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A fter years of sluggish resi-
dential growth, Palo Alto 
officials are preparing for 

a significant revision to the city’s 
zoning code with the goal of low-
ering some of the highest hurdles 
facing housing developers.

The changes, which the City 

Council will consider and could 
potentially approve this year, touch 
on everything from parking stan-
dards and density limits to open-
space requirements and new “mini-
mum density” standards for zones 
that allow multi-family housing. 
The Planning and Transportation 

Commission, which has been dis-
cussing the rule changes over a se-
ries of six meetings, on Wednesday 
gave its seal of approval to the zon-
ing reforms, voting 5-1, with Doria 
Summa dissenting and William 
Riggs absent, to forward them to 
the council.

Among the most significant new 
initiatives is what staff is calling 
the Housing Incentive Program, 
which would grant housing devel-
opers significant density bonuses. 

The goals of the program are two-
fold: to encourage builders to de-
velop housing rather than commer-
cial projects and to provide an 
alternative to Senate Bill 35, a state 
law that created a “streamlined” 
process for builders of affordable 
housing but which local officials 
have opposed. The state law allows 
these developers to move ahead 
with the project with no discre-
tionary review from the city and 
waives all parking requirements for 

projects near transit services.
The Housing Incentive Program, 

by contrast, would still require de-
velopers to meet all the applicable 
parking requirements. Unlike 
SB35, the new program would not 
force developers to dedicate 50 per-
cent of their projects to affordable 
housing (they would still have to 
designate 15 percent of their hous-
ing units for affordable housing, 
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City’s planning commission recommends lower parking 
requirements, higher density for housing developments

by Gennady Sheyner

A n argument over the hot-
button issue of banning 
oversized vehicles in East 

Palo Alto turned into a shouting 
match that nearly became physi-
cal between a candidate for the 
City Council and a city employee 
during a city meeting on Sept. 19, 
according to witnesses.

The incident reveals both the 
passion and strain community 

members are feeling as the city 
grapples with gentrification and 
the displacement of residents.

The argument, which involved 
council candidate Patricia Ape 
Finau Lopez and city Adminis-
trative Services Director Marie 
McKenzie, flared up as McKenzie 
spoke in favor of a proposed or-
dinance to ban oversized vehicles 
from parking overnight on city 

streets. Lopez, a supporter of peo-
ple who are homeless and living 
in RVs, is against the ordinance.

Court Skinner, a former city 
planning commissioner who is 
also a council candidate this fall, 
said he was sitting between Lopez 
and McKenzie during the Public 
Works and Transportation Com-
mittee meeting.

“Patricia was in the back, and I 

was sitting stage left, so to speak. 
There was a lot of discussion, and 
then it was time for the audience 
to comment. Marie got up (to the 
microphone) and started making 
comments. Patricia yelled out, 
‘You can’t talk. That’s a conflict 
of interest,’” he said, referring to 
McKenzie’s employment by the 
city.

At some point, McKenzie 
turned around and pointed a fin-
ger toward the door.

“Patricia took it as an invitation 
to fisticuffs, that Marie meant to 
‘bring it on.’ Half a dozen people 
went out after them before they 
could land any blows,” he said.

Committee member Bernardo 
Huerta, another candidate for 
council, agreed that Lopez had 

Council candidate, city employee  
get into altercation 

Differences on overnight-parking ban fuel shouting match
by Sue Dremann

Vendors 
give $30K in 
Ravenswood’s 

race
District’s construction, 
architecture companies 
back board incumbents

by Elena Kadvany

T he Ravenswood City 
School District’s primary 
construction management 

and architecture firms have each 
contributed $15,000 to a cam-
paign committee formed to sup-
port three school-board incum-
bents running for re-election.

Santa Ana-based SVA Archi-
tects and Los Angeles-based Te-
lacu Construction Management 
each donated in September to 
Parents for a Better Ravenswood 
City School District in Support 
of Pulido, Lopez, and Knight for 
School District Board 2018, cam-
paign-finance reports show.

The committee’s name refers 
to school board President Ana 
Pulido and members Marcelino 
Lopez and Charlie Mae Knight, 
whose terms expire in November.

Both companies are cur-
rently working for Ravenswood, 
monthly vendor payments show. 
Telacu staff serve as the district’s 
construction managers. The two 
companies did not return requests 
for comment.

The district has paid SVA Ar-
chitects about $706,000 through 
September and Telacu Construc-
tion Management, about $151,000, 
according to vendor payments.

Recent work with SVA Archi-
tects includes a $271,500 contract, 
approved by the board in Janu-
ary, for new kindergarten class-
rooms, a playground and other 

EAST PALO ALTO

To spur housing, Palo Alto rewrites zoning rules

(continued on page 15)
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Protesters: Apartment management ‘anti-immigrant’
Pedro Chavez, center with bullhorn, a tenant at the Woodland Park apartments in East Palo Alto for more than 19 years, joins fellow 
tenants and community activists at a protest outside the complex’s offices on Oct. 9. They say the apartment management’s new 
payment policy is targeting residents who may not have government-issued IDs. Read the story “Woodland Park residents forced to 
show ID to pay rent” on PaloAltoOnline.com. 
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Upfront

in keeping with the city’s inclu-
sionary-housing law). Nor would it 
waive the requirement for a review 
in front of the city’s Architectural 
Review Board.

