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Sometime in early 2021, city 
planners throughout the Bay 
Area will receive a daunting 

assignment: a mandate to accom-
modate their cities’ “fair share” 
of the region’s projected housing 
growth.

Each of the 101 cities and nine 

counties that make up the Asso-
ciation of Bay Area Governments 
(ABAG) will receive a portion of 
the 441,176 housing units that the 
California Department of Housing 
and Community Development has 
assigned to the Bay Area for the 
next cycle of the Regional Housing 

Needs Allocation (RHNA), which 
will run from 2023 to 2031. The 
state agency had also determined 
that 114,442 of these units — or 
25.9% of the total — should be 
designated for those in the “very 
low” income category.

While the numbers for each 
city and county won’t be formally 
adopted until early next year, the 
Association of Bay Area Govern-
ments offered a preview of what’s 
to come on Oct. 15, when its 

Executive Board adopted a meth-
odology for doling out the alloca-
tions, completing a complex and 
contentious exercise that began in 
fall 2019.

The committee, which consists 
of elected leaders from various 
ABAG jurisdictions, endorsed by 
a 24-9 vote the methodology de-
veloped by its Housing Methodol-
ogy Committee. That committee, 
chaired by Berkeley Mayor Jesse 
Arregu’n, concluded its year of 

deliberations on Sept. 18 by adopt-
ing what’s known as Alternative 
8A. Its decision was subsequently 
affirmed on Oct. 1 by ABAG’s Re-
gional Planning Committee and on 
Oct. 15 by the Executive Board.

The approved alternative spreads 
the responsibility for new housing 
throughout the Bay Area, though 
it does so unevenly. It directs most 
of the housing toward cities that 

Under proposed regional mandate, Palo Alto would 
have to allow 10K new residences by 2031

by Gennady Sheyner 

Commissioners 
bristle at 

proposed rules
Guide discouraging media 
contact called ‘dictatorial’

by Gennady Sheyner

A new push by the Palo Alto 
City Council to strengthen 
its control over the city’s 

system of boards and commission 
is facing backlash from some of the 
volunteers who serve on these advi-
sory bodies and who argued Mon-
day the rules will chill free speech 
and deter residents from applying.

The council was scheduled to ap-
prove on Monday night a proposed 
handbook for boards and commis-
sions, which includes guidelines 
that discourage commissioners 
from talking to the media and re-
quire every board to submit a work 
plan for council approval. The 
new handbook also specifies that 
the council can remove any com-
missioner at any time and for any 
reason.

While the council delayed adop-
tion of the new handbook until next 
Monday, Oct. 26, some current and 
past commissioners argued that it 
should scrap some of the rules al-
together. Architect Randy Popp, a 
past chair of the Architectural Re-
view Board, told the council Mon-
day that some of the changes, if ad-
opted, would “drastically adjust my 
perspective regarding the value of 
serving on a board” and deter him 
from urging other professionals 
from participating in the process.

Popp called the rule granting the 
council the authority to remove a 
member for any reason “dictatorial 
and unmanageable.”

“To be removed without cause 
could be permanently damaging to 
an individual’s professional reputa-
tion,” Popp said. “Media and other 

Can city’s housing stock grow by 36%? 
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F rom virtual Halloween 
carnivals to neighbor-
hood costume parades to 

a candy chute to deliver treats 
hands-free, cities and residents 
throughout the Midpeninsula 
are gearing up for the holi-
day in creative and safer ways 
amid the COVID-19 pandemic 
— while still maintaining a 

festive spirit.
Gone this year will be the pil-

grimage of thousands to Palo 
Alto’s Waverley and Ramona 
streets for elaborate Halloween 
carnivals and decorations put on 
by business and tech executives 
Laurene Powell Jobs, Larry Page 
and Marissa Mayer. The city isn’t 
issuing event permits and no 

police resources have been as-
signed to any Halloween events, 
city spokesperson Meghan Hor-
rigan-Taylor said. Police have 
also contacted previous Hal-
loween permit event holders re-
garding the Santa Clara County 
Public Health Department’s 
guidelines and the city’s advice 
about safer forms of celebration, 

which include small, home-based 
gatherings, she said.

