group; however, we are lucky to have many good examples of local Democrats, who, with the help of labor been elected to office and served our community well, including our  current US Representative, State Senator, Assembly Member, and County Supervisors. They also are making tough budget and employment decisions- on labor policy and, direct employment and employee negotiation decisions. 

On a broader scale, true to our party platform, I do not believe in denying the rights of union “members (to) engage in political activities.” I am concerned about the ramifications that the Supreme Court decision to not limit corporate spending in candidate elections may result in drowning out the vote of the people- which is the voice that leaders need to be focused on- not the will of corporate America.

I am honored to have the endorsement of the Central Committee, the Yolo County Young Democrats, the Sacramento Harry S. Truman Club, the Sacramento Central Labor Council, and the Local Operating Engineers No. 3, and I hope I can count on your support as well- because I believe that even though this is a non-partisan race, partisan issues still matter at the local level. 

The U.S. is facing a complicated fiscal future- we have been fighting in two optional wars that have very human, social and economic consequences, and suffering from the fallout from an unregulated financial market. This is impacting us at all levels of government and at home. 

I love being a Democrat; we understand that balancing a budget simply on the backs on working families is irresponsible, and that pro-actively working to seek out creative solutions first and then working in partnership with employee groups to determine not only what is fair for the employee but what is also sustainable for the City, is the right thing to do.  If the City finds itself in the position where we need to re-visit contract terms after or in the midst of multi-year contracts, we will need leaders who are willing to engage in collaborative discussions, based on mutual respect and trust, with our bargaining groups. I am supportive of our Party’s platform, overall, but particularly with regard to workers rights.

Student Issues 

· Do you believe that students and faculty living on campus, including those living in the West Village expansion, should be enfranchised for city elections?

In my view, there is no doubt that UCD students and faculty are vital members of this community. The University is part of the County, and thus those living on-campus can vote in County elections. The annexation process is governed by the Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Act, and the ultimate decision maker in the annexation decision would be Yolo LAFCo. Part of any annexation discussion must consider (by law) a number of elements including: a plan for providing police, fire, road, water, wastewater services; quantifying the impact of annexation on existing levels of service; and developing a tax sharing agreement between the City and the County. The County would have to agree to the annexation, but in a September memo, the County has stated that it is not interested (West Village represents about $232,000 per year to the cash-strapped County, in property taxes). I would support annexation for the purposes of voter enfranchisement if it came before the Council and if it were fiscally feasible, if the Village could remain affordable after annexation, and if the provision and cost of services were reasonable.

Living on-campus is much like living in other communities that currently are established on the periphery of the city limits (like El Macero or the Binning Tract.) In the meantime, this group and other politically active groups have the unique opportunity to not only lobby the County to reconsider, and/or to team to work with the County provide voter registration information to freshman leaving the dorms to live within the City limits, to ensure civic engagement. Increasing local involvement amongst young voters is something that I feel particularly passionate about, and have been working on as a member (and former chair and vice chair) with the Yolo County Young Democrats. 

· How can the City of Davis better promote a positive relationship with the university and its students? 

Having leaders who understand that the University and the City have the same constituency is a good first step. The second is continuing to work together on programs such as the formalized Commissions like the City-UCD Student Liaison Commission, expansion of the Unitrans system which is a model for University/City/School District cooperation, and continuing to strengthen the existing “Good Neighbor Initiative” (endorsed by the City, UC Davis, and ASUCD), designed to improve relations between student and community members through Block Parties that gave neighbors a change to get to know each other and share information regarding pertinent City regulations. One of my top five priorities (listed in my 2010 Vanguard candidate response) is that I am interested in facilitating adoption of a new renter education guide and updated Davis Model Lease. The City-UCD Student Liaison Commission has prioritized both of these items this year; both are very important to me and will have a positive impact on our renter population. Our Model Lease is antiquated and was last updated over 10 years ago – at the very minimum, I believe it needs updates to its legal provisions, and information regarding the return of security deposits and interest rate calculations should be clear. 

