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A s the housing crisis contin-
ues to befuddle Palo Alto’s 
planners and elected offi-

cials, glimmers of hope are start-
ing to emerge in backyards and 
garages throughout the city, where 
new accessory-dwelling units are 
popping up at a faster pace than in 

the city’s recent history.
 Spurred by recent changes in 

state and local laws, which relax 
zoning requirements, the trend is 
particularly strong in south Palo 
Alto, which produced about 60 
percent of the applications that the 
city has received since Palo Alto 

revised its laws in early 2017, ac-
cording to the city. And while the 
new structures won’t be nearly 
enough to help the council reach 
its adopted goal of producing 300 
new housing units annually, they 
represent for Palo Alto a rare — 
if modest — improvement on the 
housing front.

Historically, the city has issued 
only four permits for new accesso-
ry-dwelling units (ADUs) per year. 
But since the beginning of 2017, 

planners have approved 25 applica-
tions and are reviewing another 29, 
according to a new report from the 
Department of Planning and Com-
munity Environment.

Of the 29 applications, 20 were 
submitted between April 1 and June 
30 of this year, the report states. 
They come in different shapes and 
sizes, ranging from 175 square feet 
to 900 square feet (the average size 
is 650 square feet). Seven of the 
20 are for units separate from the 

main house; one is for an attached 
ADU; the rest were conversions of 
garages or other spaces, according 
to the report.

Among the biggest changes the 
council made in March 2017 was 
the elimination of the “minimum 
lot size” requirement, which his-
torically limited ADUs to only 
lots that exceed the “minimum lot 
size” in their zoning district by 35 
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City Council to consider additional measures  
to promote construction

by Gennady Sheyner

T he structures are being 
described as a “giant dark 
billboard,” “a huge black 

mass,” and a “giant spaceship 
hovering over our property.”

They are solar panels, installed 
by the Palo Alto school district 
this summer on several cam-
puses. Neighbors say they were 
never informed or asked for their 
input about the placement of the 
panels, despite district adminis-
trators’ and Board of Education 
members’ urging that staff do so 
months ago. The residents, as well 

as the director of Bing Nursery 
School, turned out to Tuesday’s 
school board meeting to demand 
the panels be moved elsewhere.

“It’s like standing under alumi-
num bleachers at a football stadi-
um,” said Michael Ostacher, who 
lives next to Nixon Elementary 
School. “My backyard, frankly, is 
ruined by them.”

Ostacher and the owners of 
two other homes on Mears Court, 
adjacent to Nixon, said they 
first became aware of the panels 
when they awoke to the noise of 

construction in June. They then 
urged the district to pause on the 
work to find a solution, but con-
struction continued.

“Had the staff contacted us, 
they would have seen that the 
then-proposed massive structure 
would loom as much as 24 feet 
above us, blocking much of our 
sunlight, ruining our view, jeop-
ardizing landscaping and likely 
decreasing the value of our homes 
significantly,” said Arthur Bie-
nenstock, who lives next to Nixon 
in a Stanford University faculty 
home. “It seems that no one as-
sociated with the project planning 
had carefully examined the site to 
determine its impact on us — a 
shocking lack of due diligence.”

Jennifer Winters, the director of 
Bing, said no one from the district 
reached out to the school before 
construction began. She described 
the panels as intrusive, negatively 

Neighbors blast district 
over solar panels

Residents say district failed to conduct public outreach
by Elena Kadvany

P alo Alto plunged into the 
fierce debate over Cali-
fornia’s water policies on 

Monday night, when the City 
Council voiced unanimous sup-
port for the amended Bay-Delta 
Plan despite objections from the 
city’s water suppliers and its own 
Utilities Department.

At issue is the amended Bay-
Delta Plan, which the State Water 
Resources Control Board (State 
Water Board) released in early 
July and which was the subject 
of two public hearings this week.

The plan would require the 
“unimpaired flow” of the San 
Joaquin River and its three tribu-
taries — the Stanislaus, Merced 
and Tuolumne rivers — to be 40 
percent from each February to 
June. This means that 40 percent 
of the rivers’ water production 
would have to be “unaltered by 
upstream diversions, storage or 
by export or import of water to or 
from other watersheds.”

The Tuolumne River, which 
flows from the high Sierra Ne-
vada to the Central Valley, pro-
vides water for the Hetch Hetchy 
system that supplies 85 percent of 
the San Francisco Public Utilities 
Commission’s (SFPUC) potable 
water. (The State Water Board 
is working on a separate plan 
for the Sacramento River and its 
tributaries.)

