
Upfront
Local news, information and analysis

The past 12 months have been his-
toric, life changing and unparalleled 
and most likely will stand out as key 

markers in modern history, dividing the pre-
COVID-19 and post-COVID-19 eras. 

While the first few weeks of January started 
off fairly uneventfully, by the time the novel 
coronavirus outbreak was on our local radar, 
normal life along the Midpeninsula was al-
ready over. The unprecedented halt of everyday 
life came suddenly, and we had no idea how 
long or how extreme its impacts might be. 

We thought the March shelter-in-place orders 
were only to be for a few weeks, but nine-and-
a-half months later, the Midpeninsula remains 
in a much different place: Telecommuting is 
the norm; students are distance learning at 
home; and it’s still uncertain when most re-
tail shops, restaurants and theaters may fully 
reopen. 

Amid this life-altering pandemic, 2020 also 
brought unprecedented fires that burned out of 
control for 37 days in the hills above Palo Alto 
and in the greater Bay Area, as well as a month 
of protests in the streets as residents joined a 

national movement calling for social equality 
and police reforms.

The city found itself in the national spotlight 
during 2020 for other unbelievable events, in-
cluding the miraculous rescue of a Palo Alto 
couple who went missing in the wilderness for 
nine days. 

We witnessed the rise of community heroes:  
neighbors, merchants, students and retirees 
armed with ingenuity and selflessness like Palo 
Alto resident Howard Kushlan, whose one-
man effort to lend a hand mobilized dozens 
of like-minded volunteers to run errands and 
help those most vulnerable in the community. 

There were also elections, bribery scams, 
high school graduations, the introduction 
of a new Barron Park donkey and a host of 
other “normal” community happenings set 
against this  surreal and challenging pandemic 
backdrop.

As we close 2020, December is a long way 
from where we started in January. Here is a 
look at how the year unfolded and evolved into 
a new normal. 

Clockwise from top: Protesters march past the Stanford 
Theatre on University Avenue in protest of the death of George 
Floyd and police brutality on June 11; A Palo Alto High School 
graduate cheers as she hangs out the window of her car during 
a citywide high school graduation car parade on June 3;  A 
voter fills out their ballot at the Palo Alto Art Center on Nov. 3. 
Photos by Magali Gauthier.(continued on page 8)

2020: A year  
like no other

Key moments that defined 2020 — and modern history
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Year in Review

JANUARY
Housing advocate becomes mayor

The Palo Alto City Council elects its youngest mem-
ber and most passionate housing advocate, Adrian Fine, 
to serve as mayor in 2020. He immediately splits with 
the rest of the council by supporting the contentious 
housing bill SB 50.

College Terrace loses another market 
After just one year in business, Khoury’s Market at 

Palo Alto’s College Terrace Centre announces plans to 
close, marking the second grocer at 501 Oxford Ave. to 
shutter in two years.

Nonprofit faces harassment scandal 
One of Palo Alto’s most visible nonprofit organiza-

tions, the Downtown Streets Team, becomes embroiled 
in a scandal in which its top executives are accused of 
sexual harassment, creating a hostile work environment 
and encouraging a drinking culture.

Coronavirus arrives in the Bay Area
The first known case of the novel coronavirus finds 

its way into the Bay Area in January when a traveler 
infected with the viral disease arrives in Santa Clara 
County from Wuhan, China. The case is reported on 
Jan. 31.

FEBRUARY
Missing couple found alive

In an outcome called a “miracle,” search-and-rescue 
volunteers navigating their way through dense vegeta-
tion on Feb. 22 find Palo Alto residents Carol Kiparsky 
and Ian Irwin about 3 to 4 miles away from their vaca-
tion cottage in Marin County, from which they had gone 
missing nine days earlier. The couple, whom rescuers 
had lost hope of finding alive, survived on the tops of 
fiddlehead ferns and a few seeps, or puddles, containing 
muddy water. 

State goes on high alert
Gov. Gavin Newsom puts California on high alert 

on Feb. 26 after the state identifies 31 people with the 
coronavirus, quarantined and in various states of health, 
including two unrelated cases in Santa Clara County.  

MARCH
First coronavirus death prompts state 
of emergency

On March 4, the governor declares a state of emer-
gency in response to the first-known California death 
of a patient with COVID-19. In the Bay Area, San 
Mateo County reports its first two cases on March 2, 
and Santa Clara County sees reported cases increase 
from two on Feb. 28 to 20 by March 6 and indications 
that the virus is being transferred through contact in 
the community. 

As COVID-19 cases climb, panic ensues
A quiet anxiety grips the Midpeninsula in ear-

ly March as residents face the possibility that the 
coronavirus will knock on their doors. People scour 
grocery and drug stores to prepare to hunker down 
in their homes in case stores run out of supplies or 
they find themselves infected and need to go into 
quarantine.

‘The current COVID-19 
outbreak clearly has the 
potential to turn into a 
severe pandemic. ... It is 
important to recognize 
how difficult the times 
ahead may be and how you 
must now take assertive 
action to prepare for them. 
... COVID-19 is spreading in 
our community, the extent 
of which is unclear. It has 
likely been spreading for 
weeks, perhaps months.’  

— Dr. Scott Morrow, San Mateo County’s  
health officer, says in a statement on March 5.

Stanford creates rapid coronavirus test
Stanford Health Care develops a test for COVID-19 

and begins using it to verify suspected cases of the ill-
ness at its hospitals. The announcement of the new test 
comes as Stanford University discloses on March 5 that 
it is treating a “few” patients who have tested positive 
for the virus.

Mass exodus: Stanford asks students 
to leave campus

Stanford University becomes the second major U.S. 
university to cancel in-person classes to prevent the 
spread of the novel coronavirus after already having 
moved all classes online for the remainder of winter 
quarter on March 6. Five days later, the university asks 
its approximately 7,000 undergraduates to vacate the 
campus by the end of the week and eliminates in-person 
classes for the upcoming spring quarter. Several other 
California colleges soon follow suit.  
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Hundreds of people wait in line outside of Costco in Mountain View on March 15, just days before the first 
shelter-in-place order is set to go into effect.  
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Palo Alto couple Ian Irwin and Carol Kiparsky made national headlines after search-and-rescue teams found 
them alive in the wilderness nine days after they went missing. 

‘Definitely, 
we thought we 
might die.’ 

— Carol Kiparsky tells the 
Weekly while recounting her 

experience of surviving in the 
wilderness without food or water. 

A year like no other
(continued from page 5)
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Year in Review

Local tech companies find best 
defense: ‘WFH’ 

Silicon Valley’s tech giants give their em-
ployees the same message: Work from home. 
By the end of the first week of March, Google, 
Facebook, Amazon, SAP and Palantir Tech-
nologies implement work-from-home proto-
cols that will last indefinitely. 

First death from coronavirus
Santa Clara County announces its first-

known coronavirus-related death on March 9: 
a woman in her 60s with chronic health condi-
tions who had been hospitalized at El Camino 
Hospital in Mountain View for several weeks. 
However, in April, county leaders learned that 
a San Jose woman had died of COVID-19 on 
Feb. 6, making her death the first in the nation. 

A pandemic declared
The World Health Organization (WHO) de-

clares the outbreak of the respiratory illness a 
pandemic on March 11.

First public health order issued
Santa Clara County issues its first manda-

tory, legal health order in response to the coro-
navirus outbreak, banning all events of 1,000 
people or more starting on March 11. The di-
rective is the first of its kind in the nation. 

Local state of emergency
The city of Palo Alto declares a local state 

of emergency on March 12, followed by East 
Palo Alto on March 17.

‘It’s scary because 
(I’m) in the high-risk 
demographic. You don’t 
know how many years you 
have left anyway, and you 
don’t want to go this way.’

— Millie Chethik, 80, says from her Palo 
Alto home, where she has been living in 

voluntary isolation.

Schools are ordered to shut down 
Less than 24 hours after Palo Alto district 

leaders back a plan to keep campuses open, 
Santa Clara and San Mateo counties announce 
on March 13 that all public schools will be 
forced to shut down for three weeks, starting 
on March 16. By March 17, 98.8% of schools 
in California have temporarily shuttered.

W hen Santa Clara County 
leaders ordered a shut-
down on March 17 to pro-

tect residents from the novel coro-
navirus and prevent hospitals from 
becoming overwhelmed with the 
sick and the dying, the move sent a 
shockwave that hit low-income resi-
dents particularly hard. 

