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By Mark Noack

I
t’s a piece of legislation being 
hailed as a surefire way to 
boost housing construction 

across California — so why 
are so many housing advocates 
opposed to it?  
 A recent bill put forward by 
state Sen. Scott Wiener (D-San 
Francisco) has sparked a firestorm 
because it would suspend many 
cities’ land-use restrictions when 
it comes to constructing new 
apartments near 
transit stops. Even 
in Mountain View, 
where officials 
pride themselves 
on addressing the 
housing crisis, the 
idea is going over 
like a lead balloon. 
 Earlier this 
month, Moun-
tain View Mayor 
Lenny Siegel wrote 
to Wiener outlin-
ing his concerns 
with Senate Bill 827, saying it 
would cripple the city’s ability to 
extract concessions from hous-
ing developers. 
 The city has long relied on 
using a density-bonus system 
that allows housing developers 
to build higher and more densely 
packed apartments. In exchange, 
developers are required to help 
fund local improvements, such as 
parks, transportation or afford-
able housing. 
 Wiener’s bill would essentially 
take away the city’s leverage to 
demand those concessions, Siegel 

told the Voice, and he warned it 
could trigger a political backlash. 
The bill, he said, would make it 
so that certain high-rise apart-
ments wouldn’t have to address 
valid neighborhood concerns, 
such as traffic, parking and con-
struction impacts. 
 “If you don’t have the capacity 
to address those concerns, then 
people are going to find a way 
not to build anything,” Siegel 
said. “We need a comprehen-
sive approach to housing, not 

just finding ways 
to squeeze more 
apartments onto 
the head of a pin.” 
 Wiener’s pro-
posed legislation 
applies only to 
so-called “transit-
rich” properties, 
defined as those 
within a half-mile 
of a major transit 
stop. For Mountain 
View and cities up 
the spine of the 

Peninsula, that means the pro-
posed rules would impact sites 
near Caltrain, BART and VTA 
light rail stations. An approxi-
mate map of the Bay Area’s 
affected properties can be found 
at transitrichhousing.org. 
 Under the new bill, housing 
proposals for those properties 
near transit would be immune 
to most local zoning restrictions, 
such as parking requirements 
and caps on the maximum 
density or height. The closest 
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Michele Bernal, co-owner of Blossom True Value Hardware in Mountain View, still resents being 
targeted by a “drive-by” lawsuit that seized on minor accessibility violations.

Housing bill draws pushback 
from local leaders

LOCAL ZONING WOULDN’T APPLY UNDER WIENER BILL

By Mark Noack

O
ver the last few years, 
a string of Mountain 
View shops and busi-

nesses have been hit by what 
they describe as a legal shake-
down: lawsuits demanding pay-
ment over alleged violations of 
the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA).
 Now the tables have turned, 
and the law firm behind many 
of these suits is facing its own 
day in court. A recent lawsuit is 
accusing the Mission Law Firm 
of San Jose of essentially being 
a criminal enterprise under 
the Racketeer Influenced and 
Corrupt Organizations (RICO) 

Act. Last week, a federal judge 
declined to dismiss the RICO 
charges, allowing the case to 
move forward for a full trial.
 The Mission Law Firm’s 
attorneys, Tanya Moore and her 
ex-husband Randy Moore, have 
based their practice on filing an 
estimated 1,400 similar ADA 
suits against small businesses 
across the state.
 Last fall, the Voice detailed 
a suit filed by the Moore firm 
against Ava’s Downtown Mar-
ket & Deli and the Omelette 
House, which shared the same 
building on Castro Street. The 
lawsuit accused the businesses 
of various violations, includ-
ing inadequate “knee and toe 

clearances” at Ava’s dining 
area, and for inventory displays 
that made the store aisles inac-
cessible to wheelchairs. Each 
violation could have resulted 
in $4,000 in damages in court, 
and the suit indicated more 
violations could be added as the 
case proceeded.
 Late last year, Ava’s and its 
partners settled the suit for an 
undisclosed amount, accord-
ing to court records. Ava’s 
owner Juan Origel said he 
was barred by the settlement 
from commenting or disclosing 
any details. But he confirmed 
that the cost to settle was 

