Premature bill could hurt port 

Still time to negotiate a truce 
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It's easy to see why legislation to change the way the Port of Hueneme is governed holds such appeal for some. 

The commercial deep-water harbor, run by the Oxnard Harbor District — an independent public agency — is a moneymaker. The port handles more than $4 billion in cargo annually and pumps nearly $500 million into the local economy each year, all at no cost to taxpayers. What public agency wouldn't want part of that action? 
In the wake of legal and bureaucratic battles with the Harbor District, the Port Hueneme City Council last week made good on its promise in September to seek special legislation to strip the Harbor District of its authority. The district predates the city and has been an independent board since the 1930s. 

We think a proposed bill, by state Sen. Sheila Kuehl, D-Santa Monica, to give control of the port to the cities of Port Hueneme and Oxnard, is premature. 

Any move to put the independent district under the control of municipal or county governance could affect the port's revenue growth and, in turn, the local economy. 

Before such legislation is considered, Port Hueneme council members, who are driving the legislation, and the five harbor commissioners need to make a good-faith effort to resolve their festering differences. 

That is what the public was led to believe was happening after two Port Hueneme City Council members and Oxnard Harbor District commissioners met last fall to try to foster better communication and work out some of their differences, including the commissioners' stealth purchase of interest in a nearby railroad and concerns over the commissioners' conduct during their pursuit of 17 acres for a parking lot, and other outstanding issues. 

But, they met just once. 

Instead of negotiating their differences, members of the Port Hueneme City Council bypassed the harbor officials and requested Sen. Kuehl resolve the issue for them by legislative fiat. 

The Star opposed changing governance through the Legislature in September and still has reservations. We think the city of Port Hueneme, by pursuing the legislation now, is trying to strengthen its hand after a couple of setbacks 

Since special legislation was first broached last year, three longtime incumbent Harbor District commissioners, Jess Herrera, Ray Fosse and Michael Plisky, all of Oxnard, won re-election in November. That was in spite of five challengers who pledged greater openness and accountability than the incumbents. 

In January, the city of Port Hueneme also lost its legal appeal of the district's purchase of a controlling interest in the Ventura County Railway Co., which it acquired without the city's permission. 

The bill in question, SB743, introduced by Sen. Kuehl, is still in the early stages. In fact, the bill's exact language won't be set until later this month, after Sen. Kuehl discusses the issue with the Oxnard Harbor District Board of Commissioners. 

This is a curious way to make legislation. We think Sen. Kuehl has jumped the gun by not considering all sides of the issue, or at least speaking to all affected parties, before wading into the middle of this long-running feud with even a "placeholder" bill. 

If there is any good to come of this, at this stage, it is that a proposed bill could light a fire under the harbor commissioners and city of Port Hueneme council members to negotiate.