The local program would, how-
ever, offer developers something 
that SB35 does not: the right to 
build at far greater density. Those 
opting to use the Housing Incen-
tive Program in downtown Palo 
Alto would allow a floor-area-ratio 
(FAR) of 3.0. That’s more than 
twice the density that would be al-
lowed if one were to build under 
SB35 (downtown generally allows 
residential FAR of 1.0; under an-
other state program that offers den-
sity bonuses, that could increase to 
1.35).

The policy would also apply to 
areas around California Avenue 
(where FAR for residential projects 
would be increased from 0.6 to 2.0 
for those participating in the new 
city program) and along El Camino 
Real (where it would be raised from 
0.5 or 0.6 to 1.5).

Parking standards also would be 
adjusted downward citywide. Cur-
rently, the city requires 1.25 park-
ing spaces for studio apartments, 
1.5 spaces for one-bedroom units 
and two spaces for apartments with 
two or more bedrooms. Under the 
proposed revisions, the city would 
require one parking space for stu-
dios and one-bedroom apartments 
and two spaces for units with two 
or more bedrooms.

The new ordinance would also 
lower the requirement for hous-
ing within half a mile of a fixed-
rail station (that is, Caltrain), with 
parking requirements in these 

developments ranging from 0.5 
spaces for a microunit to 1.6 spac-
es for apartments with two or more 
units.

The revised zoning ordinance 
would also reduce parking re-
quirements for senior housing (0.75 
spaces per unit) and for affordable-
housing developments, where 
reductions would range from 20 
percent for buildings targeted to-
ward “low-income” residents to 40 
percent for housing for “extremely 
low-income” residents.

Another proposed change is to 
allow more density in some multi-
family residential zones. The RM-
15 zone, which allows 15 dwelling 
units per acre, would be turned into 
an RM-20 zone, which allows 20 
units.

The commission, which has 
been debating the zoning changes 
for months, on Wednesday charac-
terized the final product as a com-
promise. Commissioner Michael 
Alcheck and Vice Chair Susan 
Monk both argued that the city can 
do even more on the zoning front 
to encourage housing construction. 
In considering the long list of rec-
ommendations, Alcheck said there 
is “virtually nothing in these sug-
gestions that I don’t think is worth 
trying.”

Monk called the reforms a “mod-
est proposal” and said she hopes 
the council will actually move 
even more aggressively on adopt-
ing pro-housing policies. She cited 
the needs spoken of by various resi-
dents who have told commissioners 
of their challenges in finding hous-
ing in Palo Alto.

“We’re at risk of losing an entire 
generation of people if we don’t 
take a more liberal approach to our 
housing-production needs,” Monk 
said.

Others on the commission were 
more cautious. Summa said that 
while she supports the city’s goals 
for encouraging affordable hous-
ing, the proposals to reduce park-
ing requirements for affordable-
housing developments have not 
been sufficiently vetted and are not 
supported by data.

In addition to the list of pro-
housing zoning revisions, com-
missioners also expressed support 
for eliminating a policy that allows 
downtown’s commercial develop-
ers to pay “parking in-lieu” fees 
to avoid constructing parking. Be-
cause this fee program is not avail-
able to housing developers, staff 
felt it has provided an incentive 
for builders to choose commercial 
projects over residential ones.

“We have an in-lieu program that 
isn’t working very well and that 
puts a thumb on the scale in favor 
of office development,” said Com-
missioner Asher Waldfogel, one 
of four commissioners who voted 
to remove the program (Monk 
dissented and Alcheck abstained 
because he felt the process was 
flawed).

In a separate amendment, the 
commission voted 4-2 (with Sum-
ma and Ed Lauing opposed) to re-
move the requirement that housing 
developers who apply under the 
new affordable-housing combining 
district undergo hearings before the 
commission and the council. Rath-
er, their projects, which can only 
be located in certain commercial 
districts where the zoning applies, 
will approved by right. 

The revision to the zoning code 
is Palo Alto’s most significant 
response to date to a colleagues 
memo penned in fall 2017 by 
Councilman Adrian Fine, with col-
laboration from Mayor Liz Kniss 

and Councilman Cory Wolbach. 
The memo alluded to the regional 
housing crisis and encouraged new 
zoning rules to encourage housing 
near transit and jobs.

The council has also adopted a 
goal earlier this year of generating 
300 housing units annually, though 
it is almost certain to fall short of 
that goal in 2018.

“While Palo Alto may never be 
a truly affordable place to live, the 
City Council has an obligation to 
current and future residents to ex-
plore policies that expand housing 
choices for people of different in-
comes, generations and needs,” the 
memo states.