· How will you ensure that the needs of students, including safe entertainment options, are met in downtown Davis? 

First, we must ensure that our downtown core remains a vital place for eating, socializing, shopping and other forms of entertainment. This can be enhanced by making sure we continue to provide good access from the University and student housing to the downtown area by bike, walking, and transit services. I would like to see the City, DDBA, and ASUCD work together to expand the current on-campus meal plan to not only be able to be used at a small segment of participating food vendors in Davis, but be able to be used at all Davis businesses. The more students that frequent the Downtown, the more financial incentive a range of businesses have to locate downtown. The City/ASUCD Entertainment Partnership established in 2008 was a great way to start thinking about providing more of a range of entertainment options through free concerts in Central Park- let’s talk about other types of entertainment that the City and student leadership could develop. During my time as a UCD undergraduate, there were not many options for entertainment downtown- as a City, I would like to see us get creative about how to welcome students through collaboration between the City/Student Liaison Commission, City Council, and ASUCD. 

Social Issues 

· How will you address homelessness in Davis?
The last US Census accounted for 120 homeless persons living in Davis. The City currently contains a range of resources for the homeless including non-profit shelters (Davis Community Meals cold shelter and transitional housing), community voicemail, free Unitrans passes for seniors and disabled persons, and food (free sack lunches from the Davis Community Church, and vegetarian meals through Food Not Bombs). The best thing that we, as a community can do, is continue to educate ourselves regarding the extensive resources currently available in the City so that we can contribute to related non-profits, instead of handouts. Addressing homelessness must begin with the recognition that this is an issue that extends outside our city limits, and we must work with regional partners, like the County and related non-profits, to ensure that members of our community are getting the help they need. I am supportive of the DPD’s Community Advisory Board, established in 2005, as a way to communicate community concerns with Police Department activities.
· Two issues that have come up at UC Davis are fee increases and hate crimes. What role should the city play in promoting an affordable education and a hate-free community?
I want the University and City to be safe for all. As a member of the Graduate and Profession Student Advisory Committee to the Chancellor, this is something I have been very focused on. We are one of the few campus groups who are allotted scheduled time with the Chancellor, and we used our last meeting to highlight the recommendations of the Black Student Union. I believe in the power of cooperation, collaboration, and working to make sure we are all supporting each other- on or off campus. 

Environmental Issues 

· How can we utilize land use policies to better promote carbon reduction?
I want to see Davis on the environmental forefront, implementing green policies that help save taxpayer dollars, help create a stable economy, and contribute to a cleaner environment. 

With uncertainty facing employees at the state and university levels, I believe now is the time to start talking about growing an economy of stability by promoting job diversification in green industries. One of the most powerful policy tool that a City has is its Zoning Code- other jurisdictions have been able to pro-actively recruit University spin offs and green incubators by streamlining land use and policy incentives in their Zoning Code by creating ‘green zoning districts.’ Davis should be a natural hub for University spin offs and green incubators, and if we facilitate these business locating in our vacant store fronts, they would be great anchors for existing business. This has multiple economic and community building benefits- in addition to providing more post-graduation employment opportunities and promoting job diversification, it can provide us, as residents the opportunity to invest locally in a sustainable lifestyle (like low flow irrigation systems, rainwater catchment systems, etc). 

As an AICP certified planner, I believe in staying true to the principles of Smart Growth and the Ahwahnee Principles for Resource-Efficient Communities (http://www.lgc.org/ahwahnee/principles.html).

· Will you advocate for alternative street designs to promote safer bicycling and multi-street use? 

