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Upfront
Local news, information and analysis

Local restaurant owners are pushing the city of Palo Alto to close its streets to traffic and use the space for outdoor dining.

PUBLIC HEALTH

BUSINESS

C ities up and down the 
Midpeninsula are con-
sidering temporarily 

closing their downtown streets 
to traffic to give restaurants 
and other businesses more out-
door space to safely serve cus-
tomers when they’re allowed to 
reopen.

The cities, including Menlo 
Park, Palo Alto, Mountain View, 
Redwood City, San Carlos and 

San Mateo, are at various stages 
of decision-making: In a few, 
leaders are entertaining con-
crete proposals, while in others, 
grassroots community discus-
sions haven’t yet been formally 
taken up by elected officials.

For restaurants, additional 
seating and space to reassure 
diners that eating out is safe 
could mean the difference be-
tween surviving or folding 

during this next phase of the 
shutdown.

“Every seat outside would 
help,” said Michael Ekwall, co-
owner of La Bodeguita del Me-
dio on California Avenue in Palo 
Alto. “Even at 50% capacity, it 
will be an incredible challenge 
to be profitable.”

In new guidance that Gov. 
Gavin Newsom released on 
Tuesday, May 12, the state 

recommended that restaurants 
“prioritize” outdoor seating 
when their local jurisdictions 
meet the criteria for reopen-
ing. Newsom noted in a press 
conference that outdoor seat-
ing naturally allows for “greater 
distribution of airflow,” while 
inside, ventilation could pose a 
potential risk.

“Restaurants can expand their 
outdoor seating, and alcohol of-
ferings in those areas, if they 
comply with local laws and reg-
ulations,” the guidance states.

The state isn’t mandating 
specific capacity levels, but for 
many restaurants, reconfigur-
ing their dining rooms to ensure 
tables are 6 feet apart will sig-
nificantly reduce the number of 

Masks are now 
mandatory in 

Palo Alto
City Council approves 

order mandating  
face coverings

by Gennady Sheyner

P alo Alto now requires 
everyone to wear face 
coverings when entering 

businesses, stores, health care fa-
cilities or taking public transpor-
tation under a law that the City 
Council passed unanimously on 
Monday night.

The law, which kicked in on 
May 13, also applies to people 
going to work, preparing or sell-
ing food and walking through 
building common areas such as 
hallways, stairways, elevators and 
parking facilities. It does not ap-
ply to people out for a walk or en-
gaging in exercise activities such 
as running or biking.

In adopting the law, the coun-
cil joined a handful of other Bay 
Area cities that have stricter regu-
lations than Santa Clara County. 
San Mateo, Alameda, Contra 
Costa, Marin and San Francisco 
counties require face coverings, 
with violations punishable as mis-
demeanors. Santa Clara County 
only “strongly recommends” their 
use.

Dr. Sara Cody, the county’s 
health officer, had said that she 
believes an order to wear face 
coverings would be difficult to 
enforce and that she believes 
people will wear them voluntarily.

In adopting the new require-
ment, Palo Alto is following the 
lead of Cupertino, Fremont and 
Milpitas. In each city, a failure to 
wear a mask can result in an ad-
ministrative citation.

The proposal to require masks 

(continued on page 21)

As economy plummets, city slashes police, library funding
City Council spars over capital spending, community 
services as it moves to cut nearly $40M from budget

by Gennady Sheyner

A fter two months of tri-
age prompted by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, Palo 

Alto’s elected leaders pivoted 
this week to address the next cri-
sis: a city budget that has been 
bludgeoned by the economic 
shutdown and that now faces a 
$40-million hole.

Over the course of three 

marathon budget discussions 
filled with alarming projections, 
painful choices, fraying tem-
pers and sharp disagreements, a 
clearer picture began to emerge 
of a post-pandemic Palo Alto 
— a place with fewer police of-
ficers on patrol and ambulances 
that take twice as long to respond 
to an emergency. The city’s free 

shuttles will no longer run along 
Middlefield and Embarcadero 
roads and the Children’s The-
atre will no longer stage perfor-
mances. Park maintenance will be 
slashed in half and libraries will 
be open for fewer hours.

These changes, and many oth-
ers, are elements of a “back-to-
the-basics” new normal to which 
the City Council began to transi-
tion this week, as it reviewed the 
budgets of most City Hall depart-
ments and made unpopular cuts. 

Some budget proposals, including 
one to shutter the College Terrace 
Library, are likely to be reversed 
when the council formally adopts 
the budget on June 22. Most oth-
ers, including the elimination of 
more than 90 full-time positions, 
will kick in on July 1, when the 
new fiscal year begins.

The budget that the council 
reviewed on Monday, Tuesday 
and Wednesday reflects what the 
staff had deemed to be a worst-
case scenario, one in which the 

economy remains stagnant over 
the next year, with revenues re-
maining low long after the health 
restrictions are lifted. The coun-
cil unanimously agreed on May 
4 that staff’s grimmest projec-
tion, which shows a $38.8 million 
revenue drop, is in fact the most 
realistic one.