By Kevin Forestieri

T
eens who will be the first 
in their family to attend 
college may be getting 

straight A’s in tough classes, but 
academic performance alone 
may not even the playing field 
when it comes to launching a 
successful career.
 That’s why Mountain View-
Los Altos officials started offer-
ing a new program in 2016 
to fill those gaps for the 350 
students at Mountain View and 
Los Altos high schools in the 
AVID program, many of whom 
are motivated and industrious 

but simply don’t have the same 
resources to prepare for a future 
job. The Pathways, Exposure, 
Academic Connection, Knowl-
edge (PEAK) Program exposes 
hundreds of students to poten-
tial jobs through annual trips 
to companies and organizations 
including LinkedIn, Adobe, and 
Sobrato.
 AVID is a college and career 
readiness initiative for low-
income, minority, first-genera-
tion and other underrepresented 
youth. 
 The PEAK program is a big 
opportunity for students who 
haven’t had any exposure to jobs 

and careers to see the inside of 
well-known companies firsthand 
and the people who work there, 
said Darya Larizadeh, who over-
sees the program. But she said 
the trips are much more than a 
tour through the headquarters 
of prominent businesses — it’s 
a “big time” chance for students 
to network, shake hands and 
exchange business cards.
 “The goal of PEAK is to show 
them that these companies are in 
your area, and not just tech com-
panies,” Larizadeh said, men-
tioning upcoming visits to a law 
firm and a construction compa-
ny this year. “We just came back 

from El Camino Hospital and 
a lot of students have expressed 
interest in careers in medicine.”
 The program received regional 
recognition earlier this month 
when the Santa Clara Coun-
ty School Boards Association 
awarded the PEAK program the 
2018 Glenn Hoffmann Exem-
plary Program Award.
 Each trip has a two-part mis-
sion, with a tour as well as group 
discussions with employees who 
also were the first in their fam-
ily to go to college. Students 
get a feel for the broad range of 
jobs available at a company — 
from software engineering and 

design to human resources and 
staff development — and get a 
chance to build relationships 
with employees on the spot. One 
AVID staff member recalled a 
recent trip to Adobe where an 
employee told students he had 
no network during his job search, 
and that he wanted to be their 
first networking contact. Then 
he handed out his business card.
 Along with the off-campus 
career expos, PEAK includes its 
own built-in curriculum for lin-
ing up internships and job-shad-
owing opportunities, drafting a 

Firm behind local ADA lawsuits is being sued
AVA’S MARKET, OTHERS SETTLE OUT OF COURT AFTER BEING TARGETED

College-bound students network with Silicon Valley employees

 See ADA LAWSUITS, page 12

 See AVID, page 6

 See HOUSING BILL, page 9

‘The community 
can still engage 
on the approval 

process for 
specific projects 
under this bill.’
STATE SEN. SCOTT WIENER
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partly responsible for causing the 
Omelette House to close down 
late last year.
 Similar ADA suits have also tar-
geted many other Mountain View 
businesses, including the El Paso 
Cafe, Mountain View Surplus, 
Blossom True Value Hardware 
and the Cuesta Park Medical 
Center. Like Ava’s Market, most 
businesses decide to reach a settle-
ment rather than risk the expense 
of a prolonged legal battle.
 Blossom True Value Hardware 
co-owner Michele Bernal still 
resents how the Moores’ law firm 
targeted her business in 2013 for 
an ADA lawsuit. Her customers 
in wheelchairs had never before 
complained about accessibil-
ity, she said, yet the Moore’s suit 
seized on poorly marked parking 
lines, cracked asphalt and bath-
room signs that were mounted 
too high. On the advice of her 
insurer, they agreed to settle the 
case for $20,000. 
 Upon hearing about the new 
RICO case, Bernal made it clear 
she was savoring the moment. 
 “I’m really happy to hear this. 
We’ve been saying all along this 
felt like a legal conspiracy,” she 
said. “I hope they prosecute them 
and find them guilty — this 
law was set up for a good cause 
but they’ve been exploiting this 
loophole.” 
  

Pushback against  
ADA suits

 The nature of these ADA cases 
is very familiar to Burlingame 
attorney Moji Saniefar, who is 
leading the RICO case against 
the Moore law firm. Saniefar first 
learned of the Moore firm when 
her father’s restaurant in Fresno 
was sued in 2014 over the same 
kind of accessibility violations.
 Unlike most defendants, Sani-
efar and her parents decided to 
fight the case. It wasn’t cheap, 
and it required hiring a private 
investigator and bearing the costs 
of about three years of litigation.
 But as the case progressed, the 
allegations made by the Moore 
firm fell apart, Saniefar said. The 
plaintiff in the case — Randy 
Moore’s brother, Ronald Moore 
— asserted in a court declaration 
that he was disabled and needed 
a wheelchair or cane for mobil-
ity. He testified that in 2014 he 
found himself trapped in a non-
complaint restroom at the Sani-
efar family’s restaurant, hollering 
for help.
 Saniefar said that account is 
hogwash. From their investiga-
tion, she said they were able to get 
video evidence of Ronald Moore 
walking on his own without 
any aid. She believes that Moore 
never actually visited her father’s 
restaurant. A federal judge ended 
up dismissing the case last year, 
but by that point her family’s res-
taurant had closed and her father 