Some cities and organizations 
are encouraging people to trade 
their traditional trick-or-treat 
activities and parties for scaled-
back events. Up to and on Hal-
loween, residents can partake in 
socially distanced events: Palo 
Alto will host a Jack-O-Jaunt 
pumpkin-carving contest and 
exhibition on California and Uni-
versity avenues on Oct. 30, 5:30-
8 p.m.; Filoli Historic House and 
Garden’s sold-out Howl at the 
Moon event features a Hallow-
een scavenger hunt, garden stroll 
and howl; Menlo Park will have a 
virtual Halloween Hoopla event; 
and Mountain View will hold a 

To avoid COVID-19 scare, Halloween 
celebrations take on different look

Residents, cities plan for safe alternatives to traditional trick-or-treating
by Sue Dremann
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College Terrace resident Laura Forrest is taking an innovative approach to delivering candy this Halloween: When she sees visitors, 
she’ll send candy down a contactless chute. 

(continued on page 42)
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have plenty of jobs and transporta-
tion services and that are deemed 
“high opportunity” areas based 
on economic, educational and en-
vironmental factors. It also looks 
to place additional obligations on 
cities that exhibit economic and ra-
cial exclusion. An outsized share of 
the obligation will go to the area’s 
three largest cities — San Fran-
cisco, San Jose and Oakland. San 
Francisco would have to plan for 
72,080 housing units, San Jose for 
66,522 and Oakland for 27,286.

Silicon Valley would see dramat-
ic growth under the proposed sce-
nario. Jurisdictions in Santa Clara 
County account for 143,550 of the 
units between 2023 and 2031, a 
third of the nine-county region’s 
total allocation. Alameda County 
is a very distant second, with a 19% 
share and 85,689 total units.

Alternative 8A creates two dif-
ferent methods for determining 
how many housing units each ju-
risdiction should build: one for 
low-income housing and another 
for market-rate housing. Alloca-
tion for housing units in the “very 
low” and “low” income categories 
would be primarily based on the 
existence of “high opportunity ar-
eas” in a given jurisdiction. That 
factor alone accounts for 70% of 
the allocation. The remaining 30% 
is split evenly between two factors: 
the ability to reach a job by car 

within 30 minutes and the ability 
to reach a job by transit within 45 
minutes.

For “moderate” and “above mod-
erate” units, 60% of the allocation 
is based on job proximity by an 
automobile, while the other 40% is 
based on access to “high opportu-
nity areas.”

The housing numbers are par-
ticularly eye-popping in Palo Alto 
and in Mountain View, two cities 
that enjoy a wealth of jobs, qual-
ity schools, Caltrain access and a 
broad swath of census tracts listed 
as “highest opportunity” by the state 
housing department. Alternative 8A 
assigns 10,058 housing units to Palo 
Alto, which includes 4,055 units in 
the “very low” and “low” income 
categories, between 2023 and 2031 
— a reach for a city that has consis-
tently failed to meet its own target 
of 300 new units per year. If the city 
were to actually build this housing, 
the new units would represent a 
growth rate of 36%, higher than any 
other city in the county.

Mountain View is expecting an 
assignment of 11,380 units, with 
4,532 of them in the two low-
est income categories. Its growth 
rate would be 33%, according to 
ABAG.

The cities of Santa Clara and 
Sunnyvale would be asked to plan 
for 12,047 and 12,998 housing 
units, respectively, though because 
they have larger populations the ad-
ditional housing represents growth 
rates of 26% and 23%, respectively.

The Oct. 15 decision is not yet 

final. Residents and cities will have 
a chance between Oct. 25 and Nov. 
12 to offer comments to ABAG be-
fore final housing allocations are 
released. Even so, the Executive 
Board’s vote represented a major 
milestone for a yearlong process 
that featured dozens of meetings 
involving housing advocates, build-
ers, county supervisors and coun-
cil members from ABAG’s region. 
Even after Alternative 8A emerged 
as the favored consensus of the ma-
jority, many members expressed all 
sorts of concerns about the adopted 
approach.

Officials from Napa and Sonoma 
counties warned about the perils of 
requiring heavy growth in environ-
mentally sensitive areas that may 
be vulnerable to wildfires. 