The long lists of cuts that the 
council approved over 20 hours 
of public hearings represent the 

(continued on page 12)
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Cities mull downtown street closures  
to make way for outdoor dining

Restaurants, residents lobby elected officials to adopt plan to spur business recovery
by Elena Kadvany
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people they can serve.
In Menlo Park, the idea of clos-

ing streets was sparked by a request 
from the owner of Cafe Zoe to use 
street parking to serve customers 
once the cafe is allowed to reopen. 
City Councilman Ray Mueller fur-
ther proposed closing Santa Cruz 
Avenue and potentially other city 
streets to traffic. He and Council-
woman Betsy Nash Tuesday night 
proposed the temporary closures 
and the creation of a “streamlined 
permit process” to temporarily al-
low restaurants and retail stores to 
serve customers and sell goods in 
the closed streets.

The council didn’t take any 
action on the plan on Tuesday, 
but City Manager Starla Jerome-
Robinson agreed to look at traf-
fic impacts and evaluate concerns 
about safety raised by the Menlo 
Park Fire Protection District be-
fore bringing a more detailed plan 
back to the council, tentatively on 
May 26.

Mountain View Mayor Mar-
garet Abe-Koga said city staff is 
“actively exploring” temporarily 
closing Castro Street to traffic, an 
idea that’s drawn interest in the 
community over the years.

“The social distancing require-
ments of COVID-19 makes this an 
opportune time for us to try this 
concept,” she wrote in an email. 
“Overall, we are looking at this 
COVID-19 situation as an oppor-
tunity to revisit many of the ways 
we operate.”

Redwood City is in the early 
stages of considering allowing 
restaurants and retail stores to use 
sidewalks, private parking lots and 
streets for outdoor dining and re-
tail sales, including in downtown, 
Communications Manager Jenni-
fer Yamaguma said.

“Staff are evaluating what a pro-
gram might entail, balancing the 
need for economic vitality while 
ensuring the health and safety of 
our community,” she wrote.

In Palo Alto, the City Council 
has not yet formally taken up a 
proposal to close University and 
California avenues, but staff has 
been discussing the idea in recent 
weeks with local restaurant and 
business owners.

Palo Alto Mayor Adrian Fine 
said he supports the concept, not-
ing that the timing is optimal. 
The usual argument against do-
ing so, particularly on University 
— that it would intensify traffic 
on side streets and neighborhoods 
— doesn’t carry as much weight 
when traffic has dropped signifi-
cantly during the shelter-in-place 
order, he said.

Fine has been discussing re-
lated ideas with City Manager 
Ed Shikada, including turning 
parking space on University into 
parklets and allowing more than 
one business — such as a pop-up 
or food truck — to share existing 
restaurant space. Fine said he is 
“totally supportive of experiment-
ing with this stuff.”

But with the City Council de-
voting much of its time to mitigat-
ing a nearly $40-million budget 
shortfall and continuing to navi-
gate the coronavirus pandemic, 
Fine said the proposal to close 
downtown streets is not high on 
the city’s priority list.

“Is it a great opportunity? Yes, 
but it’s also not the absolute top 
priority right now,” he said.

Council member Alison Cor-
mack also supports the idea. She 
also floated the idea of making 
California a one-way street, with 
additional outdoor seating on one 
side.

“My one concern is that the 
overriding objective of the health 
order is that we remain sheltering 
in place,” she said. “I don’t want 
us to open this up until it’s safe 
to do so and doesn’t constitute a 
gathering, but I think it’s a great 
idea, COVID-19 or not, in terms of 
activating some of these spaces.”

Restaurant owners hope their 
elected officials take action soon-
er than later.

“The crisis — we’re in it now,” 

said Ekwall, who’s facing major 
losses as a staff of just five people, 
including him, runs takeout ser-
vice at La Bodeguita. “We will 
still be in it later, but now is when 
people really need help.”

For Oren’s Hummus on Uni-
versity Avenue, which seats 49 
people inside a small, narrow 
dining room during normal cir-
cumstances, additional outdoor 
seating would help sustain the 
business, co-owner Mistie Cohen 
said.

“This wouldn’t be something 
we would want as a long-term so-
lution, but I do believe for at least 
the next few months, it would be a 
great idea that would greatly sup-
port many restaurants,” she said.

She also suggested the city cre-
ate outdoor “picnic” events that 
would allow restaurants to serve 
or deliver food to local parks. 
Cormack also envisioned allow-
ing food trucks to operate in local 
parks.

Guillaume Bienaime, who owns 
Zola on Bryant Street in downtown 
Palo Alto, said building parklets in 
front of restaurants would be great 
— as long as the city creates a tem-
plate with preselected plans, col-
ors and fees to avoid a protracted 
permitting process. Zola has been 
closed since March, and Bienaime 
has been pressing the city to em-
brace creative ideas to help his and 
other restaurants recover.

