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months of discussion and outreach. 
A city survey showed approximate-
ly one-third of residents favored un-
limited sales, another third opposed 
any sales and another third backed 
limited sales. Nearly two-thirds of 
Mountain View voters approved 
Proposition 64 in 2016, which legal-
ized recreational cannabis use state-
wide.
 An intense debate waged over 
whether allowing retail cannabis 
businesses would create a slippery 
slope leading to increased crime, 
poor influence on youth and overall 
degradation of community. The vast 
majority of the 60-plus speakers at 
last week’s meeting opposed retail 
sales, many of them citing concerns 
over exposing their children.
 One father put it succinctly: 
“Keep illegal drugs away from our 
kids.”
 Although states such as Cali-
fornia and Colorado have legalized 
cannabis, it remains illegal under 
federal law.
 A few speakers pointed out that 

other nearby cities, including Los 
Altos, have rejected cannabis retail 
sales and Mountain View should do 
the same. (Los Altos council mem-
bers were scheduled to consider an 
ordinance at Tuesday night’s meet-
ing banning retail sales but allowing 
deliveries. The meeting occurred 
after the Town Crier’s deadline.)
 “Do we want to be known as 
the marijuana capital of the Penin-
sula?” one man asked.

Comprehensive approach
 Some council members ex-
pressed surprise at the often-dra-
matic opposition – a few speakers 
describing scenes of pot stores with 
smoke wafting out of their confines, 
tempting their children and creating 
a climate for crime.
 Councilman Ken Rosenberg re-
jected such scenarios. He pointed 
out that alcohol and nicotine are 
much more accessible, and nicotine 
has proven four times more addic-
tive than cannabis.
 Under the new ordinance, only 
adults ages 21 and up are allowed in 
cannabis stores.
 “Your concerns are valid and 

important,” said Rosenberg, father 
of two, one of whom attends Los 
Altos High School. “But it’s my job 
to teach them (right from wrong). 
… At every party, these things ex-
ist – to say they don’t, you’re being 
willfully blind.”
 Other council members agreed 
with Rosenberg.
 “Does crime go up?” asked 
Councilman John McAlister, rhe-
torically. “The (police) chief (Max 
Bosel) says no noticeable effect. I 
like to go with facts and data.”
  “There’s a lot of fear here,” said 
fellow Councilman Chris Clark. 
“I have visited a dispensary – I 
wouldn’t even know it was there 
(unless knowing beforehand). You 
can’t see anything from the win-
dows.”
 Rosenberg and McAlister, along 
with Clark, Councilwoman Pat 
Showalter and Mayor Lenny Siegel, 
pointed to regulated cannabis being 
preferred to “black market” distri-
bution.
 “There’s no testing of what’s in 
that product,” Showalter said of un-
regulated cannabis.
 “This isn’t about money,” Clark 

said, referring to suggestions the 
city wants tax revenue from sales. 
“It’s about the vast majority of vot-
ers who voted to legalize use and 
regulate it, and eliminate the black 
market. … We’re taking a compre-
hensive approach to this issue.”
 Still, two council members, 
Margaret Abe-Koga and Lisa Ma-
tichak, were reluctant to approve 
retail sales of cannabis.
 “People want to use it and not 
feel like they’re doing something 
illegal,” Abe-Koga acknowledged. 
“It doesn’t mean they want stores all 
over their cities.”
 “I would be perfectly OK if we 
had no shops in Mountain View,” 
Matichak said.
 The council approved the ordi-
nance with Abe Koga and Matichak 
dissenting.

Managed system
 Reacting to concerns over traf-
fic congestion, the council elected 
not to allow cannabis sales in the 
crowded Grant Park Plaza, near the 
Grant Road-Phyllis Avenue inter-
section. Also as part of the council 
action, the city will hire an addition-

al full-time police officer and some 
part-time help to handle administra-
tion and enforcement of cannabis 
business regulations.
 “This is just like Prohibition – il-
legal activity goes all the way down 
the supply chain,” Siegel said. “The 
only way to bring the crime under 
control is to have a legal, managed 
system of providing marijuana to 
people. … What we’re proposing 
is a system where the kids can’t go 
inside, probably don’t know what’s 
going on inside, and is probably less 
of a threat than going down Castro 
Street in front of a nightclub. So let’s 
get serious about what the real risks 
are.”
 The new cannabis regulations 
are scheduled to become effective 
in late November, after which busi-
nesses can apply. The first permits 
could be approved as soon as next 
summer, according to city staff.
 Concurrently with the new regu-
lations, Mountain View residents 
will vote on Measure Q on the Nov. 
6 ballot, which would allow the city 
to collect up to 9 percent in taxes 
from cannabis sales, netting ap-
proximately $1 million annually.
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In the evenings, just before dusk, Zoe 
Blatchley sits in her Mountain View 
backyard and gazes skyward. Then she 

