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Upfront

Cody highlighted the county’s 
progress in managing the pan-
demic. The county in early Feb-
ruary was among the first in the 
country to have COVID patients, 
she said, but now its cases account 
for fewer than 5% of California’s 
and just a fraction of the nation’s 
case total, which is now more 
than 1 million. As of Thursday, 
the county had 2,163confirmed 
cases and 111 deaths related to 
COVID-19.

Cody said the goal is to move 
from the types of “broad-based” 
restrictions that have been in 
place since March 17 to a “more 
focused approach” to protect vul-
nerable populations.

“What we are hoping is be-
cause we have been extraordi-
narily successful in our region in 
suppressing cases, flattening the 
curve and decreasing the number 
of new cases that we have every 
day, we are hoping to success-
fully transition to a point where 
we can be more focused,” Cody 
said at a news conference at the 
County Government Center in 
San Jose.

The new order allows nurseries, 
landscapers, gardeners and other 
businesses that primarily provide 
outdoor services to reopen (which 
does not include dining establish-
ments with outdoor seating).

The March prohibition on 
gardening has been particularly 
contentious, with many local resi-
dents and some city leaders ques-
tioning the county’s decision to 
ban an outdoor activity that typi-
cally includes very little social 
interaction.

Palo Alto City Manager Ed 
Shikada said last week that the 
city has received more calls about 
gardening than about any other 
topic, with some complaining 
about gardening at a neighboring 
property and others complaining 
about the ban. Councilman Greg 
Tanaka aligned himself with the 
latter at the April 20 council 
meeting, where he described the 
gardening ban as “truly bizarre.”

Last week, the Atherton City 
Council asked San Mateo County 
officials to allow town residents 
necessary landscaping and gar-
dening activity. This followed 
concerns from residents about 
their inability to perform the 
landscaping work personally; 
vegetation that would “quickly 
get out of control” given the large 
nature of most of the properties 
in town; and personal health is-
sues related to either the activity 
or the impact of vegetation that 
isn’t maintained.

Mayor Rick DeGolia called the 
county’s decision to allow gar-
dening to be a “very important 
move.”

But “going forward, I think 
that it is critical that the county 
greatly expand the availability 
of testing and put into practice 
a comprehensive tracing strat-
egy; otherwise, we just don’t 

Shelter
(continued from page 5)

Owners and employees of 
Midpeninsula businesses 
that will be allowed to 

operate again under the modified 
stay-at-home order that will take 
effect May 4 are expressing cau-
tious optimism at the prospect of 
getting back to work. 

Under the ordinance, “outdoor 
businesses” — such as plant 
nurseries and garden centers, as 
well as service providers like 
landscapers and gardeners —can 
resume operations. Construction 
activities and commercial real es-
tate transactions will also be al-
lowed. All will need to abide by 
social-distancing and sanitation 
protocols that will keep custom-
ers and employees safe from the 
coronavirus, including require-
ments for face coverings and lim-
its on the numbers of customers 
in a space at one time. 

Israel Herrera, a gardener for 
his father’s landscaping company 
in Mountain View for more than 
15 years, was surprised to hear 
the news Wednesday but said he’s 
looking forward to starting to 
work again — and even to build-
ing the business.

Before the shelter-in-place order, 
Herrera said his company of five 
people was experiencing a labor 
shortage, citing expensive housing 
costs as one of the main factors as 
to why it was hard to find people to 
hire. Oftentimes he couldn’t take 
on as many clients as he wanted to 
due to being short staffed.

And the stay-at-home order 
didn’t help. Since March, Herrera 
said most of the work came to a 
halt.

“We’re fortunate enough that 
some clients were willing to still 
pay us even though we weren’t 
showing up,” he said.

With the new ease of restric-
tions, Herrera is looking to get 

right back to work and hopefully 
will be able to bring on additional 
staff.

“Maybe now there’s an oppor-
tunity to hire new people,” he said.

The shutdown didn’t entirely 
stop business for retail nurseries, 
which have been fulfilling phone 
and online orders for plants and 
garden supplies through curbside 
pickup and delivery. The owner 
of Leafy, a nursery on Hamilton 
Avenue in Palo Alto, said online 
revenue from deliveries of plants 
has helped keep his business 
afloat but not profitable.  

Mark Pendleton, manager of 
Brookside Orchids in Portola 
Valley, said the store has contin-
ued operating its orchid boarding, 
the backbone of the business, and 
likewise relied on deliveries to  
keep revenue coming in. 

While the boarding and deliv-
eries have helped keep the busi-
ness afloat, he still had to reduce 
workers’ hours and pay. 

“Many of us have landlords 
who don’t take IOUs,” he said.