Representatives from Contra 
Costa County warned that method-
ology that allocates too many units 
into “high opportunity” areas cre-
ates an impossible burden for small 
communities that will not be able 
to accommodate the growth. A co-
alition of cities from Contra Costa 
County proposed an alternative 
that would shift additional alloca-
tions to the south bay, saddling the 
region with 44% of the Bay Area’s 
total housing allocation, compared 
to 42% under Alternative 8A.

“Many in the surrounding re-
gions are concerned that they are 
set up to fail under this option 8A, 
since none of the allocations will 
actually result in actual housing 
creation,” Matt Rodriguez, city 
manager of San Pablo, told the 
Executive Board at its Oct. 15 
meeting.

David Hudson, a council mem-
ber in San Ramon who sits on the 
Executive Board, also opposed 
Alternative 8A, arguing that he 

believed it does not place a heavy 
enough housing obligation on the 
jobs-heavy south bay. The region, 
he said, is projected to receive 
about two-thirds of the Bay Area’s 
new jobs and its housing obliga-
tions should match that. Requiring 
any less housing, he said, would 
merely “continue the pattern we 
have in the last quarter of a centu-
ry,” with south bay cities producing 
far more jobs than housing.

Palo Alto leaders worry about 
Alternative 8A for the exact oppo-
site reason. The regional mandate, 
they have argued in a series of let-
ters to ABAG, represents an impos-
sible task.

“It is fundamentally not reason-
able to accept that some jurisdic-
tions will bear the burden of in-
creasing its housing stock upwards 
of 25% to 40% over the next eight 
years,” Palo Alto City Manager 
Ed Shikada wrote to the ABAG 
Executive Board last month. “Not 
since the end of World War II have 
established Bay Area communities 
seen such unprecedented growth.

“Beyond that, consider the actual 
feasibility of adding 10,000 new 
housing units in a small to medium 
size jurisdiction. Higher property 
values, less land, less federal and 
state funding to subsidize housing, 
and known limitations on existing 
infrastructure all conspire against 
the ambitious and unachievable 
housing goals being contemplated 
by the Committee.”

On the other side of the debate 
are those who believe that wealthy 

communities have an obligation to 
go even further in creating low-in-
come housing. East Palo Alto Vice 
Mayor Carlos Romero, who serves 
as vice chair of ABAG’s Regional 
Planning Committee, and Oakland 
Councilmember Nikki Fortunato 
Bas, a member of the ABAG’s Ex-
ecutive Board, both supported add-
ing an “equity adjustment” to the 
housing methodology. This adjust-
ment would be applied to 49 juris-
dictions that are “exhibiting above 
average racial and socioeconomic 
exclusion,” a list that includes Men-
lo Park and Palo Alto.

Their alternative, known as 6A, 
would have created a “floor” for 
the number of “low income” and 
“very low income” units these ju-
risdictions have to accommodate.

“This helps eliminate segregated 
living patterns and opens commu-
nities so that Bay Area residents 
can choose where to live based on 
needs and preferences, not their 
racial and economic background,” 
Romero said at the Oct. 15 meeting.

Romero ultimately voted with a 
majority of the Regional Planning 
Committee on Oct. 1 to support 
Alternative 8A. Greg Scharff, a 
former Palo Alto mayor who also 
serves on the committee, voted 
against the proposed methodol-
ogy. The regional plan, he said, 
should factor in recent changes 
in commuting patterns, includ-
ing the recent push by the Metro-
politan Transportation Commis-
sion to shift 60% of employees to 
telecommuting.

Scharff also suggested that fo-
cusing housing allocation on ex-
pensive areas will make the hous-
ing more difficult to build.

“I do worry we’re going to create 
less housing than if we look at it 
in other ways,” Scharff said. “One 
of the goals should be to create as 
much housing as possible.”

Despite the conflicting reserva-
tions, all three of the committees 
that reviewed Alternative 8A ulti-
mately voted to approve it. Moun-
tain View Council member Chris 
Clark, who sits on ABAG’s Execu-
tive Board, spoke for many when 

Housing
(continued from page 5)

How much would cities grow?

