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As our political culture goes these days, Proposition 1E, the proposed $4.1 billion flood prevention bond on California's November ballot, is just another piece of ordinary business.

It promises enough in levee repairs and other flood control structures to make it look as if the governor and the Legislature are really doing something. It will be repaid from the general fund and doesn't seem to call on anyone to pay higher taxes.

And it doesn't ask anything in the way of additional responsibility or costs from developers or property owners in the sinking floodplains of the Central Valley.

What a deal.

A package of bills in the Legislature in the summer would have imposed some additional checks on the rampant development in flood-prone areas. Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger and Senate President Pro Tem Don Perata, D-Oakland, bowing to the building industry, quietly mugged them. The next day the builders kicked in a half-million dollars to a Perata-controlled campaign committee.

Despite all that, the bond probably deserves a hold-your-nose Yes vote. The danger posed by the Valley's eroding levees, some undermined by subsiding land, or threatened by increasing runoff from urban areas encroaching on agricultural land or simply plagued by lack of maintenance, is just too great. In some places, people are living on land that's 25 feet lower than the water level on the other side of the levees.

But that urgency makes the larger policy failure all the more scandalous. At River Islands near Lathrop, developers are planning to build 11,000 homes and a major retail center on "super-levees" adjacent to a San Joaquin Valley area that was flooded in 1997. Had it not been for the diversion of water into that area during the downpours of that El Niño winter, Stockton would have been flooded. "We dodged a bullet," said Assemblywoman Lois Wolk, D-Davis, who was the author of one of those bills.

The developers of River Islands announced last spring they had a letter from FEMA, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, declaring that with the levees that were being built there, the site was no longer in danger. How's that for reassurance? For those still not assured, two months later a 4-1 majority of the state Reclamation Board, all named by the governor and headed by Cheryl Bly-Chester, who'd promised "to rein in out-of-control regulatory agencies," gave the project its blessing.

Schwarzenegger had summarily sacked the previous board, which had questioned floodplain developments such as River Islands and Plumas Lake, some 20 miles north of Sacramento.

The problem is not just the safety of the River Islanders or the Plumas Lakers, but that every new levee and channel and every acre of floodplain to which winter runoff can't be diverted adds more stress to existing waterways and more danger to existing communities, including Sacramento, one of the most flood-prone places in the country.

More than once in the past half-century, holes have been punched in Sacramento River levees during heavy rainfalls to divert water to adjacent farmlands and protect downstream residents. The more those farmlands are occupied, the worse the options. 

Combine that with the near-certainty that global warming will raise the snow level in the Sierra and thus increase rainfall and pour yet more runoff into those waterways, and you have the makings of major disasters.

Ultimately, it's the state that's responsible for the damage caused by levee failures, not the local agencies that open low-lying acreage to development. A bill by Assemblyman Dave Jones, D-Sacramento, would have required liability for such failures to be shared by local and state governments, but pressure from developers and the state Building Industry Association killed it, too.

If the bill had passed, an industry letter said, "housing that tens of thousands of families look to us to produce in growing areas of the Central Valley would simply not get built." It might at least not be getting built in Central Valley bathtubs for people who, like 98 percent of San Joaquin County homeowners, have no flood insurance.

California's porous flood protection program (or nonprogram) isn't all that different from its transportation policies. The state's proposed $19.9 billion highway bond, on the November ballot, would also be charged to the general taxpayer -- some $39 billion, counting interest -- not to the motorists and truckers who use the roads. 

In an era when the gas tax doesn't even pay for road maintenance, it's a policy inviting more congestion long before the bonds are paid off. Anyone have the moxie to call for higher gas taxes? 

The bonds on the November ballot probably should pass, but none amounts to anything near a comprehensive policy to address the problem it supposedly deals with. They do, however, provide politicians grasping for leverage to lift themselves from the pits of voter disapproval an opportunity to show collegiality. Put it all under the heading of necessary and irresponsible.
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