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Now that the mercury has dropped in Napa’s political thermometer, focus can shift to the messages left behind by voters.

Countywide, the most surprising communiqué came from a sales tax.

Polling done by the county had indicated Measure T, the half-cent sales tax initiative to bolster road maintenance funding, had a good chance of hitting its required two-thirds threshold. But few, if any, expected three-quarters of Napa voters to vote in favor of writing that 25-year, $282 million check, especially considering that just six years ago a road maintenance tax was trounced at the Napa ballot box.

But while there was some clue Measure T might pass, statewide polling for the California Proposition 30 tax to support education budgets looked less favorable. California voters indeed passed that tax with Napa’s acceptance sharply outpacing the state. Fifty-nine percent of county voters said yes to Prop. 30.

The Napa electorate is willing to pay to better its community — at least where its roads and education are concerned.

And voters expressed trust in county leadership in a variety of ways. Longtime incumbent Mark Luce withstood the challenge of Napa City Councilman Mark van Gorder in the District 2 supervisor’s race. Voters also showed faith in local government through the rejection of Measure U, which would have usurped the legislative process to rezone three parcels of Pacific Union College property.

Precinct tallies showed that countywide campaigns — like those for Angwin-specific Measure U — must still look to the population centers for their support. If a countywide measure is to pass, it can only do so by winning in Napa’s two largest communities, the cities of Napa and American Canyon. Napa’s wealth may reside Upvalley, but the voting power remains in the south.

Voters in those southernmost cities made interesting city choices as well. Napa re-elected Jill Techel for a third term as mayor and American Canyon picked Leon Garcia for a fourth term — and changed his term from two years to four. But new members will also be coming onto each council. Kenneth Leary won a first term on the American Canyon City Council. Napa chose Scott Sedgley and Alfredo Pedroza to represent the city, bypassing incumbent Jim Krider. Interestingly, of the seven Napa council candidates, only Pedroza and Sedgley were born in Napa.

In every partisan race, Napa favored the Democratic candidate, including an eighth term for homegrown U.S. Rep. Mike Thompson.

What Napa voters didn’t favor was the three-week wait Registrar of Voters John Tuteur forced them to sit through before updating his Election Day tally. Residents and candidates expressed concern over Tuteur’s counting process, which kept the results of nearly 25,000 ballots a mystery for three full weeks after the election.

The process created anxiety, but the delay didn’t change any results. Those leading on election night were still leading when the vote was certified on Nov. 27.

The local voting turnout ranked among the best in California, but still fell below 80 percent of registered voters, and was down 4 percent from the 2008 presidential election.

Considering the nation’s voracious appetite for debate on the economy, health care, immigration and social change, the lessened response at the polls is disappointing.

By 2016, it will likely be possible in California to register to vote on the day of the election. Hopefully that will help empower more Napans to take an active role in deciding the future of local, state and national government.