commences her tally.
 A bunch of 10. A bunch of 20. A bunch of 
five.
 “There will be some groups that are more 
dense than others, but it goes on for at least 
five, 10 minutes where it’s this steady stream of 
them,” she said.
 In the month or so since Blatchley began 
counting crows, she’s heard just one squawk; 
her subjects are silent save for the flapping 
of their wings. But the birds aren’t always so 
quiet, and it’s their raucous behavior and seem-
ingly sudden convergence on certain down-
town neighborhoods that has some Mountain 
View residents cawing. A Nextdoor.com post 
questioning “an abnormal amount of crows 
and crow activity” near Castro Street garnered 
more than 20 responses by last week, some, 
inevitably, comparing the spectacle to “The 
Birds,” Alfred Hitchcock’s classic 1963 film.
 Cypress Point Drive, sandwiched between 
Moffett Boulevard and Highway 85, appears to 
be a particularly popular roosting spot. Soar-
ing redwood trees shade the dead-end street, 
and their lofty branches attract hundreds of 
crows each evening. The birds croak their 
nasally calls at each other and at pedestrians 
strolling by. Sometimes they leave presents on 
automobiles parked in their territory.
 Robert Rich, who lives approximately a 

half-mile away from Cypress Point Drive, 
frequently walks in the area and knows the 
feathered residents of that street well. He 
believes the birds know him, too; as famously 
proven by University of Washington wildlife 
biologist John Marzluff, crows can recognize 
individual human faces.
 Rich said his personal research and 
observation of crows has brought him to revere 
the birds and appreciate their presence.
  “It makes it a little less scary when you 
understand a little about what’s going on. It sort 
of ameliorates a little bit of that stereotype that 
Hitchcock did so much to instill,” Rich said. 
“There’s nothing to fear. They’re just really 
smart, really social, slightly obnoxious birds.”

What’s going on
 The avian interlopers observed in Moun-
tain View are of the American crow, or Corvus 
brachyrhynchos, species, according to Mat-
thew Dodder, a lifelong birder and instructor of 
the Palo Alto Adult School’s Advanced Bird-
ing class. Crows belong to a larger family of 
birds called the corvids, which includes mag-
pies, jays and ravens.
 “The corvids, especially crows, are really 
very intelligent, and the crows especially are 
extremely social,” Dodder said. “They form 
particularly large flocks after the nesting 
season, which would be now, and they grow 
larger until winter – and that’s probably when 
the flocks are the largest.”
 The Santa Clara Valley Audubon Society 
attributes the recent influx to seasonal 

wintering; as temperatures drop farther north, 
some flocks are migrating south to warmer 
climes. But the local population is swelling as 
well.
 “The increased urbanization of the Bay 
Area is likely to be playing a part in why 
people are seeing so many crows in the cities 
lately,” according to Carolyn Knight of the 
Cupertino-based chapter. “Crows simply do 
well in highly developed, human-populated 
areas, while potential competition (jays) and 
predators (hawks and owls) are less suited to 
the environment.”
 Crows are ominvores and opportunistic eat-
ers known to consume human food and even 
nestlings of other species, according to Dodder.
 “They’ll gather in urban areas like this with 
proximity to several landfills, urban parks, 
people picnicking, things like that,” he said. 
“There’s lots of opportunities for them to find 
food fairly easily around here in the relative 
safety of a town.”
 After months of absence, a flock, or 
“murder,” of crows returned to the Mercy-Bush 
Park neighborhood a few weeks ago. Muriel 
Sivyer-Lee welcomed them. She’s marveled as 
they roll acorns into the street so the wheels 
of automobiles crack open the shells. The birds 
moisten the meat in her Velarde Street fountain 
before eating it.
 “They are phenomenal,” she said. “I do 
think they’re smarter than even my stupid 
dogs. I’m not kidding. They are.”
 Sivyer-Lee can attest to crows’ facial recog-
nition capabilities. Her former neighbor once 

angered a crow by throwing his newspaper at 
it. He suffered the consequences thereafter.
 “That crow was waiting for him on the 
roof, and he would dive-bomb that man every 
morning,” she said. “You just don’t know how 
hysterical this was to watch.”
 The self-described “crow fanatic person” 
has some choice words for the Nextdoor.com 
user who referred to himself as the “Crow 
Lord” and promised to reclaim the birds he 
had dispatched to the area.
 “I was almost going to post, ‘Well, hey, 
dude, I’m the queen crow here, so don’t come 
into my territory and mess with my crows.’”

Counting crows: MV residents puzzled by abundance of black birds
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An increase in the crow population in 
Mountain View is logical, according to 
avian experts, because the birds are al-
ready beginning to migrate to warmer 
climates before winter hits.