“Unessential” workers who were 
already struggling to get by — gar-
deners, child care workers, hair-
dressers and others — found them-
selves abruptly incomeless. The 
unemployment rate in East Palo Alto 
hit 12.4% by April, or five times the 
average in April 2019; and even in 
wealthier Palo Alto, 5.5% of resi-
dents were suddenly not receiving a 
paycheck, up from 2% a year earlier.  

The federal government stepped 
in with the CARES Act to expand 
unemployment benefits and provide 
stimulus checks, while cities like 
Palo Alto and local counties en-
acted eviction moratoriums to keep 
people from being turned out onto 
the streets. But government aid not-
withstanding, safety net nonprofits 
needed to quickly scramble to catch 
the thousands of residents whose 
lives had suddenly turned upside 
down.

Second Harvest Food Bank was 
deluged in April with seven times 
the number of calls as it usually re-
ceives on its hotline. The food bank 
went from serving about 270,000 
hungry people a month to a half 
million. The Health Trust’s Meals 
on Wheels program in April started 
delivering four-and-a-half times the 
normal number of weekly meals. 

A coalition of nonprofits came 
together to launch the First of the 
Month campaign, a fundraiser to 
pay rent for tenants, who are still re-
sponsible for eventually paying their 
landlords. By the end of the year, 
the three groups — Kafenia Peace 
Collective, Dreamers Roadmap and 
Live In Peace — reported raising 
$2.3 million to aid 372 families, 
whose average monthly rent was 
$2,000. 

If there has been a silver lining in 
the face of this year’s yawning needs, 
it has been in evidence in the actions 
of ordinary people who jumped in to 
do heroic acts of kindness for neigh-
bors and strangers. When hospitals 
announced they lacked personal pro-
tective equipment for frontline work-
ers, local residents with sewing skills 
immediately pulled out their Singers 
to churn out masks by the thousands. 
Individuals bought takeout meals 
for delivery to exhausted health care 
workers. A mobile car mechanic of-
fered to give free tuneups to medical 
professionals, giving them peace of 
mind during fraught times. 

“You have no idea. ... I am so 
appreciative,” said one grateful 

recipient of the service who works 
with the elderly and the infirm and 
hadn’t brought his car to a mechanic 
for fear of becoming exposed to the 
coronavirus. 

Seniors and other vulnerable res-
idents also were left unmoored by 
the shutdown. To avoid catching the 
virus, they curtailed visits to pick 
up medication, stopped walking 
their pets and didn’t want to call 
for outside help when household 
items broke. That’s where people 
like Palo Alto resident Howard 
Kushlan came in.

Since early March, Kushlan has 
spent his days helping neighbors as 
part of a corps of volunteer residents 
that he unintentionally inspired to 
take action after sending a call out 
to those in need on social media. 

The Palo Altan now knows the 
best place to get eggs, where to find 
Clorox wipes, who’s in need of dis-
tilled water for their sleep apnea 
machine, which neighbor has a pre-
scription waiting to be picked up and 
just about every shopping policy at 
every food store in Palo Alto. 

“I just put a post up saying, ‘I’m 
happy to do whatever you need; if 
you need groceries, if you need 
shopping, if you need supplies, 
whatever,’” Kushlan said. “And then 
it just sort of caught on. Other people 
ran with it, and it’s taken on a life of 
its own.” 

Within the first month of the pan-
demic, Kushlan’s post inspired more 
than 200 residents from well beyond 
his downtown neighborhood to join 
in and volunteer to help vulnerable 
residents throughout the community. 
That number has held steady since 
March. 

Through a Google Doc that he set 
up, people can add new requests for 
assistance or remove requests that 
have been fulfilled. 

“It’s awesome. People just go in 
and get things done,” he said. 

Over the months, he’s seen an 
increase in delivery requests from 
seniors, most of whom have been 
living in isolation, he said. 

“There’s a lot of uncertainty, and 
so many people are out there that are 
scared and want help,” said Kushlan, 
who grew up in Palo Alto and now 
runs Crux, a marketing and political 
consulting firm. 

For Thanksgiving, determined to 
feed both stomachs and spirits, he 
and volunteers delivered dinners to 
shut-ins. 

Kushlan said that one good 
thing that’s come from this experi-
ence is that he’s gotten to know his 
neighbors. 

“In times like these, you have to 
step outside your comfort zone, and 
that’s when people’s best is brought 
out,” he said. n

When the going gets tough, 
call in the community

Whether picking up medications for seniors or launching 
a rent-relief campaign, locals stepped up to the plate  

this year to help neighbors in need
by Palo Alto Weekly staff

COMMUNITY
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Howard Kushlan weighs some produce at Piazza’s Fine Foods in Palo Alto on April 1. Kushlan 
has organized a group of volunteers who complete tasks like grocery shopping for seniors and 
other community members at risk during the coronavirus crisis. 

‘Many people are out there that 
are scared and want help.’ 

— Palo Alto resident Howard Kushlan
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A classroom at Henry M. Gunn High School in Palo Alto remains empty on April 3. 

(continued on page 10)
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Santa Clara County ramps up 
health restrictions

In addition to closing schools, Santa 
Clara County’s new legal directive issued 
on March 13 bans gatherings of more than 
100 people and puts a conditional mora-
torium on smaller gatherings of 35 to 100 
people. The restrictions come as the county 
announces its second coronavirus death and 
sees its cases increase three-fold within five 
days. The county now accounts for more 
than a quarter of California’s 277 cases.

‘These are tough 
decisions and we have 
to make them quickly. 
... We anticipate many, 
many more cases in the 

days and weeks to come.’
— Santa Clara County Health Officer 

Dr. Sara Cody says during a press 
conference on Friday, March 13.

Residents ordered to stay home
Bay Area public health officials shut 

down all non-essential businesses effective 
March 17 and order residents of six Bay 
Area counties, including Santa Clara and 
San Mateo, to stay at home for three weeks. 
People can only go outside their homes for 

necessities such as grocery shopping or to 
pick up medication — all the while keeping 
6 feet apart from each other. 

California shuts down
Gov. Gavin Newsom issues a statewide 

shelter-in-place order effective March 20, 
shutting down all but essential functions in 
response to grim state predictions that 56% 
of the state’s 40 million Californians could 
become infected by the new coronavirus in 
the next two months.

Overnight, the Midpeninsula 
turns into a ghost town

On the first day of the shelter-in-place 
order, traffic drops by 50% on Bay Area 
roads and Caltrain ridership plummets 90%. 
Within days, hotel occupancy rates in Palo 
Alto decline from 80% to below 20%, and 
by the end of the month, the leisure and hos-
pitality industry reports 12,100 job losses 
in the north and south bay combined. To 
survive the forced closures, mom-and-pop 
eateries and fine-dining kitchens alike pivot 
to delivery and takeout, Some owners be-
come their own delivery drivers or turn their 
restaurants into drive-thru grocery stores.

Communities fight to stave off 
mass evictions

Santa Clara and San Mateo counties put 
moratoriums in place before April rents are 
due to stave off mass residential and small 
business evictions amid mounting wage 
losses and economic hardship caused by 
the pandemic. Palo Alto, Mountain View 
and Menlo Park pass their own urgency or-
dinances to provide additional protections. 

O n Friday, March 13, Palo Alto 
students and teachers left their 
campuses for what they thought 

would be a three-week closure to slow 
the spread of the novel coronavirus.

They couldn’t have known that an un-
paralleled disruption to education was 
taking root, and that nine months later 
many of them would still be learning 
from home on their computer screens.

“The virus has turned education on 
its ear across the entire nation,” Super-
intendent Don Austin said. “In time, I 
would like to look back at the year as 
a point when we built and exhibited 
resilience in the face of never-ending 
challenges in areas largely beyond our 
control and expertise.”

The pandemic forced schools that had 
only dabbled in remote learning to be-
come full online operations overnight. 
Many parents became de facto home-
school teachers. Administrators rushed 
to purchase hundreds of bottles of hand 
sanitizer and industrial-grade air puri-
fiers while managing intense fear and 
division in the community. Parents, 
teachers and students stayed up late 
week after week to voice their concerns 
about school closures to the Board of 
Education over Zoom — both those 
who staunchly opposed reopening and 
those desperate for in-person support.