had died. Running the restaurant 
was more of a hobby for her 
father, but she said this lawsuit 
“took the joy out of it for him.”
 After defending her family’s 
restaurant, Saniefar decided to 
go on the offensive by filing her 
own lawsuit. She alleges the Mis-
sion Law Firm had conspired to 
push fraudulent lawsuits with a 
cohort of plaintiffs and disability 
consultants, many of whom were 
family members. Their goal was 
to exploit disability protections 
to essentially extort money from 
small businesses, especially those 
owned by immigrant families, 
she said.
 For this type of civil litigation, 
it is unusual to use the RICO law, 
which was created in the 1970s 
to prosecute organized crime 
syndicates and drug traffickers. 
Saniefar said the law was appro-
priate in this case because she 
alleges the Moores committed 
wire and mail fraud, which are 
prerequisites for RICO charges. 
The anti-racketeering law also 
allows for much higher civil pen-
alties, as well as the possibility 
that criminal prosecutors could 
take up the case in the future.
 “It seemed like the right fit in 
this case,” Saniefar said. “This 
will be a warning to those law 
firms that are mass producing 
these suits. It will make them vet 
their plaintiffs much more care-
fully and it puts them on notice.”
 Given the stakes, the Mission 
Law Firm is forcefully defending 

itself against the allegations of 
fraud. For example, they point 
to the video evidence of Ronald 
Moore walking without a cane. 
That video was only “a few min-
utes” long but private investigators 
were surreptitiously recording 
him for 77 hours, they say. It 
doesn’t prove anything that Moore 
can walk with a degree of pain for 
short periods; he still is physically 
disabled, said John O’Connor, an 
attorney defending the firm. 
 “What’s driving this suit is 
retaliation, not for the Mission 
Law Firm being bad lawyers 
but for being good lawyers and 
enforcing the rights of the dis-
abled,”  he said. “Nobody can 
claim that this firm doesn’t cor-
rectly enforce the law.” 

Congress seeks  
ADA reform

 As the litigation proceeds, 
federal lawmakers are also con-
sidering addressing the overuse 
of ADA suits. A new House bill 
introduced this year by Rep. 
Ted Poe (R-Texas) would require 
disabled plaintiffs to first inform 
property owners of any barri-
ers obstructing their mobility. 
Property owners would have at 
least 120 days to correct the 
issue before plaintiffs could take 
legal action, and they would be 
encouraged to seek mediation 
before filing a lawsuit.
 The ADA reform bill didn’t 
gain much support from local 

Democratic lawmakers. The bill 
was opposed by most Bay Area 
members of Congress including 
Reps. Ro Khanna (D-Santa Clara), 
Nancy Pelosi (D-San Francisco) 
and Anna Eshoo (D-Atherton). 
They were among the 173 Demo-
crats to vote against the Republi-
can-led ADA reforms last month.
 In a constituent letter, Eshoo 
indicated she opposed the 
reforms because businesses 
would no longer be obligated to 
be proactive in ensuring they 
were meeting accessibility rules. 
The reforms would prevent so-
called “drive-by” lawsuits, Eshoo 
admitted, but that wasn’t worth 
weakening protections under the 
ADA, she wrote.
 On the other side, Rep Jackie 
Speier (D-Hillsborough) was 
among a handful of Democrats 
to come out in support of the bill. 
Along with voting for it, Speier 
also signed on as one of the bill’s 
co-sponsors, citing abuse of the 
current system by some law firms. 
 “A few bad actor law firms have 
made it a cottage industry to file 
lawsuits as shakedowns with no 
commitment to get the public 
accommodation accessible. That 
makes no sense,” Speier wrote to 
the Voice. “Giving businesses 120 
days to remedy an access issue 
gets the barrier fixed. Lawsuits 
can still be filed.”
 The bill was approved by the 
House in a 225-192 vote. It now 
goes to the U.S. Senate for  
consideration. V