The memo prompted the city 

to create a Housing Work Plan, 
which the council adopted earlier 
this year. The plan proposes many 
of the revisions that the planning 
commission officially endorsed 
when it voted to send the zoning 
ordinance to the council.

“Many, if not most, of the things 
in Housing Work Plan have some 
place in the ordinance in front of 
us,” Lauing said. “We also have 
state laws that changed the rules 
in the state and in the community. 
The bottom line is: All of this is in-
tending to get more housing in the 
state and in Palo Alto.” 

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

Housing
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PARENTS NURSERY SCHOOL 
FALL CARNIVAL 

Sunday October 21, 2018 11:00 am - 3:30pm 
2328 Louis Road Palo Alto, CA 94303

Dress up in your favorite costume and enjoy live music, games,
face painting, raffle prizes, good food and SO MUCH MORE!

ENTER TO WIN FIVE DISNEY 
PARK HOPPER TICKETS!
http://bit.ly/PNSDisneyRaffle

City Council
The council did not meet this week.

Board of Education (Oct. 9)
Magical Bridge: The board waived its two-meeting rule and authorized staff to 
apply for up to $300,000 in matching funds from Santa Clara County to build 
an inclusive Magical Bridge playground at El Carmelo Elementary School. Yes: 
Unanimous
Purchase orders: The board approved purchase orders for Sept. 19 through 
Oct. 2, amending an order to attorney Amy Oppenheimer from $150,000 to 
$50,000. Yes: Unanimous
Dyslexia: The board heard an update on the district’s work to implement the 
state’s new dyslexia guidelines. Action: None

Planning and Transportation Commission 
(Oct. 10)
285 Hamilton Ave.: The commission recommended approving a proposal 
by Thoits Bros. to create a roof deck at 285 Hamilton Ave.and supported an 
amendment that would allow roof decks for downtown buildings with heights 
greater than 50 feet. Yes: Alcheck, Gardias, Monk, Waldfogel No: Lauing, 
Summa Absent: Riggs
Zoning: The commission recommended a list of zoning changes to encourage 
residential development. Yes: Alcheck, Gardias, Lauing, Monk, Waldfogel No: 
Summa Absent: Riggs 

CityView
A round-up       of Palo Alto government action this week

LET’S DISCUSS: Read the latest local news headlines and talk 
about the issues at Town Square at PaloAltoOnline.com

listening to the community,” Sbra-
gia wrote in her candidate state-
ment. “I will fight to change the 
current culture of fear and retali-
ation felt by district employees and 
work to include all stakeholders in 
decision making.” She has been en-
dorsed by the teachers union.

Tamara Sobomehin: Sobome-
hin is a longtime community vol-
unteer who works at StreetCode 
Academy, which provides free 

technology, en-
trepreneurship 
and design edu-
cation to youth 
and their fami-
lies. Her cam-
paign slogan, 
together with 
Laura Nunez, 
is “Recharge 
Ravenswood.” 

“My goal is 
to take all the energy that is be-
hind the frustration and anger 
people feel and redirect it towards 
solutions, so we are left with the 

passion and commitment people 
have for our students,” she said. She 
has been endorsed by the teachers 
union. 

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

Video interviews with eight of the 
nine candidates for Ravenswood 
City School District are posted at 
paloaltoonline.atavist.com. The 
videos include Spanish subtitles. 

WATCH IT ONLINE
PaloAltoOnline.com

Tamara 
Sobomehin

Ravenswood
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expansions are creating. Residents 
of East Palo Alto should not shoul-
der the burden alone, they say.

The tax amounts to 21 cents per 
square foot per month, they wrote 
in a pro-tax argument filed with 
the San Mateo County Clerk-Re-
corder. It was signed by Mayor Ru-
ben Abrica; Fr. Lawrence Goode, 
pastor of St. Francis of Assisi 
Church; Rev. Paul Bains, founder 
of Project WeHOPE; Millicent 
Grant, president of the East Palo 
Alto Senior Center; and Isaiah 
Vi, board member of employment 

training center JobTrain.
They dismissed developers’ ar-

guments that the tax would stifle 
development that the city badly 
needs to provide a tax base to fund 
community services and benefits.

In their argument against the 
measure, opponents claim the 
measure is a “stop commercial de-
velopment tax.” Jeffrey Poetsch, 
president of the Ravenswood 
Shores Business District, wrote 
that instead of the parcel tax, ad-
ditional property taxes from new 
commercial developments would 
generate more than $10 million a 
year if developers build in the city. 

But proponents disagreed.
“The measure does not affect 

your home. The measure does not 
affect locally owned small busi-
nesses or retail stores. Measure 
HH will not stop development in 
the city. East Palo Alto’s commer-
cial office rents will still be very 
competitive relative to neighbor-
ing cities,” they wrote.

They noted the City Council 
can amend the tax without future 
voter approval, so long as the 
amount of tax doesn’t increase 
or change what the tax revenues 
will be spent on. The council has 
the discretion to lower the tax in a 
substantial economic downturn. 

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

Measure HH
(continued from page 12)