It was an emotional year for the 
school community, exacerbated by con-
stantly changing public health restric-
tions that frustrated the school leaders, 
who frequently had to scrap plans put in 
place just days before, and teachers and 
parents who felt that communication 
from the district was neither transpar-
ent nor swift enough.

Campuses initially closed that Friday 
in mid-March, less than 24 hours after 
Palo Alto school officials had backed a 
plan to keep campuses open but offer 
limited online learning alternatives to 
students who chose to stay home. Lead-
ers had expected to reopen after spring 
break but by April 1, all 32 of Santa 
Clara County’s school district superin-
tendents and the county superintendent 
of schools signed a joint letter agreeing 
their campuses would be closed for the 
rest of the school year.

Many agreed the spring months’ ed-
ucation amounted to “crisis learning” 
that was not at the level that both parents 
and schools expected.

By summer, opposition was mount-
ing among teachers as the district and 
teachers union negotiated working 
conditions for reopening schools in the 
fall. The union sent what would be the 
first of several open letters lobbying the 
school board to delay a return to in-per-
son instruction. The board for months 
held fast to its support for bringing stu-
dents back to school in person as soon 
and as safely as possible, particularly 
students without help at home or who 
struggle with remote learning.

And in July, the announcement from 
Gov. Gavin Newsom that public and 
private schools in counties on the state’s 

coronavirus watch list could not reopen 
for in-person instruction until they’ve 
been off the list for 14 days threw an-
other wrench into the district’s plans 
to reopen elementary schools the next 
month.

The new school year started in Au-
gust fully online, and heated debate 
continued over whether and how to 
reopen schools. By September, the 
district was able to reopen some cam-
puses to serve students who had been 
identified as struggling academically 
or who needed quiet, supportive places 
to learn, as well as some students with 
disabilities. The next month, a staggered 
reopening of the elementary schools 
began and families who wanted their 
students to learn in person could choose 
a hybrid option.

The district’s youngest students re-
turned to campuses that looked and felt 
vastly different, with desks separated 
by clear plastic barriers, mask require-
ments and socially distanced recess. 
The district started publicly reporting 
COVID-19 cases among students and 
staff and created contact-tracing teams. 
Roughly 2,100 students returned to in-
person instruction.

Emblematic of the unpredictability of 
this year, the district’s plan to reopen the 
middle and high schools in January was 
disrupted by the state’s new regional 
stay-at-home order, which took effect in 
Santa Clara County in early December. 
Under the order, schools that are already 
opened for in-person instruction can re-
main open; however, the district quickly 
realized there was “no viable path” to 
reopening the middle and high schools 
as planned, raising the possibility that 
some students will go more than a year 
without returning to in-person learning.

The district is now discussing ideas 
for on-campus activities for small 
groups of high schoolers that could 
start in January and bringing back sixth 
graders for in-person instruction in mid-
March. At the state level, the pending 
Assembly Bill 10 would require public 
schools to reopen in stages by early 
spring depending on the public health 
data in their counties. And the Califor-
nia Teachers Association is pushing for 
teachers to be vaccinated early, after 
health care workers.

The coronavirus was the theme of 
the November school board campaign, 
as was eroding trust in the school com-
munity, which motivated several can-
didates to run. When the votes were 
tallied, incumbents Jennifer DiBrienza 
and Todd Collins won reelection and 
parent Jesse Ladomirak was elected to 
her first term.

In 2021, the newly constituted board 
will be facing more fraught reopen-
ing decisions and the difficult work of 
sustaining real focus on central issues 
such as closing the achievement gap 
and student mental health — while the 
long-term impacts, both academic and 
social-emotional, of extended school 
closures largely remain to be seen. n

Pandemic turns  
‘education on its ear’

With campus reopenings in limbo,  
students pivot to online learning 

by Elena Kadvany

EDUCATION
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Claire Cheng, a Gunn High School senior, participates in a student-led tutoring session on 
Zoom from her home in Palo Alto.

Year in Review
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Midtown residents 
Tom Culbertson, 
right, and his son, 
Owen Longstreth, 
play vuvuzelas 
to signal to their 
neighbors it is time 
to come out for the 
“daily wave” — an 
effort to maintain 
some semblance of 
a connection during 
the shelter-in-place 
mandate.

A year like no other
(continued from page 5)
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‘It may turn out to be 
that the economic impact 
is more serious than the 
actual health impact to 
the vast majority (of 
people).’

— Peter Katz, owner of local burger chain  
The Counter, says just after the shutdown.

Testing tents pop up 
Stanford Health Care erects coronavirus testing 

tents in Menlo Park and on the Stanford University 
campus in mid-March in anticipation of more people 
coming down with the virus. (As of March 24, 27,650 
tests had been conducted statewide, according to Gov. 
Gavin Newsom.) 

School closures extended 
Local county health officers and school superinten-

dents announce on March 26 that hundreds of public 
schools in six Bay Area counties, including Santa 
Clara and San Mateo, will remain closed through May 
1. Five days later, the state cancels in-person classes 
for the rest of the school year. Students move to re-
mote learning from computers at home.

Emergency funds created, depleted
An urgent need for emergency assistance among 

residents who unexpectedly find themselves out of 
work as a result of COVID-19 health restrictions 
takes the community by surprise when a $11.2 mil-
lion financial assistance program launched by Santa 
Clara County to help out-of-work residents runs out 
in two days. 

Regional health order extended
The regional shelter-in-place health order that in-

cludes Santa Clara and San Mateo counties is extended 
until May 3 as COVID-19 cases continue to increase. 
Santa Clara County emerges as the epicenter of the 
outbreak in the Bay Area with the number of cases ris-
ing from 138 on March 17, when the first health order 
took effect, to 890 on March 31 when it is extended. 
The number of deaths climbs from three to 30 in the 
same period.

‘Our hospitals are 
beginning to fill with 

COVID-19 patients.  
We need more time.’ 
— Santa Clara County Health Officer Dr. Sara 

Cody says during a press conference on March 31.

APRIL
Hospitals brace for equipment shortages

Hospitals brace for a shortage of masks, gowns, 
respirators and other critical protective equipment, 
prompting overwhelming community response from 
individuals and groups such as the Palo Alto-based 
nonprofit WizChinese, which donates more than 
50,000 masks to hospitals, first responders and se-
nior care facilities.

Food banks see surging need 
Less than a month after the pandemic brings the Bay 

Area to a halt in March, local food banks report an as-
tronomical rise in requests for food. Second Harvest of 
Silicon Valley is receiving seven times the usual num-
ber of calls to its hotline and begins providing food to 
more than a half million people in Santa Clara and San 
Mateo counties each month.

MAY
Residents ordered to stay home 
indefinitely

Bay Area leaders predict a local spike in COVID-19 
cases during the summer and roll out new health orders 
on May 4 that extend shelter-in-place regulations indef-
initely. But they allow construction workers, gardeners 
and outdoor retailers that can accommodate physical 
distancing to reopen in the six Bay Area counties, plus 
Berkeley.

‘I didn’t get to say goodbye 
to them. I’m ... not getting to 
savor that last bit of time 
that we’re supposed to have.’  

— Gunn High School senior Liza Kolbasov says 
of her classmates, after the district decided to keep 

classes online for the rest of the academic year.

COVID testing falls short
Santa Clara County needs to be able to test roughly 

4,000 people per day for COVID-19 before the stay-
at-home order can be relaxed, County Executive Jeff 
Smith tells the Board of Supervisors on May 5. As of 
the previous week, the county had reached only about 
1,000 tests per day, Smith confirms.

Stores open for curbside pickup 
San Mateo County allows book stores, florists, cloth-

ing stores, toy shops and other retailers to  open with 
curbside pickup on May 18, joining a wave of Bay Area 
counties beginning to transition into the second phase 
of reopening. Santa Clara County, one of the last to 
begin reopening, allows curbside pickup on May 22. 
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With social-distancing rules in place, synagogues and churches throughout the Peninsula devise creative ways 
to virtually connect during Passover and Easter Week, including AME Zion Church in Palo Alto, where the Rev. 
Kaloma Smith delivers an Easter Sermon via live stream on April 12.
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Second Harvest of Silicon Valley volunteers Hana 
Urst and Steven Jing place packaged food in the 
trunk of a client’s car at the Avenidas Rose Kleiner 
Center in Mountain View on June 16. 
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William Warrior, Palo Alto’s animal control officer 
for 40 years, shares a tender moment with his dog, 
Lilly, at the animal shelter in Palo Alto on April 28 
before retiring at the end of the month. 
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JUNE
Outrage over police 
brutality and racism spills 
onto the streets

Starting on June 1, thousands of resi-
dents take to the streets in Palo Alto, 
East Palo Alto and Menlo Park during 
multiple peaceful protests against po-
lice brutality and racism in the wake 
of the death of George Floyd, a Black 
man suffocated on a Minneapolis street 
while in custody of police the previous 
week. His death prompted a month of 
protests nationwide.