Returning to walk-in trade will 
hopefully allow all staff to return 
to full-time work and wages, he 
said. 

“And get back fully to what we 
do,” he said.

“We’ll be very glad — please 
put the emphasis on ‘very’ — to 
see our customers come back in,” 
he said. 

Realtors also are looking for-
ward to better business under the 
revised order.

For the first two weeks of the 
shutdown, the entire market, in-
cluding active listings and sold 
homes, dropped 40%, said Real-
tor Xin Jiang of Compass Realty, 
in Palo Alto. She didn’t see any 
new listings during that time. 
Home prices also declined 20%, 
though the highest-value homes 

were not being put up for sale.
The market has slowly been 

opening up as people are gaining 
more confidence, Jiang said, and 
she expects the volume of avail-
able homes and activity at ev-
ery level of the market will now 
increase.

Michael Repka, CEO, manag-
ing broker and general counsel 
for Palo Alto-based DeLeon Re-
alty, said the revised order will 
give Realtors more latitude to get 
homes ready to show — a key 
component in sales.

“Normal preparation was held 
back,” he said. Most homes re-
quire contractors and landscap-
ers to build, repair, landscape or 
upgrade a residence. Neither type 
of business was allowed to work 
under the previous order.

“Now we can show all proper-
ties,” he said. Before, agents could 
only take prospective buyers on a 
virtual tour of a property, unless 
no one was living in the home. 
The new rules allow agents to 
show occupied properties provid-
ed they follow certain protocols.

Repka also believes that people 
are feeling more hopeful about 
the pandemic. Before, they saw 
their world becoming increasing-
ly constricted: the shelter order, a 
concern over food shortages, and 
the lack of a treatment or cure for 
COVID-19. 

But good news on all of those 
fronts this week, from the lessen-
ing restrictions to protecting the 
food supply chain and news of 
possible treatments for the dis-
ease are all helping to increase 
optimism, he said.

“People are feeling there are 
more options. We’re getting past 
this,” he said. “I’m already hear-
ing from buyers. It’s going to have 
a very positive impact. Inventory 
will increase in a few weeks.” 

Businesses catering to out-
door activities are also exploring 
the possibility of relaunching at 
least parts of their operations. 
At Shoreline Lake Boathouse in 
Mountain View, where every-
thing had closed down, the busi-
ness is considering renting its 
paddleboats, which can be wiped 
down with disinfectant, and offer-
ing a selection of foods in picnic 
baskets for people to enjoy around 
the lake, spokesman Evan Ber-
glund said.

The business is dependent on 
a decision by the city of Moun-
tain View, which owns Shoreline 
Park, he said. 

“Everything is vague right now 
and it will take until Monday to 
get things figured out,” he said.

The new policy also permits 
use of shared outdoor spaces so 
long as people can maintain so-
cial distance. 

Midpeninsula Regional Open 
Space District preserves in San 
Mateo County will reopen on 
weekends starting May 9 and 10, 
spokeswoman Leigh Ann Gess-
ner said. The county’s public 
health officer, Scott Morrow, had 
previously asked the district to 
close the preserves on the week-
ends, she said.

Midpen’s preserves span Santa 
Clara, San Mateo and Santa Cruz 
counties and the district is closely 
following directives in all three. 

“We have worked really hard to 
keep the public preserves open as 
much as possible. We are doing 
all we can to have needed physi-
cal and mental health outlets” for 
people, Gessner said.

Most parking lots at the pre-
serves are open to the public, but 
there are some limitations. Ran-
cho San Antonio has two lots that 
are closed to reduce the number 
of visitors and some loop trails 
have been made one way only to 
increase physical distance.

“We are definitely getting an 
uptick in visitation,” she said, 
adding that it is creating some 
challenges as some people are 
new to the preserves and aren’t 
familiar with trail etiquette.

Two popular preserves will 
continue to remain closed: 
Windy Hill will stay closed at 
the request of the town of Por-
tola Valley and Teague Hill is 
also currently closed because its 
one short public trail ties in with 
adjacent Huddart County Park, 
which is closed. It will reopen 
when San Mateo County parks 
can welcome back visitors, Gess-
ner said. 

Staff Writers Sue Dremann 
and Lloyd Lee can be emailed at 
sdremann@paweekly.com and 
llee@paweekly.com, respectively. 

New order allows a few retailers,  
service companies to get back to work
Business owners hopeful but wary about reopening while pandemic continues 

by Sue Dremann, Lloyd Lee and Jocelyn Dong
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Mark Pendleton, manager of Brookside Orchids in Portola Valley, examines a sick plant with 
Concepción Cabrera in March 2019. Nurseries and garden centers are among the businesses that will 
be allowed to reopen on May 4 under the new stat-at-home order. 
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