Yes! Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood recently stated that walking and riding are “an important component for livable communities.” “People across America who value bicycling should have a voice when it comes to transportation planning,” LaHood wrote, “This is the end of favoring motorized transportation at the expense of non-motorized.” I agree- Let's move past planning for bike and pedestrian infrastructure as an afterthought. There is a lot of work to be done to ensure that our existing bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure is maintained, safety improvements implemented, and work to increase connectivity between areas within the City, as well as increased connectivity between Davis, UCD, and surrounding communities. 

With the State implementation of AB 32 and a shifted federal focus towards 'complete streets' and 'livable streets', grant opportunities to invest in infrastructure that will contribute to lessening carbon emissions will be and are available. We should be looking for ways to increase and leverage our existing bicycle/pedestrian project funding by pro-actively working to obtain grant funding for the priority bike projects that have already been identified- whether it be through the Caltrans Bicycle Transportation Account (BTA funds), the California Bike Lane Account, Safe-Routes-to-School program (also administered by Caltrans), SACOG grant funding, or given Secretary LaHood's voiced support of transportation alternatives, federal surface transportation funds. 

I would also like to see us examine the feasibility of implementing European-style roadway improvements. For example, many European countries actively design their transportation infrastructure to decrease the probability that cars making right hand turns at intersections will collide with bikes traveling straight- by moving the ’stop’ line for cars back and allowing bikes to take up the first spots at stops. 

A few other points that are contained in my “Three Point Plan to Bring the Bike Back” (http://www.sydneyvergis.com/bikeback.html): 

Augment our General Plan transportation “Level of Service” definition to include a quantification not just of automotive wait times at intersections, but also other modeships such as bicycle and pedestrian wait times. 

Aggressively implement cost-efficient and effective bike safety infrastructure- e.g. through double striping, which can create a significant visual barrier for cars, thus increasing perceived and real increases in safety between different modes of transportation. 

Establish Bike Parking Policies to ensure appropriate quantity and location of bike parking 

Maintain and extend our extensive system of bike paths. Establish high minimum standards for new bike infrastructure. 

I believe that we should prioritize projects that alleviate significant safety concerns and then focus on projects that will help increase connectivity. A few ideas: 

Anderson- Especially near Cesar Chavez elementary school (Anderson and Rutgers). I believe that strategic traffic calming measures, beyond what had been implemented is necessary to improve safety, particularly around the school. 

University access. Implementing better native landscaping and more generous bike paths on Third Street will create a more fluid connection between the University and City. This is also a "City of Davis Comprehensive Bicycle Plan” goal. 

The Little League under crossing at H Street. This is an incredibly awkward and dangerous under-crossing. Recent striping in the under crossing has done little to alleviate the abrupt turn and steep slope- serious reconsideration should be given to engineering design and grading.

Downtown. As the downtown core becomes increasingly congested with pedestrian, bike, and vehicular traffic- we must take steps to decrease collisions and conflicts between the different modes.  Double striping and increasing signage regarding bike friendliness can help raise awareness and create visual barriers. I am also interested in re-addressing the safety trade-offs inherent in diagonal parking options, and getting creative about increasing bicycle parking (on-street bike parking, establishing standards for employee bike parking, etc).

5th Street Corridor. Now that the SACOG funding for this project has been approved, lets work to ensure that the selected design is implemented in a way that maximizes bicyclist/pedestrian safety, provides for efficient multi-modal access to the downtown core, and enhances the aesthetic value of that corridor. 

One of the topics I spoke about during my 2008 campaign and that I am still very committed to is raising the profile of not just "Davis as a Destination," but also Davis as a Bicycle Destination. We can do this not only by implementing the goals of the City Bicycle Plan, but also, as I wrote in a 2010 Davis Bicycles! column of the Enterprise, establishing a bike rental kiosk at the Amtrak station, so that people from out of town who are interested in visiting the U.S. Bicycling Hall of Fame or Farmers Market or frequenting our shops, can take the train, get off, and rent a bike right there at the station. This can help decrease dependence on the automobile, help to further attract visitors, and nurture our culture of bicycle.