‘This city, this 
country, is way 

too comfortable 
with Black 

people being 
uncomfortable.’  

— Student Cleo Goodwin says 
during a Palo Alto rally on June 6.

City lifts short-lived curfew 
after backlash

Less than 48 hours after imposing a 
nighttime curfew for June 2-11, Palo Alto 
City Manager Ed Shikada lifts it in the 
face of community backlash. Using his 
powers under the city’s coronavirus emer-
gency declaration, he had ordered the cur-
few to protect commercial districts and 
neighborhoods from potential criminal 
activity predicted to take place concur-
rently with Black Lives Matter protests.

Outdoor dining and limited 
indoor services resume

Churches, retailers and restaurants 
that offer outdoor dining are allowed to 
start welcoming back patrons on June 5 
in Santa Clara County and on June 6 in 
San Mateo County under revised health 
orders that allow for outdoor dining and 
limited indoor services.

Schools plan for ‘hybrid 
learning’ in the fall

After weeks of uncertainty about the 
fate of student learning amid the pan-
demic, the California Department of 
Education on June 8 releases suggested 
guidelines for the reopening of schools 
in the fall that focus heavily on physical 
distancing in classrooms and creating 
smaller cohorts of students who are on 
campus at any given time. Local school 
districts unveil various plans to reopen 
with hybrid models that include a mix 
of online and in-school classes. 

Outdoor dining moves into 
the streets

People enjoy their first sit-down res-
taurant meals in nearly three months 
after Mountain View, Menlo Park and 
Palo Alto each close major streets in 
their downtowns to traffic to make room 
for outdoor dining areas and shops start-
ing in mid-June as part of an effort to 
support local businesses during the on-
going shelter-in-place order.

‘There is importance 
around returning to some 
form of normalcy, and 
normalcy does not look 
like what we’re doing 
right now.’
— Palo Alto Unified School District 
Superintendent Don Austin says at a 

mid-June board meeting regarding 
plans to reopen campuses in the fall.

Wish hearing aids sounded better?

Join us to learn why Earlens®, a revolutionary new 
hearing solution, was recently named a top 100 
Invention for 2020 by Time Magazine. Unlike 
conventional hearing aids, the Earlens solution uses 
a small lens to directly vibrate the eardrum – 
delivering the broadest frequency range available for 
clear, natural sound.

Community Event

Join us for our upcoming webinar:
An Exciting Alternative to Hearing Aids

Tuesday January, 13th at 11am   

Register at: http://earlensevents.com/EHCwebinar0113print
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Diners eat at tables along California 
Avenue in Palo Alto on June 25. 
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Osei 
Johnson, 
9, kneels 
with 
other 
protesters 
during a 
moment 
of silence 
in front 
of Palo 
Alto City 
Hall on 
June 1. 

Year in Review

A year like no other
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‘It was wonderful to 
put food on plates, 
drinks in real glasses 
and serve our 
guests. ... The first 
big exhale in awhile.’ 

— La Bodeguita del Medio 
on California Avenue posts 

on Instagram during the first 
weekend of Palo Alto’s Summer 

Streets dining program.

New Sheriff reforms
Following public outcry and protests 

urging police reform, the Santa Clara 
County Board of Supervisors votes 
unanimously on June 23 to adopt a 
proposal requiring the Sheriff’s Office 
to implement several policy reforms 
and consider other recommendations 
in an effort to reduce police violence 
and excessive use of force.

Fearing lawsuit, city allows 
President Hotel conversion

In a dramatic about-face, the Palo 
Alto City Council agrees on June 
23 to approve the conversion of the 
iconic President Hotel on University 
Avenue from an apartment complex 
to a boutique hotel.

Santa Clara County added 
to COVID-19 watchlist

Santa Clara County records its 
second-highest single-day COVID-19 
case count — 122 — on June 23, rais-
ing concerns about the trajectory of 
the virus and causing the state to is-
sue a notification that the county is on 
a “watchlist” because of the increase. 
(Counties on the watchlist have not met 
the state’s benchmarks for reopening, 
which are determined by positive case 
rates, hospitalizations and capacity.)

JULY
Palo Alto makes grim 
budget cuts 

Faced with enormous anticipated 
budget shortfalls in the upcom-
ing fiscal year due to the economic 
shutdown, Midpeninsula cities be-
gin to slash their budgets. Palo Alto 

authorizes over $40 million in cuts, 
including the elimination of its shut-
tle program, and agrees to eliminate 
more than 70 City Hall positions, 
dropping the staffing level to under 
1,000 for the first time in at least two 
decades, according to city staff. 

Black Lives Matter mural 
sparks national debate

A temporary, 245-foot-long and 
17-foot-wide Black Lives Matter
street mural in front of Palo Alto City 
Hall commissioned by the city’s Pub-
lic Art Program to bring awareness 
to racism and police brutality makes 
national headlines in July when the 
National Police Association asks the 
city to remove a portion of the mu-
ral that contains an image of Joanne 
Chesimard, a civil rights activist in 
the Black Liberation Army who es-
caped prison and fled to Cuba after 
being convicted of killing a New Jer-
sey State Police trooper in the 1970s.

Stanford to reopen with 
fewer students 

Stanford announces on July 1 that 
it will reopen in the fall with travel 
restrictions, fewer students on cam-
pus and primarily online instruction.

‘A Stanford 
University education 
will look vastly 
different when the 
fall quarter begins.’ 

— President Marc Tessier-
Lavigne and Provost Persis Drell 

announce on July 1.

State and county clash 
over restaurant reopenings

An unexpected clash between the 
state’s and Santa Clara County’s health 
orders puts Palo Alto restaurants on 
high alert over the Fourth of July holi-
day weekend after state officials tell 
south county restaurants that outdoor 
dining isn’t allowed. Palo Alto police 
warn the city’s eateries that the same 
directives could be given here. On July 
6, the state gives Santa Clara County 
the go-ahead to proceed with its plan 
to further reopen the economy.

 Courtesy Benny Villareal

An aerial view of the temporary Black Lives Matter mural on Hamilton Avenue 
shows images that the 16 artists created in each letter of the art piece.

D espite the raging COVID-19 pan-
demic, thousands took to the streets 
in Palo Alto, East Palo Alto, Moun-

tain View and Menlo Park in early June as 
part of a nationwide call for racial justice and 
police reform following the death of George 
Floyd, a Black man who was suffocated on 
a Minneapolis street while in the custody of 
police. His death was the third high-profile 
case within a month involving the death of a 
Black person at the hands of police officers 
and became the tipping point for the global 
movement of Black Lives Matter protests. 

The month-long demonstrations, which be-
gan along the Midpeninsula on June 1, marked 
the largest outdoor gatherings following the 
shelter-in-place orders that went into effect in 
March. By their very presence, residents made 
it clear that systemic racism was an issue too 
urgent to allow to continue.

Ayinde Olukotun, a Menlo School graduate 
who co-organized a four-mile march through 
Palo Alto, said she couldn’t ignore how Min-
neapolis Police Officer Derek Chauvin suf-
focated Floyd for 8 minutes and 46 seconds 
—  a timestamp that protesters later used as 
the length for their moments of silence. The 
march attracted thousands to Palo Alto, in-
cluding U.S. Rep. Anna Eshoo, Palo Alto 
Mayor Adrian Fine, Menlo Park Mayor Ce-
cilia Taylor, East Palo Alto Mayor Regina 
Wallace-Jones, author and activist Julie Lyth-
cott-Haims, Golden State Warriors’ Stephen 
Curry and former judge LaDoris Cordell, and 
called attention to harmful police policies 
and entrenched racial problems within the 
Midpeninsula.

Testimonies from Black residents and com-
munity leaders about their experiences in 
school or interactions with local law enforce-
ment shattered the illusion that Palo Alto was 
a progressive city without racism. Their expe-
riences exposed that Palo Alto still has a lot 
more work to do if it wants to achieve social 
equality.