Housing allocation 2019 households
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By 2031, local cities would need to accommodate tens of thousands of new housing units under a plan 
by the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG), which expects significant population growth in 
the Bay Area. Palo Alto would have to grow the most, relative to its existing number of households, but 
Mountain View wouldn’t be far behind. Data source: Association of Bay Area Governments.

What’s at stake
•  The Bay Area must plan for 441,116 new homes by 2031, an al-

location that came from the state. Of these, 114,442 would be for 
low and very-low wage earners. 

•  The Association of Bay Area Government (ABAG) decided on 
Oct. 15 on a methodology for allocating new housing to the 101 
cities and nine counties in the Bay Area.

•  The methodology placed more housing in cities where opportu-
nities — defined as educational, economic and environmental 
resources — are higher and that have more jobs or easier access 
to jobs via public transit or automobile.

•  Palo Alto would be allotted 10,058 housing units, the most rela-
tive to the number of households of any Santa Clara County city, 
amounting to growth by 36% in the eight-year cycle, 2023-2031. 

•  Palo Alto City Manager Ed Shikada, in a stern letter to ABAG, 
called the housing goals “ambitious and unachievable.” 

•  Palo Alto leaders are both protesting the allocation and planning 
for its adoption. 

•  The decision is not final, but it’s getting there. Public comments will 
be taken on the plan for two-and-a-half weeks starting on Oct. 25. 
Email RHNA@bayareametro.gov. A public meeting will be held on 
Nov. 12, after which the ABAG Executive Board will again vote on 
the method. In 2021, the state Department of Housing and Com-
munity Development will review the plan; ABAG will then issue 
the draft allocations, which will be followed by an appeal period in 
the summer prior to final allocations in late 2021. 

City Council (Oct. 19)
Finances: The council heard an update about the city’s budget and voted to 
extend the “attrition ramp” for Fire Department employees, possibly by dipping 
into the council’s $744,000 reserve. Yes: Cormack, DuBois, Filseth, Kniss, Kou, 
Tanaka Absent: Fine
 
Council Finance Committee (Oct. 20)
Pensions: The committee approved the CalPERS Pension Annual Valuation 
Reports as of June 30, 2019. Yes: Unanimous

CityView
A round-up       of Palo Alto government action this week
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he called it a suitable compromise.
“I believe that with option 8A we 

have arrived at what is a hallmark 
of a compromise where no one is 
100% satisfied with something but 
no one is 100% dissatisfied with 
the outcome,” Clark said.

The debate over housing method-
ology is expected to continue over 
the next month, as ABAG moves 
ahead with the comment period on 
its proposed methodology. After 
receiving and responding to com-
ments in November, the agency 
plans to vote on a draft methodol-
ogy in December. After the appeal 
period, the agency would formally 
release each city’s allocations in 
2021.

“It’s fair to say, we’re at the be-
ginning of the home stretch,” Matt 
Maloney, director of regional plan-
ning at ABAG said at the Oct. 15 
meeting.

Regional Housing Needs Alloca-
tion, he told the Board, is a “tough 
process.”

“The number we received from 
the state, 441,000, is much big-
ger than last time, when it was 
187,000. So there is sticker shock 
and it’s also a zero-sum game, so 
any change that results in a juris-
diction getting less means someone 
else gets more,” he said.

In Palo Alto, city leaders are pur-
suing a two-pronged strategy: pro-
testing the allocations and planning 
for their adoption. In a memo last 
week, Planning Director Jonathan 
Lait called ABAG’s allocation of 
more than 10,000 units to Palo Alto 
“unreasonable.”

“It is practically infeasible for a 
jurisdiction the size of Palo Alto to 
drastically increase the number of 
housing units in a short period of 
time,” the report states.

While the city is not required to 
actually build all the housing in the 
allocation, it is required to update 
its Housing Element to identify the 
sites that can accommodate the 
units, as well as the strategies that 
the city is pursuing to enable devel-
opment. This could include rezon-
ing commercial sites to residential 
use and relaxing development stan-
dards to allow more housing units.

Some members of the City 
Council believe the entire RHNA 
process is critically flawed and re-
ject the notion that the city could — 
or should — try to meet the region-
ally adopted targets. In July, shortly 
after the state housing department 
determined that the Bay Area re-
gion needs to plan for 441,176 new 
units, Vice Mayor Tom DuBois 
and council members Eric Filseth 
and Lydia Kou co-authored a letter 
to Shikada, City Attorney Molly 
Stump and Lait expressing their 
objections to the agency’s growth 
figures.

