
Page 8 • September 21, 2018 • Palo Alto Weekly • www.PaloAltoOnline.com

Upfront

CastillejaReimagined.org

Fewer Cars, Better for Everyone 
At Castilleja, we are committed to being good neighbors and protecting our planet. 

That’s why we’ve reduced the number of peak car trips to our campus by 25% over the last 5 years.  

VISIT OUR WEBSITE TO BECOME A SUPPORTER

D espite general recogni-
tion of the housing crisis, 
Palo Alto’s elected offi-

cials took a skeptical stance last 
week toward a new Santa Clara 
County Grand Jury Report that 
criticized jurisdictions through-
out the county for failing to 
adopt policies that encourage 
affordable housing.

The council last week signed 
off on a letter penned by Interim 
Planning Director Jonathan Lait 
that takes issue with many of 
the report’s findings and recom-
mendations. These include the 
Grand Jury’s findings that the 
county’s employers have created 
a vibrant economy that resulted 
in an “inflated housing market”; 
that mass-transit stations create 
opportunities for below-mar-
ket-rate housing; and that cities 
aren’t using density-bonus pro-
grams aggressively enough in 
encouraging affordable housing 
near transit hubs.

In a response letter that 

several housing advocates had 
described as “anemic,” Palo 
Alto asserts that transit zones 
alone may not be a sufficient 
catalyst to create opportunities 
for below-market-rate housing, 
which requires an alignment of 
“zoning, property values, con-
struction costs and other land 
use policies.”

The response comes at a time 
when the City Council is trying 
— and failing — to meet its goal 
of producing 300 housing units 
annually. So far, it has only ap-
proved one major multi-family 
development this year, with a 
total of 57 units geared toward 
employees. It is also facing the 
prospect of losing 75 residential 
units as part of a plan to convert 
President Hotel into a hotel.

Despite the acknowledged 
housing shortage, the city dis-
puted in its response the Grand 
Jury’s finding that developers 
are “less willing to consider be-
low-market-rate developments 

in cities with the county’s high-
est real estate values because 
these developments cannot 
meet their target return on in-
vestment.” Palo Alto has no ev-
idence to support this finding, 
the city states in its response.

“While return on investment 
is a key factor for any devel-
oper, there may be other con-
siderations that make housing 
development less attractive,” 
the response states, noting that 
office development generates 
a higher return rate and that 
“housing policy decisions” may 
have as much influence as costs 
on a developer’s decision to 
locate housing in a particular 
jurisdiction.

The Grand Jury did make 
one suggestion that the city im-
mediately embraced: the idea 
that cities should form a “sub-
region” to tackle the housing 
crisis and meet their collective 
obligations under the Region-
al Housing Needs Allocation 

(RHNA). During its Sept. 10 
discussion of the Grand Jury re-
port, several council members 
said they would like to explore 
working with other cities on ac-
complishing housing goals.

Councilman Tom DuBois 
said the “sub-region” approach 
seems to work well in San Ma-
teo County, which already has 
a system in place. Councilman 
Greg Scharff, who has repre-
sented the city on the Associa-
tion of Bay Area Governments 
board, also praised this ap-
proach, noting that it will give 
the cities and the county a fo-
rum for exchanging ideas and 
collaborating.

In its official response, how-
ever, the city is less than gung-
ho about the types of collabo-
rations proposed by the Grand 
Jury. One of the report’s recom-
mendations calls for the forma-
tion of a RHNA sub-region, 
including “one or more low-
cost cities with one or more 
high-cost cities” by the end of 
2021. In such a sub-region, the 
Grand Jury report stated, cit-
ies would “strike their own al-
liances depending on mutual 
needs.” It would, for example, 
allow high-cost cities that build 
less affordable housing to offer 
funding for transportation and 
infrastructure to nearby low-
cost cities, who would build 
more such housing.

Palo Alto’s response says this 

recommendation will not be 
implemented because it’s “not 
reasonable.” Palo Alto, the re-
sponse states, “cannot accept 
a recommendation on another 
jurisdiction’s behalf.” In ad-
dition, Palo Alto’s response 
states, below-market-rate hous-
ing “should not be directed to 
low-cost cities as implied with 
this recommendation.”

“Housing affordability are 
acute problems in high-cost cit-
ies and the city supports equi-
table distribution throughout the 
region,” the response states.

The council voted 8-1 on Sept. 
10 to approve the response. 
Councilman Adrian Fine, the 
sole dissenter, agreed with sev-
eral members of the public, who 
argued that the response is too 
feeble and disagreeable. Mark 
Mollineaux, an advocate for 
more housing, said he found the 
council’s response to the “sub-
region” question laughable, giv-
en the city’s recent history of 
not building adequate housing. 
The city, he said, is basically 
saying: We don’t think it’s fair 
that we only build in low-cost 
areas. Everyone should do their 
share.