With mounting public pressure, Palo Alto 
City Council responded swiftly: On top of a 
symbolic resolution to affirm that Black lives 
matter, the city pledged to re-examine its po-
lice department policies and consider the “8 
Can’t Wait” campaign, which outlines law-en-
forcement standards aimed at reducing police 
violence; approved a temporary Black Lives 
Matter mural installation, arguably in record 
time, to be placed in front of City Hall; and 
revisited the decadeslong, controversial policy 
restricting nonresidents from using the 1,400-
acre city-owned Foothills Park.  

Though calls to defund the police com-
pletely were denied and some policy propos-
als were challenged by various residents, Palo 
Alto made significant strides in the months fol-
lowing the local Black Lives Matter protests.

In August, after another incident of police 
brutality caught national attention with the 
shooting of Jacob Blake, the council moved to 
adopt several police department policy revi-
sions recommended by the Human Relations 
Commission.

These policy changes included specifying 
the types of de-escalation techniques officers 
must use to avoid violence, banning several 
types of strangleholds and expanding its use-
of-force policy, clarifying that “all options 
would be exhausted before shooting.” 

City Council members agreed in November 
to also increase police oversight by possibly 

expanding the independent police auditor’s 
ability to review certain internal complaints 
related to harassment, discrimination or retali-
ation. If implemented next year, the decision 
would reverse the council’s December 2019 
vote to remove this duty from the auditor’s 
scope.

In the same November meeting, the coun-
cil also agreed to explore a new program that 
would give some calls now handled by armed 
officers to mental health professionals instead, 
a move intended to resolve situations for which 
standard police training in de-escalation may 
not be adequate.

This year also saw another reversal: the 
charging of former police Sergeant Wayne 
Benitez, who retired in October 2019 after the 
city was sued over Benitez’s alleged excessive 
use of force in arresting resident Gustavo Al-
varez. At the time, City Manager Ed Shikada 
refused to disclose whether Benitez’s exit was 
a termination or voluntary. 

“We don’t comment on circumstances,” 
Shikada said.

The District Attorney’s Office initially de-
clined to pursue charges against Benitez but 
then told news outlets in June that it was re-
considering the case. 

“Peace officers who use more force than 
necessary hurt more than the person they are 
trying to arrest. They damage the deservedly 
excellent reputations of the vast majority of 
officers who work every shift to help people. 
And they strain the bonds with their commu-
nities who expect and deserve that police of-
ficers will protect and serve them fairly and 
professionally,” District Attorney Jeff Rosen 
said in the statement.

If convicted of assault under the color of au-
thority and lying on a police report, Benitez 
could face up to two years in jail, the District 
Attorney’s Office said.

In addition to police reform, the city decid-
ed to scrap a newly approved pilot program 
allowing a limited number of nonresidents 
access to Foothills Park and opened the 
preserve to the public on Dec. 17, after the 
American Civil Liberties Union, NAACP and 
a group of  residents filed a lawsuit, alleging 
that the nature preserve’s 1965 resident-only 
law violated nonresidents’ rights to travel, free 
speech and free assembly, and stemmed from 
the city’s history of racial discrimination. A 
group of residents launched a petition to put 
the nonresident ban to a vote and maintain 
the policy in the interim but failed to collect 
about 2,600 signatures needed by the Dec. 
16 deadline.

While the city made some important steps 
toward achieving racial justice, more remain 
on the city’s agenda awaiting completion.

The city is still looking to have its law en-
forcement agency join Santa Clara County’s 
Psychiatric Emergency Response Team pro-
gram, which would help police officers deter-
mine which calls involve mental health issues. 
Talks to hire more community service officers 
who can answer low-level calls, such as car 
accidents involving no injuries, continue. And 
calls for increased transparency from the po-
lice department remain to be answered.

With the temporary Black Lives Matter 
mural removed, the city also hopes to install 
something more permanent at King Plaza, 
which is named after monumental civil rights 
leaders Martin Luther King Jr. and his wife, 
Coretta Scott King. n

City confronts its own racism
Global movement of protests comes to Palo Alto, 

challenging city to reform systemic racism
by Lloyd Lee

SOCIAL JUSTICE
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Within a 48-hour period, hair 
salons reopen, shut down again 

On July 13, the same day that hair 
salons and gyms reopen in Santa Clara 
County after being shuttered since March, 
the county’s Public Health Department 
announces that those businesses, among 
other sectors, will have to re-close on July 
15 by state mandate that applies to coun-
ties on its watchlist.

Schools prohibited from 
reopening in the fall

Gov. Gavin Newsom announces on 
July 17 that public and private schools 
in counties on the state’s coronavirus 
watchlist cannot reopen for in-person 
instruction until they’ve been off the 
list for 14 days. This means that schools 
in Santa Clara County that had hoped 
to reopen must plan for full distance 
learning at the start of the new school 
year. 

Former CEO sentenced in 
admissions scam

Manuel Henriquez, the former CEO of 
a Palo Alto-based venture capital firm, is 
sentenced on July 29  to six months in 
prison for paying more than $500,000 in a 
national college admissions scam that in-
volved more than 50 parents, sports staff 
and test proctors. He helped his daughters 
get admitted to college by ensuring they 
did well on college entrance exams five 
times.

AUGUST
Stanford reverses course on 
reopening

Due to spiking coronavirus rates, 
Stanford University reverses course on 
its reopening plan, announcing on Aug. 
13 that undergraduate students will not 
be coming back to campus in the fall.

Palo Alto backs restrictions 
on police use of force

Endorsing a set of revisions to Palo 
Alto Police Department policies based on 
recommendations from the city’s Human 
Relations Commission, the City Council 
agrees to strengthen the policies on use of 
force and vows to pursue broader initia-
tives to promote racial justice.

Wildfires spark, burn out of 
control for weeks

The CZU Lightning Complex fires in 
San Mateo and Santa Cruz counties ignite 
during a lightning storm on Aug. 16, forc-
ing the evacuations of 77,000 residents as 
firefighters struggle to contain it. The wild-
fire burns 86,500 acres over the next 37 
days. Smoke from multiple blazes around 
the Bay Area envelope Palo Alto on Aug. 
21, prompting the Stanford Department of 
Public Safety to close the Dish area to hik-
ers due to unhealthy air. The city of Palo 
Alto shuts down Arastradero Preserve and 
Foothills Park. The fire isn’t fully extin-
guished until Dec. 23. 

‘I was born and 
raised here, and I’ve 
never seen anything 
like this. This is 10 
times worse than 
anything I’ve ever 
seen.’

— Andy Kerr, co-owner of  
Alice’s Restaurant, located at State 

Route 84 and Skyline Boulevard,  
says of the wildfires.

Candidates step forward for 
council, school board

As the deadline for filing for candida-
cy in the November 2020 election pass-
es, Palo Alto voters have a diverse field 
of 10 candidates for City Council, in-
cluding council incumbents, newcomers 
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Thick smoke from the CZU August Lightning Complex fires makes its way into the 
Russian Ridge Preserve in San Mateo County on Aug. 18. 

I n early March, local health officials 
began to sound the alarm on the nov-
el coronavirus, a respiratory disease 

that had made its way into the Bay Area 
in January and was starting to spread 
within the community.

“It is important to recognize how diffi-
cult the times ahead may be and how you 
must now take assertive action to pre-
pare for them,” Dr. Scott Morrow, San 
Mateo County’s health officer, warned 
residents on March 5 as Bay Area coun-
ties began rolling out the country’s first 
legal directives limiting the size of so-
cial gatherings after the state reported 
its first-known coronavirus death the 
previous day. 

By March 17, those words began to 
resonate when Bay Area public health of-
ficials shut down all non-essential busi-
nesses in six counties, including Santa 
Clara and San Mateo, and residents were 
ordered to stay at home for three weeks. 
A statewide shutdown followed three 
days later after virus projections showed 
that 56% of California’s 40 million resi-
dents could become infected by the new 
coronavirus within two months.

Overnight, the Midpeninsula turned 
into a ghost town: On the first day of the 
shelter-in-place order, traffic dropped by 
50% on Bay Area roads and Caltrain rid-
ership dropped 90%. Within days, hotel 
occupancy rates in Palo Alto declined 
from 80% to below 20%, and by the end 
of the month, the leisure and hospital-
ity industry reported 12,100 job losses 
in the north and south bay combined. 
Local tech companies told employees 
to work from home indefinitely, and 
Stanford University shifted classes on-
line and asked its approximately 7,000 
undergraduates to vacate the campus by 
March 20. 