The numbers, they argued in the 
July 9 letter, are based on “an ag-
gressive and unrealistic job growth 
projection for the Bay Area and 
Silicon Valley in particular — even 
before COVID-19.”

“These jobs growth numbers 
have been translated into unachiev-
able housing growth rates, espe-
cially affordable housing growth 
rates, that simply cannot be met 

under any zoning without massive 
outside investments — subsidies 
which have never been forthcom-
ing in the past, and are unlikely 
to appear in the future,” the letter 
states. “The HCD plan represents a 
gigantic unfunded mandate.”

At the same time, council mem-
bers and planners recognize that 
the RHNA process, which was 
once relatively easy to ignore, is 
starting to grow some teeth. Under 
Senate Bill 35, cities that fall well 
short of their targets in particular 
income categories will lose some 
of their power to say no to new 
developments in these categories. 
The 2017 law creates a streamlined 
approval process in these commu-
nities, requiring approval of hous-
ing developments within either 60 
days or 90 days, depending on the 
number of units. In addition, these 
developments would be allowed 
to dedicate 10% of their units to 
below-market-rate housing, below 
the city’s normal standard of 15%.

During an Oct. 5 discussion of 
Palo Alto’s newly created “planned 
housing zone,” Lait told the coun-
cil that the city has an interest in 
meeting the SB 35 thresholds to 
“maintain local control.” Other-
wise, housing developments would 
be approved by right, with no de-
sign review and, in some instances, 
with substantial breaks on parking, 
Lait said.

Others welcome the RHNA pro-
cess as an opportunity to imple-
ment some much-needed changes. 
During the council’s Sept. 21 
discussion of affordable housing, 

Mayor Adrian Fine observed that 
while some dismiss the city’s allo-
cation of more than 10,000 units as 
“crazy,” the process also creates an 
opportunity for the city to “exercise 
local control.”

“I think it’s good for our commu-
nity to create new neighborhoods 
and places for new families,” Fine 

said. “It’s also good in terms of our 
diversity and, frankly, it begins to 
fulfill a small part of the regional 
obligations, which I know some of 
us have issues with, but that ham-
mer isn’t getting any softer.” 

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

CITY COUNCIL ... The council plans to hear an update on the city’s work 
on race and equity, including a mission statement and reorganization of 
committee structure, and discuss potential changes to the city’s boards 
and commissions. The virtual meeting will begin at 6 p.m. on Monday, Oct. 
26. Those wishing to participate by Zoom can do so by dialing 669-900-
6833 and using Meeting ID: 362 027 238.
BOARD OF EDUCATION ... The school board will discuss a safety report, 
COVID-19 testing, reopening update for elementary grades and planning for 
reopening secondary schools, among other items. The meeting will begin 
at 6:30 p.m. on Tuesday, Oct. 27. It will be broadcast on Cable TV Channel 
28 and on midpenmedia.org. Those wishing to participate by Zoom can 
do so by going to pausd.zoom.us/j/97888498129 or dialing 669-900-6833 
and using Meeting ID: 949 9734 6242.
PARKS AND RECREATION COMMISSION ...  The commission plans to 
discuss the Palo Alto Soccer Club proposal for the Cubberley Community 
Center field, consider the “First Tee of Silicon Valley” proposal for Baylands 
Golf Links, and discuss the city’s safe routes, shared streets and summer 
streets programs. The virtual meeting will begin at 7 p.m. on Tuesday, Oct. 
27. Those wishing to participate by Zoom can do so by dialing 669-900-
6833 and using Meeting ID: 979 2962 7023.
PLANNING AND TRANSPORTATION COMMISSION ...  The commission 
plans to discuss the proposal by Castilleja School to rebuild portions of its 
campus at 1310 Bryant St. and to build an underground garage. The virtual 
meeting will begin at 6 p.m. on Wednesday, Oct. 28. Those wishing to 
participate by Zoom can do so by dialing 669-900-6833 and using Meeting 
ID: 917 2460 5868.

Public Agenda
A preview of Palo Alto government meetings next week