“I believe we are going to see a 
radical change in consumer hab-
its for the next couple of years,” 
he wrote to the council in late 
April. “And we should have radi-
cal responses in order to main-
tain small business and a vibrant 
community.”

In several local cities, Nextdoor 
pages and city council inboxes 
have been flooded with emails 
from residents who want to see 
their downtowns closed to traffic. 
Others remained concerned about 
the potential traffic impact.

“The loss of parking would im-
pact the neighborhoods close to 
downtown where the displaced 
cars would fill the streets (which 

are often narrower, and full park-
ing presents safety hazards by 
limiting emergency vehicle ac-
cess),” Menlo Park resident Lynn 
Smolik wrote in an email to Muel-
ler. “Hopefully the situation ne-
cessitating social distancing will 
be resolved before any hardscape 
changes could be made.”

Other residents, however, have 
thrown their support behind the 
idea.

“We are in unprecedented 
times,” Liz Laffont wrote to the 
Menlo Park council last week. 
“Changes have hit us, and we must 
adapt more swiftly and with more 
creativity than ever before.” 

Em b a rca d ero  Med i a 
Staff Writer Kate Bradshaw 
contributed to this article. Staff 
Writer Elena Kadvany can be 
emailed at ekadvany@paweekly.
com.

Downtown
(continued from page 5)

Answers to this week’s puzzles, which can be found on page 31.

centered on infrastructure spend-
ing. Some council members re-
peatedly urged their colleagues 
to dramatically reduce the capi-
tal budget and halt projects such 
as the proposed public-safety 
building, the replacement of the 
fire station at Mitchell Park and 
the new bike bridge over the U.S. 
Highway 101. 

Others countered that doing 
so would not solve the bud-
get problems, given that many 
of these projects rely on grant 
funding; that much of the work 
has already been completed; and 
that slashing the capital budget 
would achieve one-time savings 
without addressing the ongoing 
operational expenses that the 
city would have every year if it 
doesn’t slash services.  

The budget that the coun-
cil adopted allows most of the 
council’s priority projects to 
move ahead — at least for now. 

That said, staff proposed cutting 
$45 million from infrastruc-
ture spending over the next five 
years, which includes a reduction 
of $8.77 million in the coming 
year. The capital-improvement 
program still includes a transfer 
of about $6 million in the current 
year from the General Fund to 
infrastructure.

Projects that were scrapped 
from the budget include land-
scape improvements at El 
Camino medians, upgrades to 
the Ventura Community Cen-
ter building, the construction 
of flood-protection levees in 
the Baylands and the proposed 
downtown garage. The plan also 
calls for spending $4 million less 
on bike boulevards (from $11.3 
million to $7.3 million) over the 
next five years.

But with the exception of the 
downtown garage, which lost 
political favor well before the 
pandemic, the other projects on 
the council’s priority list are 

expected to proceed as before. 
Some council members strong-

ly disagreed with this strategy. 
Kou accused her colleagues 
and staff of prioritizing “monu-
ments” over services, and Tanaka 
suggesting that delaying capital 
projects “won’t have a meaning-
ful impact on people’s lives.” 

Kniss agreed.
“There are times when I think 

our police and our fire may have 
more merit than putting up a new 
fire station, or may have more 
merit than finishing up Byxbee 
Park,” Kniss said. “We’ve got to 
think very carefully because we 
are making our trade-offs.”

But Fine and Councilman Eric 
Filseth each argued that tak-
ing money from capital spend-
ing to keep popular programs 
intact would merely defer the 
tough debate over service cuts to 
next year. Fine suggested that it 
would be short-sighted to elimi-
nate capital projects that would 
serve the community for decades 

to restore funding for programs 
for a single year. 

Cormack likened the proposed 
police building to buying a re-
frigerator or a roof.

“It may not be as exciting to 
pay for, but you kind of need to 
have it,” Cormack said.

She also suggested that the 
economic downturn could al-
low the city to save money on 
the $115-million police building 
by reducing construction-labor 
costs. She recalled the city’s 
effort a decade ago to rebuild 
the library system, an endeavor 
made possible by a bond that 
residents passed in 2008, when 
the economic outlook was also 
bleak.

“Inadvertently, we ended up 
saving a lot of money when we 
built our libraries because we 
happened to be contracting out 
during a recession,” said Cor-
mack, who led the effort to pass 
the library bond. “We may have 
the opportunity to do that on 

steroids this time with a much 
bigger project. That’s something 
to keep in mind.”

The council will resume its 
budget discussion on Tuesday, 
May 26, when staff comes back 
with limited reductions in capi-
tal spending that would allow 
the restoration of some funding 
to public safety and communi-
ty services, which includes the 
College Terrace Library and pro-
grams for teens. The council is 
scheduled to formally adopt the 
budget on June 22. 

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