In the wake of the swift and uncon-
trolled spread of COVID-19, local medi-
cal centers, pharmaceutical companies 
and health officials accelerated the de-
velopment of new health protocols, test-
ing methods and treatments to stop this 
mysterious virus. 

Stanford Health Care was among the 
first to roll out a diagnostic test approved 
by the U.S. Food and Drug Administra-
tion that rapidly identified people with the 
illness within 12 to 24 hours. Stanford an-
nounced on March 5 that it would be us-
ing the new coronavirus test in-house to 
verify suspected cases of the illness at its 
hospitals after officials confirmed that the 
health center was treating a “few” patients 
who tested positive for the disease.

Palo Alto resident Monica Yeung-
Arima, who returned home infected 
with the virus after traveling to Egypt, 
was among the earliest patients to be 
screened for COVID-19 with Stanford’s 
new test kit. Doctors met her in the 
parking lot at Palo Alto Medical Foun-
dation’s urgent care clinic and whisked 
her into a room for an exam. Days later, 
she became one of the first people in 
the nation diagnosed with COVID-19 
to be treated with the clinical-trial an-
tiviral drug remdesivir that Foster City 
biopharmaceutical research company 
Gilead Sciences Inc. had developed to 
treat Ebola. After five days of treat-
ment, she began to feel better and was 

released from the hospital.
By the end of March, Bay Area cit-

ies took up the mantle to test their first 
responders, health care workers and 
members of the public using technol-
ogy from Menlo Park company Avel-
lino. The testing drive-thrus launch 
with the city of Hayward. City and 
public health leaders said the testing 
sites were intended to take pressure 
off hospital emergency rooms and im-
prove the region’s ability to suppress 
new transmissions through isolation 
after testing. Stanford Health Care also 
set up testing tents in Menlo Park and 
on Stanford University campus in an-
ticipation of more people coming down 
with the virus. By March 24, according 
to Gov. Gavin Newsom, 27,650 tests 
had been conducted statewide. 

Despite pop-up testing sites, Santa 
Clara County hospitals continued to 
lag in testing, prompting Santa Clara 
County to issue a new order on June 10 
requiring hospitals and clinics to test at 
least three categories of people: patients 
within their systems who have COV-
ID-19 symptoms, have been exposed to 
COVID-19, or who need to be tested fre-
quently because they are at higher risk 
of exposure through their work in health 
care or at a grocery store.

After cases continued to spike over the 
ensuing months, the state unveiled a new 
COVID-19 tracking system in August to 
create a more stringent process to deter-
mine when counties can move forward 
with indoor business operations. Santa 
Clara County found itself placed in the 
most restrictive tier, indicating wide-
spread transmission.

Three months later, with vaccines on 
the horizon, Newsom ordered a state-
wide curfew prohibiting all non-essential 
work, movement and gathering between 
10 p.m. and 5 a.m. 

“This pandemic is like a high-speed 
train, and our projections tell us that we 
are on target to derail by the third week 
of December if we don’t apply brakes 
right now with all our collective might,” 
Santa Clara County Health Officer Dr. 
Sara Cody said while unveiling the new 
mandatory health directives. 

As 2020 comes to an end, there still 
is no clear end to the crisis. Over the 
past nine months, the county’s shelter-
in-place order has been extended twice 
and reinstated as recently as December. 
Residents have become accustomed to 
exchanging tips on how to get tested for 
the coronavirus and how long it’ll take to 
receive results. Restaurants, retailers and 
service providers continue to teeter back 
and forth between limited indoor op-
erations and curbside and outdoor-only 
services to a full halt in some cases, and 
schools remain unclear on when cam-
puses will be allowed to fully reopen. 

As of Dec. 29, the county reported 
67,423 cumulative cases of COVID-19 
and 673 deaths.

The first 5,850 doses of the Pfizer-
BioNTech coronavirus vaccine, which 
arrived in Santa Clara County at about 
7:30 a.m. on Dec. 15, heralded what bat-
tle-weary public health leaders called 
“a glimmer of hope in the long fight” 
against COVID-19. n

The virus that changed everything
In an instant, a pandemic reshapes life on the Midpeninsula

by Linda Taaffe

PUBLIC HEALTH A year like no other
(continued from page 5)

Page 16 • January 1, 2021 • Palo Alto Weekly • www.PaloAltoOnline.com



T he largest wildfire to burn the Santa 
Cruz Mountains in more than 100 
years ushered in an autumn of 

“apocalyptic” smoke and flames to the Bay 
Area, with three wildfires to the west, east 
and north. Hazardous smoke that rained 
ash, along with other air-quality conditions 
led some experts and Gov. Gavin Newsom 
to point to climate change and land-man-
agement practices as the culprits.

A series of heat waves began in late 
May, successively drying trees, shrubs 
and grasses and priming them for ignition. 
On Aug. 15, a heat wave combined with 
a rare, massive dry-lightning cell passed 
over the Bay Area. Lightning strikes from 
the spectacular celestial show, which in-
cluded house-shaking thunderclaps that 
sent household pets scurrying under beds, 
sparked dozens of blazes. Three local fires 
turned into out-of-control infernos.

The CZU August Lightning Complex 
Fire scorched 86,509 acres in Santa Cruz 
and San Mateo counties and devastated 
some of the area’s largest redwood pre-
serves. The fire destroyed 1,490 structures 
and damaged 140 others. One person died. 
About 77,000 people — a number larger 
than the population of Palo Alto — were 
ordered to evacuate in San Mateo and 
Santa Cruz counties.

The fire caused the closure of open 
space preserves. Palo Alto residents living 
in the foothills were warned to prepare to 
evacuate as the fire came up to the west 
side of Skyline Boulevard, also known as 
State Route 35.

The CZU fire was not the largest nearby 
blaze, however, to impact Palo Alto and 
surrounding communities. The SCU 
Lightning Complex fire tore through five 
counties — southeastern Santa Clara, Al-
ameda, Contra Costa, San Joaquin and 
Stanislaus — destroying 396,624 acres and 
razing 222 structures. The LNU Light-
ning Complex fire to the north in Napa, 
Sonoma, Lake, Yolo and Solano coun-
ties burned 363,220 acres. Smoke from 
these and other large fires deposited ash 
throughout the area and created hazardous 
health conditions triggering 30 consecu-
tive days of Spare the Air alerts.

The awe-inspiring power of nature 
wasn’t through with the Bay Area yet, 
however. Residents awoke to eerie, orange 
skies and trees that appeared silhouetted 
against the dim light on Sept. 9, which was 
caused by smoke from the August Com-
plex fires in Mendocino County — a blan-
ket so thick it blotted out the sun.

Scorching temperatures skyrocketed 
on Sept. 6, reaching records as high as 
108 degrees in Palo Alto and higher else-
where, which lasted into the week. The 
city of Palo Alto opened a cooling center 
at Mitchell Park Community Center to 
help residents escape from the dangerous 
heat.

The CZU fire was finally contained on 
Sept. 22, more than a month after it began. 
In early October, as parts of the land still 
smoldered, open-space land managers said 
it could take years for the plant and animal 
communities to recover.

Land managers and cities took the 
wildfires as a wakeup call. The redwood 

forest is getting drier and the summers are 
longer with shorter rainy periods, Noelle 
Chambers Thurlow, vice president of con-
servation for Peninsula Open Space Trust 
(POST), said in October. POST’s more 
than 8,000-acre San Vicente Redwoods 
Preserve, which it co-owns with the Sem-
pervirens Fund, was badly burned.

Peter Cowan, POST director of conser-
vation science, said in a Nov. 9 blog that 
the agency has been assessing the fire 
damage and the measures staff had taken 
prior to the wildfire to see what helped 
reduce the severity of the damage. Crews 
are repairing damaged roads and culverts 
to protect streams from sediment and are 
replacing scientific equipment to monitor 
the fire’s impacts on wildlife populations.

The CZU fire prompted some residents 
and government leaders in areas where 
wildland and urban living interface to re-
assess their fire-management plans. The 
Town of Portola Valley convened an ad 
hoc fire preparedness committee in June, 
prior to the CZU fire, to make recommen-
dations to the Town Council regarding 
communications and outreach, evacuation 
routes, home hardening and insurance and 
vegetation management.