Under the Bay-Delta Plan, 
water agencies would also be re-
quired to provide annual reports 
demonstrating their compliance 
with the goal. They would also 
have to produce a “comprehensive 

report” every three to five years, 
which would be peer-reviewed by 
a scientific panel and then subject 
to public hearings.

The SFPUC, along with the 
Bay Area Water Supply and Con-
servation Agency (BAWSCA) 
— an alliance of 26 cities on the 
Peninsula and in Alameda Coun-
ty that draw their water from the 
San Francisco agency — prefer 
to allow water agencies to negoti-
ate settlements with the state over 
water-conservation measures.

SFPUC, BAWSCA, and the 
City of Palo Alto Utilities have 
all criticized against the amend-
ed Bay-Delta Plan, which states 
that a required flow level will 
“provide habitat and migratory 
signals and protections for native 
fish.” State Sen. Jerry Hill and the 
office of Gov. Jerry Brown had 
also voiced support for allowing 
negotiated settlements.

The State Water Board con-
cluded that while 60 percent of 
“unimpaired flow” would im-
prove conditions for a healthy 
fishery, the requirement would 
cause more economic damage 
to water users, including the SF-
PUC. Thus, it decided to go with 
the 40 percent level as a starting 
point, while allowing an “adap-
tive range” for unimpaired flow 
of 30 percent to 50 percent.

But critics of the plan allege 
that adopting even the 40 per-
cent level could hinder economic 
growth and potentially lead to 
major cutbacks in water use. 

EDUCATION

Palo Alto sees rise in accessory dwelling units
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The past in the present
People walk past the independent Stanford Theatre on University Avenue in downtown Palo Alto 
during lunchtime last week. The movie theater shows classic Hollywood films. 
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ENVIRONMENT

Defying water suppliers, 
Palo Alto backs  
Bay-Delta Plan

City Council moves to support state proposal for 
requiring more unimpaired flow at Tuolumne River

by Gennady Sheyner
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could open in November and will 
offer services to help get people 
into housing while having a safe 
place to stay overnight.

Abrica also lauded Robert 
Jones, who has led the city’s 
Community Emergency Re-
sponse Team, which will now 
have a representative as part of 
the city’s command structure; and 
George Mendoza, who spent his 
youth in East Palo Alto and re-
turned from college to develop an 
award-winning youth soccer club.

He also recognized the Rev. 
Timoteo Uelese of the Aleluia Sa-
moan Assembly of God Church, 

who stepped up to organize a 
campaign to remove litter from 
local streets.

On the weekend of Oct. 20, 
East Palo Alto will take that com-
munity action further by launch-
ing a citywide cleanup campaign 
to remove trash, a problem that 
has grown exponentially in the 
past year, Abrica said.

The mayor also acknowledged 
that creating adequate affordable 
housing remains an unfulfilled 
goal, but said the city is working 
to move some housing projects 
forward. The city has released 
a request for proposals for an 
affordable-housing development 
at the municipally owned 965 
Weeks St. 

The council will also consider 
funding the rehabilitation and 

expansion of the Light Tree apart-
ments this fall. Staff is also plan-
ning to bring the next draft of its 
affordable-housing strategy to the 
council in October.

Abrica said the city has also 
made strides in its quality-of-
life goals. Cooley Landing, once 
a county dump, now provides a 
beautiful open space and educa-
tional center by the San Francisco 
Bay. And a long-anticipated pe-
destrian and bike overpass is un-
der construction over U.S. High-
way 101.  

“It will serve to unify the west 
side and the east side of East Palo 
Alto. People can go to school and 
shopping, and I hope they won’t 
have to drive. For many years, 
this was one of the social-justice 
issues in a way,” he noted of 

the lack of access and isolation 
caused by the freeway.

This year, city staff will meet 
with San Mateo County Super-
visor Warren Slocum, whose 
district includes East Palo Alto, 
about enhancing services for se-
niors. The county runs an aging-
friendly cities program that Abri-
ca said he hopes will benefit the 
city’s elders. 

“That population has grown 
and is diverse and has many in-
terests,” he said of seniors.

While Abrica addressed 
the soul of the community as 
the city’s cornerstone, he also 

referred residents to the 2018 
City Council Strategic Goals and 
Work Plan, which details many 
of the city’s other priorities, goals 
and achievements. The document 
can be found on the city’s website, 
at ci.east-palo-alto.ca.us/Agenda-
Center, in the Aug. 8 City Council 
agenda, beginning on page 203.