ADA LAWSUITS
 Continued from page 5

for proposals, and they later 
signed a $75,000 contract with 
the parking management firm, 
Parking Company of America. 
 While that may seem like a 
high cost for parking, it’s actu-
ally a bargain compared to the 
price of adding new spots, said 
Tiffany Chew, city business 
development specialist. Add-
ing parking by building a new 
garage would cost approximate-
ly $53,000 per space, she said. 
 “This is really our first initia-
tive in years to increase parking 
capacity in downtown,” she said. 
“At this point we’re looking at all 
options to provide support to 
our downtown.” 
 The last time new public park-
ing was added to downtown was 
in 2007 when the city finished 
the Bryant Street garage. In the 

near future, a new 385-space 
public garage will be construct-
ed near Castro Street as part 
of a new Joie de Vivre hotel 
project. City officials had also 
hoped to strike a partnership 
with ride-sharing companies to 
help relieve downtown part, but 
that deal hit an impasse due to 
conflicts over data sharing.  
 The new valet service will 
operate from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. 
and from 5 p.m. to midnight, 
Thursday through Saturday. 
The program is funding to run 
until March 2019. 

ELECTRIC MUSIC FESTIVAL 
COMES TO CSMA

Mountain View’s Community 
School of Music and Arts next 
month is hosting its first elec-
tronic music festival. The three-
day event, April 13-15,  is meant 
to highlight the intersection 
of music and technology, and 
it will feature various live per-
formances as well as hands-on 
workshops. 
 The festival is made pos-
sible thanks to a $25,000 grant 
provided last year by Inspire 
Mountain View. The grant 
program was a new collabora-
tion between several of the 

large local tech companies to 
promote community events and 
culture. 
 CSMA organizers say they 
have signed up several artists to 
perform, including Flashbulb, 
Bathing and The Hurd Ensem-
ble. In addition to live music, 
the festival will feature various 
workshops and demos. 
 A full list of events can be 
found at arts4all.org/events/
csma-electronic-music-festival. 

—Mark Noack

FREE TAX HELP
  The Volunteer Tax Assistance 
Program is offering free tax 
preparation assistance for elder-
ly, disabled, and low-income 
residents of Santa Clara County 
as well as anyone with limited 
English language skills.
 There are nearly 40 sites 
countywide, including two 
in Mountain View, where 
trained, IRS-certified volun-
teers can help prepare basic tax 
forms including the 1040EZ, 
1040A and 1040 with certain 
schedules.
 To qualify for the program, 
taxpayers need a valid Social 
Security or individual taxpayer 
identification number as well as 
a combined household annual 

income of less than $54,000.
 Taxpayers must bring photo 
identification, such as a pass-
port, drivers license or other 
government issued identifica-
tion card.
 Other required documents 
include a Social Security card or 
individual taxpayer identifica-
tion number, proof of income 
and expenses, a copy of last 
year’s state and federal tax 
returns, a bank account number 
and routing number for direct 
deposit, household health cov-
erage information as well as a 
landlord’s name and contact 
information for anyone taking 
advantage of the California 
Renter’s Credit.
 Assistance is available at the 
Mountain View Library on 
the second floor on Saturdays 
from 10:15 a.m. to 2:45 p.m., the 
Mitchell Park Library in Palo 
Alto on Saturdays from 10 a.m. 
to 3 p.m. and at the Santa Clara 
County Social Services Agency 
at 1879 Senter Road, No. 10 in 
San Jose on Thursdays and Fri-
days from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m.
 There are dozens of other 
locations where free tax assis-
tance is being offered. A full 
list is available online at tinyurl.
com/yat6a97g.

—Bay City News Service

COMMUNITY BRIEFS
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Quinn gave assurances that she 
was looking into the issue. 
 The City Council supported 
signing an agreement with Airb-
nb to have the company start 
collecting taxes from lodgings 
and turning that money over 
to the city. Councilman Chris 
Clark suggested the company 
could also help handle the busi-
ness licenses that hosts would be 
required to obtain. In San Fran-
cisco, the company is currently 
testing out a system to use their 
own website to do this, but it’s 
unclear if the service is available 
in other cities, he said. 
 Council members gave general 
direction to city staff on draft-
ing future policies on short-term 
rentals, but no formal vote was 
taken. A full set of regulations 
is expected to come back before 
elected leaders in the fall. 

RENTALS
 Continued from page 1
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