Those plans were met with increasing 
urgency after the CZU fire. Woodside Fire 
Protection District, along with Portola Val-
ley, vigorously insisted in a letter this fall 
to Midpeninsula Regional Open Space 
District that additional and immediate 
land-management measures at Midpen’s 
preserves, particularly those near Windy 
Hill and The Sequoias senior community, 
be enacted. Midpen agreed to have more 
collaborative discussions, according to the 
fire district.

Midpen is also working on a longer-
range wildfire resiliency plan. A public 
hearing review of the plan’s draft Envi-
ronmental Impact Report is tentatively 
scheduled for Jan. 27.

Palo Alto has also updated its website 
“Ready, Set, Go!” with more informa-
tion on residential wildfire preparedness. 
In late August, the city developed a new 
webpage showing regional fire status and 
resources. This year the city developed 
an evacuation map for residents to down-
load online and in conjunction with Santa 
Clara County Fire Department, the city 
is formalizing the Palo Alto evacuation 
zones in the Zonehaven software system, 
which shows areas under threat of or in 
evacuation.

City staff are communicating with 
neighborhood leaders in the foothills area 
to listen to their concerns and provide safe-
ty information and they have provided sup-
port for an emergency exit through Foot-
hills Park through Gate 5 if it is needed, 
spokeswoman Meghan Horrigan-Taylor 
said.

In December 2019, the Utilities Depart-
ment published their CPAU Wildfire Miti-
gation Plan, required by State Senate Bill 
901, which seeks to minimize risks that the 
utility’s distribution system might cause a 
fire ignition. That policy includes sending 
direct messages to customers when they 
anticipated the fire risk could potentially 
cause a power shutoff. n

2020: A year that went up 
in smoke and flames

A major wildfire scorched the Santa Cruz Mountains, the 
Midpeninsula experienced extreme heat, and smoke obscured the sun

by Sue Dremann
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and civic-service veterans. Six people 
have decided to run for Board of Educa-
tion, including school board incumbents 
and two residents inspired by concerns 
in the school community over the coro-
navirus and school reopenings. 

Man threatens Santa Clara 
County health officer

A Gilroy resident who investigators 
believe has ties to the militant, far-right 
“Boogaloo” movement is arrested on 
Aug. 27 for allegedly sending more than 
20 threatening and profane letters to 
Santa Clara County Health Officer Dr. 
Sara Cody over her directives to keep 
businesses and schools closed and orders 
that the public should wear masks.

State changes COVID-19 
tracking of counties

In an effort to create a more stringent 
process that determines when counties 
can move forward with indoor business 
operations, California launches a new 
color-coded COVID-19 tracking sys-
tem on Aug. 28. San Mateo and Santa 
Clara counties both fall in the purple 
color category — the most restrictive 
tier indicating widespread transmission.

SEPTEMBER
Stanford bans campus visitors

Stanford University bans visitors who 
are not affiliated with its academic pro-
grams from entering much of its campus 
on Sept. 1, a sweeping restriction that 
university leaders say is necessary to re-
sume research and teaching in the fall 
quarter.

Santa Clara moves into 
state’s less restrictive red tier

On Sept. 8, Santa Clara County moves 
to the less restrictive red tier in Califor-
nia’s color-coded COVID-19 tracking 
system, clearing the way for more busi-
nesses — including nail salons, massage 
parlors, gyms and fitness centers, shop-
ping malls, museums and zoos —to re-
open at limited capacity if the county can 
keep its numbers down for two weeks. 
Restaurants, places of worship and 

movie theaters, however, are ordered to 
remain closed under the county’s stricter 
guidelines.

Schools reopen for high-need 
students

After being closed for six months, 
some Palo Alto Unified schools reopen 
on Sept. 9 to serve small groups of strug-
gling and special-education students in 
person. 

City disbands auditor’s office 
After years of complaining about inter-

nal strife and subpar performance in the 
Office of the City Auditor, the Palo Alto 
City Council moves on Sept. 29  to cut 
every position in the small office and to 
outsource its operations to the Chicago-
based consulting firm Baker Tilly US.

OCTOBER
On-duty officer charged with 
assault and lying on report

Wayne Benitez, who retired from the 
Palo Alto Police Department in 2019, fac-
es charges of unlawful assault stemming 
from an incident at Buena Vista Mobile 
Home Park in 2018 during which he al-
legedly slammed the head of a handcuffed 
man against a windshield while on duty 
and then lied about it on a police report.

‘Peace officers who use 
more force than necessary 
... strain the bonds with 
their communities, who 
expect and deserve that 
police officers will protect 
and serve them fairly and 
professionally.’ 

— County District Attorney Jeff 
Rosen says in an announcement of 

charges against former Palo Alto 
Police Sergeant Wayne Benitez.
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The smoke-covered sky glows an orange hue over U.S. Highway 280 from Sand Hill 
Road towards Woodside in Menlo Park on Sept. 9. 

(continued on page 18)

Wildfires brought 
‘apocalyptic’ smoke and 
flames to the Bay Area.
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Concerns swirl over election 
integrity, voting by mail

Heated political division in the country, 
warnings about election fraud and a fairly new 
all mail-in voting system in Santa Clara Coun-
ty prompt the Registrar to double its efforts to 
reassure the county’s 1 million registered vot-
ers — the most ever for an election — that their 
ballots will be counted. After Republicans set 
out unofficial ballot drop boxes in other parts 
of the state, Palo Alto residents question the 
authenticity of boxes at City Hall and Mitchell 
Park Library, but these fears are soon allayed. 
Palo Alto voter turnout hits 88.7%. 

Two economists win Nobel Prize
Stanford University economists Paul Mil-

grom, 72, and Robert Wilson, 83, are awarded 
the 2020 Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences 
for “improvements to auction theory and in-
ventions of new auction formats.” The award 
also comes with 10 million Swedish kronor, 
equivalent to about $1.1 million.

Elementary students return to 
campus for in-person classes

Following weeks of heated debate, Palo 
Alto Unified’s youngest students return to 

school on Oct. 12 after the district opens 
its elementary school campuses to small 
cohorts of children alternating in mornings 
and afternoons as part of a hybrid model of 
in-person and online learning. 

County allows some indoor 
activities to resume

Indoor dining and indoor gatherings, such 
as worship services, resume on Oct. 14 with 
limitations after Santa Clara County moves 
into the less restrictive orange tier under the 
state’s color-coded reopening system.

NOVEMBER
‘Residentialists’ win City 
Council majority 

After an unusual election season character-
ized by countless Zoom debates, Palo Alto 
voters elect Pat Burt and Greer Stone to the 
City Council and hand incumbents Lydia 
Kou and Greg Tanaka fresh terms. The re-
sults reshape the council, handing a clear ma-
jority to those who favor slower city growth. 
Despite the pandemic, Tanaka brings in more 
than $88,000 to fund his campaign, the most 
of any candidate. 

I n a year marked by dizzying 
change and existential anxiety, 
Palo Alto voters were in no 

mood for surprises when they went 
out to cast — or, more likely, mailed 
in — their ballots this fall.

Faced with a deep and diverse pool 
of 10 candidates who ranged from 
City Hall veterans looking for a fresh 
chance to serve to political newcom-
ers with bold ideas, residents flocked 
to the familiar.

Both incumbents, Lydia Kou and 
Greg Tanaka, were re-elected to new 
four-year terms.

Greer Stone, a Gunn High history 
teacher and former member of the 
city’s Human Relations Commission, 
also won a council seat, four years 
after falling short in his first bid.

But the biggest winner on Nov. 
3 was Pat Burt, a former two-time 
mayor who spent nine years on the 
council before his last term ended in 
2016. A longtime community leader 
who helped spearhead most of the 
city’s major initiatives — from grade 
separations of the railway to the in-
frastructure plan to a proposed busi-
ness tax — Burt will find himself in 
a very familiar position at the center 
of the council’s political spectrum. 
His candidacy was endorsed by nei-
ther the Palo Altans for Sensible Zon-
ing (PASZ) — a political group that 
endorsed candidates on the council’s 
slow-growth “residentialist wing” 
— nor by the Santa Clara County 
Democratic Party, which favored the 
three “progressive” candidates who 
advocated for bold action on issues 
such as housing and police reform: 
Raven Malone, Steven Lee and Cari 
Templeton. While being a house-
hold name doesn’t always guarantee 
a fresh election (as the experiences 
of Larry Moody in East Palo Alto 
and Lenny Seigel in Mountain View 
demonstrate), Burt cruised to victory 
and held a lead of nearly 1,000 votes 
over the second-place finisher, Kou, 
when the final tally was certified, 
finishing with 14,353 of Palo Altans’ 
votes.