Abrica delivered his speech 
in English and Spanish. He said 
a version will be translated into 
languages spoken by the Pacific 
Islander community. 

Staff Writer Sue Dremann 
can be emailed at sdremann@
paweekly.com.

State of the City
(continued from page 7)
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Bike-riding thieves rob man
Two men riding bicycles allegedly robbed a 40-year-old man at 

gunpoint in the Crescent Park neighborhood early Tuesday morning, 
Palo Alto police said Thursday. (Posted Aug. 23, 11:46 a.m.)

Teen outpatient program to expand
A new partnership with Stanford Children’s Health will allow 

youth mental health nonprofit Children’s Health Council to double 
the capacity of its teen intensive outpatient program. (Posted Aug. 23, 
10:04 a.m.)

Nobu expansion wins approval
Nobu, the high-end Japanese restaurant at downtown Palo Alto’s 

Epiphany Hotel, is poised to expand into an adjacent building on 
Emerson Street after the City Council rejected on Monday an appeal 
against the project. (Posted Aug. 22, 1:01 p.m.)

Committee to advise on Stanford expansion
The Palo Alto school board voted 4-1 Tuesday night to form an ad 

hoc committee, made up of board President Ken Dauber and Vice 
President Jennifer DiBrienza, to advise the superintendent on issues 
related to Stanford University’s proposed campus expansion. (Posted 
Aug. 22, 8:56 a.m.)

Rape reported at Stanford
A woman reported that she was forcibly raped at Stanford Uni-

versity this past weekend, the Department of Public Safety said in a 
crime alert released early Tuesday morning.  (Posted Aug. 21, 8:22 a.m.)

Online This Week
These and other news stories were posted on Palo Alto Online 
throughout the week. For longer versions, go to www.PaloAlto 
Online.com/news.

percent or more. The council also 
decided to allow conversions of 
existing structures into ADUs and 
waived parking requirements for 
ADUs near public transit, in com-
pliance with recent state legislation 
— namely, Senate Bill 1069 and 
Assembly Bill 2299. 

On Monday, the council will at-
tempt to maintain the momentum 
when it considers further revisions 
to the city’s laws on ADUs, which 
are also commonly referred to 
as “granny units” or “secondary 
dwelling units.” 

Among the most significant 
changes on the table is a proposal 
to reduce — or even waive — the 
steep permitting fees that the city 
charges for ADU permits, which 
in some cases add up to nearly 
$10,000. One option is to waive or 
reduce fees if the homeowner were 
to agree to dedicate the ADU as 
affordable housing for a period of 
time, according to planning staff.

The topic of affordability came 
up repeatedly during the Planning 

and Transportation Commission’s 
hearings on the city’s ADU ordi-
nance. Resident Amy Sung, a Re-
altor who last year served on the 
citizen committee that helped the 
city updated its Comprehensive 
Plan, flagged permit fees as a big 
issue for some homeowners. The 
city currently charges more than 
10 times what other cities do, she 
told the planning commission at its 
March 28 meeting. 

Sung, who is working with the 
pro-housing group Palo Alto For-
ward to organize an event about 
ADUs on Aug. 29, urged the com-
mission to look into “dramatically 
reducing” the fees.

Linnea Wickstrom, who attended 
the commission’s January meeting, 
said people building ADUs pay the 
same kind of fees as developers of 
new homes.

“I would especially like to see 
the planning and permit fees re-
duced to something reasonable and 
something that reflects the impact, 
rather than being in accordance 
with being impacted for develop-
ing a whole huge new residence,” 
Wickstrom said. 

Planning Commissioner Michael 

Alcheck is among those who favor 
the waiver of fees when the ADU 
is designated as affordable hous-
ing. The waiver, under his proposal, 
would apply to those who rent their 
ADUs to an individual who is cur-
rently on Palo Alto’s waiting list for 
below-market-rate housing. 

Another approach, which plan-
ning staff have identified in the 
new report, calls for the city to 
partner with a nonprofit to offer 
low-cost loans to homeowners 
who, in exchange, would commit 
to renting the ADUs to low- and 
middle-income earners. That’s the 
model that the San Jose-based non-
profit Housing Trust Silicon Valley 
is now in the process of developing, 
according to staff.

Some of the other proposed 
changes to ADU law that the 
council will consider are minor 
clarifications of aspects like set-
back requirements for ADU base-
ments (the basement, like the ADU 
itself, should not encroach into the 
six-foot setback area) and ADU 
eaves, which would be allowed to 
encroach into the daylight plane, 
the angle that affects neighbors’ 
privacy and exposure daylight.