“That’s a fantastic point,” 
Mollineaux said. “The problem 
is: Palo Alto isn’t. You’ve failed 
in doing your share. You’re say-
ing we shouldn’t compensate 

Palo Alto resists Grand Jury 
recommendations on housing

City Council agrees to explore RHNA sub-regions but takes issue  
with most Grand Jury recommendations on producing more housing

by Gennady Sheyner
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graduate degree programs in Depth Psychology 

prospective graduate students a comprehensive 
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The Archetypal Pan in 
America: Hypermas-
culinity and Terror 
with Sukey Fontelieu, Ph.D.

7:00pm – 9:00pm

The Archetypal Pan in 

exploration into archetyp-
al causes for the anxieties 
and ethical dilemmas in 
the US today. Relying on 

and the post Jungian 
theory of cultural 
complexes, the myths of 

a metaphor that informs 
this disastrous situation.

them because we should do our 
part but you’re not doing your 
part.”

Kelsey Banes, a psycholo-
gist at Palo Alto VA, said she 
is “very disappointed” in her 
city’s response, which reads 
like the city is really shirking 
its responsibility for creating 
and responding to the hous-
ing crisis. She also argued that 
NIMBYism is real that is a 
“natural human response to new 
things coming in and change 
happening.”

“I’d suggest that instead of 
reacting by looking for ways to 
disagree with this report, staff 
and the council look for ways to 
take responsibility for mistakes 
that had been made that led to 
this crisis and look for ways we 
can build more affordable hous-
ing and more housing in general 
to provide for the people who 
live and work here,” Banes said.

Fine agreed and said the 

response is “anemic” and 
amounts to “wallpapering 
over the report.” He pointed to 
Grand Jury data showing Palo 
Alto far behind other cities in 
housing productions.

“It came across like we don’t 
treat the problem seriously,” 
Fine said.

But some of his colleagues took 
issue with the Grand Jury’s tone, 
particularly when it talks about 
“NIMBY (not in my backyard) 
mindset” that hinders housing 
production and recommends that 
Santa Clara County lead a “uni-
fied communication campaign 
that aims to convert NIMBYs 
into YIMBYs.” Councilwoman 
Karen Holman encouraged the 
Grand Jury to move away from 
using these terms.

“They are both used from my 
experience to describe extreme 
views and extreme perspectives, 
and I think they are absolutely 
detrimental to having a helpful 
conversation,” Holman said. 

Staff Wri ter Gennady 
Sheyner can be emailed at 
gsheyner@paweekly.com.
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CITY COUNCIL ...  The council plans to meet in a closed session to 
evaluate the performance of the city auditor, the city clerk and the city 
attorney. The closed session will begin at 5 p.m. on Monday, Sept. 24, 
in the Council Chambers at City Hall, 250 Hamilton Ave. The council will 
not have a regular meeting.

BOARD OF EDUCATION ...  The school board will vote on a general 
counsel position and the 2017-18 budget ending balance; hear reports 
on legal expenses and 2018-19 enrollment and class sizes; and discuss 
an authorization for additional architectural services for projects at 
Addison and Hoover elementary schools, among other items. The 
meeting will begin at 6:30 p.m. on Tuesday, Sept. 25, at the district 
office, 25 Churchill Ave.

PARKS AND RECREATION COMMISSION ...  The commission is 
scheduled to discuss the Community Services Department operating 
budget; and the concept plan for the former ITT site in the Baylands. 
The meeting will begin at 7 p.m. on Tuesday, Sept. 25, in the Council 
Chambers at City Hall, 250 Hamilton Ave.

COUNCIL RAIL COMMITTEE ...  The committee plans to consider a 
proposed cooperation agreement with the Peninsula Corridor Joint 
Powers Board about Caltrain’s electrification project; discuss the traffic 
study for potential closures of Palo Alto Avenue, Churchill Avenue 
and the combination of both; and hear an update on the Community 
Advisory Committee. The meeting will begin at 8 a.m. on Wednesday, 
Sept. 26, in the Council Chambers at City Hall, 250 Hamilton Ave.

PLANNING AND TRANSPORTATION COMMISSION ...  The 
commission plans to consider adopting an affordable-housing overlay 
to accommodate a proposed housing project at 3703-3709 El Camino 
Real; and consider changes to the zoning code relating to development 
standards, including density, height, open space, parking requirements 
and ground-floor retail provisions. The meeting will begin at 6 p.m. 
on Wednesday, Sept. 26, in the Council Chambers at City Hall, 250 
Hamilton Ave.

HISTORIC RESOURCES BOARD ...  The board plans to discuss 1107 
Cowper St., a proposal to demolish a two-story home and construct a 
new two-story home in the Professorville neighborhood. The meeting 
will begin at 8:30 a.m. on Thursday, Sept. 27, in the Council Chambers 
at City Hall, 250 Hamilton Ave.

BOARD POLICY REVIEW COMMITTEE ...  The school board’s policy 
review committee will meet at 8:30 a.m. on Friday, Sept. 28, at the 
district office, 25 Churchill Ave., Room A. The agenda was not available 
by press deadline.

Public Agenda
A preview of Palo Alto government meetings next week