While the election results will not 
dramatically transform the council’s 
roster — with only two of the seven 
seats being filled by new members 
— it will radically alter the political 
dynamics. For the past four years, the 
council’s more pro-growth-leaning 
members have enjoyed a narrow 
majority — a power that they used 
to chip away at the city’s stringent 
requirements for ground-floor retail; 
lower housing-impact fees for new 
developments; and remove the down-
town limit on office development. All 
of these issues were decided by 4-3 
votes (and, before 2018, by 5-4 votes).

Only two members of this four-
member majority — Alison Cor-
mack and Greg Tanaka — will return 
to the council next year. With Mayor 
Adrian Fine opting not to seek a 
fresh term and Councilwoman Liz 
Kniss terming out, the camp favoring 

slower city growth will now have a 
clear edge as Stone joins fellow 
PASZ-endorsed council members 
Kou, Vice Mayor Tom DuBois and 
Councilman Eric Filseth in a likely 
political alliance. 

Burt, who has opposed many of the 
recent actions by the four-member 
majority (including recent proposals 
to scale back ground-floor protec-
tions for retail and to allow lame-
duck council members to appoint 
next year’s commissioners) and who 
has been aligned with Stone in their 
mutual distaste for state housing leg-
islation such as Senate Bill 50, may 
turn the residentialists’ slim 4-3 edge 
into a commanding 5-2 advantage.

On some issues, that may not mat-
ter. The council has been in virtual 
lockstep (with Kou often being the 
sole dissenter) when it comes to sup-
porting policies that encourage more 
below-market-rate housing. They all 
voted, for example, to spend $10 mil-
lion of public funds to support the 
59-unit development known as Wil-
ton Court, which targets low-income 
residents and adults with disability. 
The council has also united to pur-
sue grade separation at rail crossings, 
cut the city budget, plan for recovery 
from the COVID-19 pandemic and 
pursue reforms in the Police Depart-
ment, which include recent revisions 
to use-of-force policies.

In other areas, the residentialists 
are expected to flex their new power. 
This could mean more restrictions 
on new office space, higher develop-
ment-impact fees to support afford-
able housing, stronger support for 
retaining laws that require ground-
floor retail and increased skepticism 
toward proposals for market-rate 
housing.

As the year came to an end, the 
spirit of compromise that has guided 
the council’s COVID-19 recovery 
gave way to a nasty political donny-
brook over appointments to the Plan-
ning and Transportation Commis-
sion. Even as the council approved in 
November a new handbook specify-
ing that appointments should occur 
in the spring, the four-member ma-
jority moved to vote on appointments 
in December, thus giving the lame-
duck council members a chance to 
name advisers to the next council. All 
three council members in the minor-
ity then skipped the planning com-
mission interviews, effectively pre-
venting them from taking place (one 
member of the four-member majority 
also couldn’t make it). The appoint-
ments will now take place in 2021.

With the year-ending squabble, 
Palo Alto is facing a question that 
can also extend to the nation as 2020 
comes to an end. Will the political 
battle escalate next year, as power 
shifts from one faction to another? Or 
should their residents, having placed 
their faith in a moderate political vet-
eran, expect a new era of cooperation 
and consensus? n

Flipping the council
The election gave Palo Alto’s residentialists a clear 

advantage. How will they use it?
by Gennady Sheyner

GOVERNMENT

A year like no other
(continued from page 5)
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Nancy Smith teaches her first grade class of in-person and full-distance learning students at 
Fairmeadow Elementary School in Palo Alto on Oct. 12.
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Amy McCarter places her ballot in the voting machine at the vote center at Palo Alto Art Center 
in Palo Alto on Nov. 3. 

Year in Review
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City of Palo Alto opens 
Foothills Park to all

Prodded by citizen activists and 
a high-profile lawsuit involving the 
ACLU and NAACP, the City Council 
votes to remove a long-standing ban 
on non-residents at Foothills Park. 
The park officially opens to all on 
Dec. 17.

Castilleja’s expansion plan 
advances

After years of debate and months 
of public hearings, the Planning and 
Transportation Commissions on Nov. 
18 recommends a set of conditions to 
the City Council that would allow Cas-
tilleja School to rebuild its campus and 
expand enrollment. 

Middle, high schools to 
resume in-person classes

Palo Alto Unified District board 
members unanimously vote on Nov. 10 
to resume in-person instruction at the 
middle and high schools starting on 
Jan. 7 despite some students’, teachers’ 
and parents’ concerns.

‘Not coming back is 
easier. We chose hard. I 
hope that we’re a district 
that chooses the tougher 
route every single time.’ 

— Superintendent Don Austin says 
Nov. 10 while acknowledging that the 
district’s reopening plan is imperfect.

Barron Park donkey dies
Jenny, one of Palo Alto’s beloved 

donkeys who called the Barron Park 
neighborhood home, is euthanized on 
Nov. 18 after a two-week decline in her 
health, according to her handlers. 

Sheriff’s Office embroiled 
in bribery scheme

Four people, including top brass in 
the Santa Clara County Sheriff’s Office 
and the chief security officer at Apple, 
are indicted on Nov. 19 in bribery 
schemes for donations to Sheriff Lau-
rie Smith’s reelection campaign in ex-
change for highly coveted gun permits.  

Curfew ordered
In an attempt to rapidly stanch the 

spread of COVID-19 in California, 
Gov. Gavin Newsom on Nov. 19 or-
ders a month-long curfew, prohibiting 
all non-essential work, movement and 
gathering between 10 p.m. and 5 a.m. 

Santa Clara put back into 
purple tier

Santa Clara County moves back into 
the state’s most restrictive tier on Nov. 
30 after experiencing  record-shattering 
numbers of daily new COVID-19 cases 
and hospitalizations. Local health lead-
ers also require anyone returning to the 
county from travel of more than 150 
miles to quarantine for 14 days.

‘This pandemic 
is like a high-
speed train, and 
our projections 
tell us that we 
are on target 
to derail by 
the third week 
of December if 
we don’t apply 
brakes right 
now with all 
our collective 
might.’ 

— Dr. Sara Cody says on Nov. 28 
while unveiling the county’s new 

mandatory health directives. 

DECEMBER
A new donkey arrives

A fluffy, chocolate-colored donkey 
named Buddy moves into Barron Park 
to share the paddock adjacent to Bol 
Park with the neighborhood’s other fa-
mous miniature donkey, Perry. 

First coronavirus vaccines 
administered

Hospital workers and vulnerable pa-
tients at the Veterans Affairs Palo Alto 
Health Care System are among the first 
people in the country to receive their 
first dose of the COVID-19 vaccine on 
Dec. 16, marking a turning point in the 
fight to control the coronavirus pan-
demic. State and county leaders start 
to make plans for prioritizing which 
groups of people will get the vaccine 
and estimate that it could be four to six 
months before most of the general pub-
lic will be inoculated. 

Stay-at-home order 
expected to last into 2021 

Local health officers on Dec. 21 pre-
dict that the Bay Area’s stay-at-home 
order could last well into January if the 
current wave of new cases and hospi-
talizations is not abated soon. The Bay 
Area’s ICU capacity sat at 13.7% as of 
Dec. 21. n

Information compiled from 
reporting by Palo Alto Weekly staff.

Year in Review
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Licensed Vocational Nurse Van Tran receives her first injection of the newly 
developed coronavirus vaccine while Nurse Practitioner Kim Butler holds her 
hands. They both work at the Veterans Affairs Palo Alto Health Care System.
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Barron 
Park 
donkey 
Perry, left, 
and new 
companion 
Buddy, 
right, meet 
for the 
first time 
on Dec. 5. 
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Castilleja School in Palo Alto on Oct. 28.

File photo/Veronica W
eber

Hikers walk towards Wild Horse Valley in Foothills Park, which opened to 
nonresidents on Dec. 17.

‘I am thrilled to know that 
the park’s entry restrictions 
are now a thing of the past.’ 

— Retired judge LaDoris Cordell,  
a plaintiff in the Foothills Park lawsuit  

About the cover
Illustration by Doug Young. Photos 
by Magali Gauthier, Sammy Dallal, 
Federica Armstrong, Charles Russo 
and Olivia Treynor, with contributed 
photos.
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