A somewhat more significant 
change pertains to an existing 
density bonus, and whether it 
should apply to new developments 
or only to existing homes. The 
bonus to build up to 175 square 
feet is for homeowners whose 
lots aren’t large enough to accom-
modate ADUs under the zoning 
code. 

Some property owners, how-
ever, have tried to take advantage 
of these bonuses by using a two-
step process: First building a new 
main home at maximum square 
footage; then, once their develop-
ment becomes an “existing home,” 
applying for an ADU and request-
ing the additional 175 square feet of 
development space.

It will be up to the council to 
decide if this bonus should ap-
ply to homes that existed prior to 
a specific date (most likely Jan. 
1, 2017, when the state’s ADU 
regulations took effect) or to new 
developments.

While the recent ADU construc-
tion is a huge change for the city, 
local housing advocates like John 
Kelley believe the city can — and 
should — do much more. He would 

like the city to set a goal of more 
than 100 accessory dwelling units 
annually. He said he and his wife 
are now thinking about building an 
ADU in their backyard. 

One thing that would help build-
ers, he told the planning commis-
sion at the March meeting, is hav-
ing the city develop “prototype 
designs” for ADUs that residents 
can utilize during the permitting 
process. Those residents choos-
ing the designs would be able to 
get their permits approved more 
expeditiously.

Kelley also suggested at the 
commission’s April meeting 
that the city consider eliminat-
ing an existing requirement that 
the homeowner occupy either the 
main residence or the ADU. A sub-
stantial number of single-family 
homes in Palo Alto are currently 
being rented, Kelley said. “To have 
an ADU ordinance (that) ... at the 
very outset excludes some sizable 
proportion of the inventory just 
doesn’t make sense to me,” Kelley 
said. 

Staff Writer Gennady Sheyner 
can be emailed at gsheyner@
paweekly.com.

Accessory dwelling
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impacting the schools’ outdoor 
environment — and by proxy the 
students themselves.

The district held two public 
meetings in February on the solar 
panels, a districtwide project that is 
estimated to save Palo Alto Unified 
nearly $600,000 over 25 years.

The community meetings were 
admittedly not well-attended: Only 
one community member showed 
up to the first and about three were 
at the second meeting, Sustainabil-
ity Program Manager Rebecca Na-
varro told the board. She said she 
reached out to school leadership 
and parent groups and asked ad-
ministrators to recommend other 
groups to talk to on an “as-named 
basis.” Nixon Principal Mary Pat 
O’Connell requested the district 
reach out to the school’s neighbors.

Navarro told the board that 
she made two failed attempts 
to contact the Stanford Campus 
Residential Leaseholders to share 

information with Nixon’s neigh-
bors. Her effort to reach out to 
Bing through the administration 
of Escondido Elementary School, 
which lies adjacent to the pre-
school, similarly did not succeed. 
Navarro said she then contacted 
Bing herself, which Bing Associ-
ate Director Beth Wise confirmed 
took place “right before the con-
struction began” and didn’t result 
in any change to the project.

This is not the first flare-up 
over solar panels in Palo Alto Uni-
fied in recent months. The district 
moved the proposed location of 
panels at Palo Alto High School 
this spring after concern from res-
idents that the panels would block 
the historic Tower Building, voic-
ing similar criticisms about a lack 
of outreach.

Members of the city’s Parks and 
Recreation Commission are also 
concerned that solar panels were 
installed at JLS Middle School 
without first seeking public input, 
taking away space from a half-
acre recreational field.

Several board members 

apologized on Tuesday and asked 
staff to work with the residents to 
find a solution.

“It’s incumbent on us to see 
what we can do and to evaluate 
the feasibility of different alterna-
tives,” said President Ken Dauber.

Board member Terry Godfrey 
also asked that staff revisit all of 
the solar-panel installations to en-
gage with any other residents who 
may have been affected.

Several speakers lauded the 
district’s commitment to solar 
energy, noting the environmental, 
financial and educational benefits. 
Once fully up and running, the 
panels will offset the equivalent 
of carbon emissions from 211 av-
erage homes in Palo Alto annu-
ally, according to the district. The 
district is also working with Palo 
Alto Utilities to develop curricu-
lum related to the solar panels that 
will be available to all teachers 
and students, from kindergarten 
through high school. 

Staff Writer Elena Kadvany 
can be emailed at ekadvany@
paweekly.com. 

Solar
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