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Advocating for Half Moon Bay’s 
Open Space and Farmlands

BY LENNIE ROBERTS  
LEGISLATIVE ADVOCATE
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Over the past several months I have been weighing 
in on Half Moon Bay’s general plan and Local 
Coastal Program update. Our priorities are to 
preserve the city’s endangered species habitat, farm 

fields, and open space.
The city announced an ambitious effort in the fall of 2013 

to update its general plan and Local Coastal Program. The city’s 
consultants began by asking residents to identify their “vision” 
for the city. People responded overwhelmingly in favor of 
preserving local environmental resources and open space. This 
public support is not surprising, considering voters have 
repeatedly adopted citizen-sponsored initiatives to protect 
blufftops, limit growth, and preserve the historic downtown 
Main Street Bridge. 

A SETBACK AND RECOVERY

Environmental protection took a setback, though, when the 
consultants presented their three alternative themes to the 
general plan advisory committee, planning commission, and 

city council. The themes had warm fuzzy titles—“Showcasing 
the Coast,” “Downtown Focus,” and “Neighborhood 
Connections”—but rather than preserving and enhancing the 
city’s unique attributes, these themes promoted urban sprawl 
that would ultimately undermine the economic viability of the 
historic downtown and exacerbate traffic problems. 

 After many members of the public and I emphasized the 
need to preserve Half Moon Bay’s endangered species habitat, 
farms, open space, and scenic vistas, the city council didn’t buy 
into the themes. Instead councilmembers have now given 
direction to refocus the general plan and Local Coastal Program 
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Blufftops in Half Moon Bay – one of the areas we’re speaking up to protect through the general plan and Local Coastal Program update.
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This spring marks the one-year anniversary of the release of Deep Roots, Green Future, 
our 50-year vision for our region’s coast, forests, creeks, bay, hillsides, farmland, and 
urban areas. We are pleased to say that we have already made real progress towards 
the goals set out in Deep Roots, Green Future. 

One of our five goals for hillsides is to preserve habitat, especially rare and fragile serpentine 
soils. Last year we defeated a proposal to build 75 luxury homes on the 2,150-acre Young Ranch 
property located in San Jose and surrounding areas in Santa Clara County. This beautiful hillside 
property contains significant amounts of serpentine grasslands, with numerous endangered 
wildflower species and the endangered Bay checkerspot butterfly. In short, the county planning 
commission listened to our Legislative Advocate Julie Hutcheson and voted against the proposal, 
setting a great precedent for our local ridgelines. 

In addition to saving this particular space, we were concerned that this project ran afoul of 
county and city environmental and urban development policies. For the county approving this 
project would have set aside the long-standing policies that have helped create the quality of life 
we enjoy. For San Jose it would have meant defying the voter approved greenline and ignoring 
the city’s general plan. Allowing this project on Young Ranch would have spurred other landowners 
on the ridgeline to seek the same exceptions and led to further detrimental planning decisions 
regionally. 

Despite this victory, another proposal to develop the Young Ranch property was recently 
released. Julie is keeping an eye out in order to protect important habitat and the policies that 
safeguard all of our region’s hillsides.

We are working on other goals from Deep Roots, Green Future. In Half Moon Bay, we are 
advocating alongside community members to protect the remaining prime farmland and open 
space as the city moves forward with its general plan and Local Coastal Program (see cover for 
more information). In Santa Clara we are celebrating a success from just months ago when the 
city adopted its first development impact fee for parks. We are keeping a close eye on a 2,500-acre 
timber harvest proposal in the Santa Cruz Mountains. We are leaders in the fight against the 
Cargill Saltworks proposal in the Redwood City baylands. And we are champions for the rural 
lands in southern Santa Clara Valley (see pg. 10 for more information).

Be it 50 years ago or 50 years from now, the strength of Committee for Green Foothills is that 
we are local, vocal, and effective. We are the champions for open space, farmland, and parks in 
San Mateo and Santa Clara Counties. We stop those projects that risk setting the precedent of urban 
sprawl. We are there when 
developers and cities want to 
pave over areas that keep us 
connected to nature. And we are 
there to ensure the strong 
environmental laws that are in 
place are enforced.

Our work as defenders of 
local nature only happens 
because of wonderful people 
like you. Thank you for making 
what we do possible.

We are a grassroots 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
organization working to establish  
and maintain land use policies that 
protect the environment throughout 
Santa Clara and San Mateo counties.

Our mission is to protect the open 
spaces, farmlands, and natural 
resources of Santa Clara and San 
Mateo counties through advocacy, 
education, and grassroots action.
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One Productive Year 
into Our 50-Year Vision
BY MEGAN MEDEIROS EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR & JEFF SEGALL BOARD PRESIDENT

Megan Medeiros is our Executive Director. 
Raised in the foothills of the Mount Diablo 
Range, she now lives in downtown San Jose. 
She enjoys hiking, bicycling, and rock climbing.

Jeff Segall is the President of our Board of 
Directors. A Bay Area resident for over 17 
years, Jeff enjoys hiking and biking in local 
open space. Jeff has 10 years of dedicated 
service with CGF, and 14 years working on 
open space issues.
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Rest in Peace Lynn Torin (1935-2014( and Martin Litton (1917-2014(

REMEMBERING MARTIN LITTON 

Martin Litton was one of the 
original founders of Committee 
for Green Foothills. He 
understood that the powerful 
forces intent on wanton 
development and degradation of 
our natural world required a 
loud, persistent, and persuasive 
voice to oppose them. 

Alongside David Brower and 
Edward Abbey, Martin fought 
the dam-building mania of the 1950s and 1960s. With fellow 
conservationists he persuaded US Reclamation board member 
Dave Wegner, a proponent of dam-building on the Colorado 

River, to become an advocate for the 
river’s preservation. He was instrumental 
in saving beautiful Mineral King from 
development as a ski resort by the Disney 
Corporation. Describing old growth 
sequoias as “holy as the Sistine chapel,” 
Martin also spoke out against logging . After 
a flight with Martin over north coast old-
growth redwood forests, Governor Edmund 

“Pat” Brown halted plans for a freeway through those ancient groves.
More than just an advocate alone, Martin lived his passion 

for the natural world. Among the very early Colorado River 
rafters, Martin pioneered navigation of the river in small dories 
that ultimately led to the founding of his successful guide 
company, Grand Canyon Dories.

We have lost a staunch and tireless warrior for the natural 
world. We will miss him. Let his powerful voice and bright 
spirit inspire us to continue to speak for the natural world he loved. 

REMEMBERING LYNN TORIN

Few people have worked as 
hard for the communities of Palo 
Alto and the San Francisco 
Peninsula as Lynn Torin. 

 After many years of service to 
the Palo Alto community, Lynn 
joined the board of Committee 
for Green Foothills in the summer 
of 1985. She played a key role in 
organizing forces for the Coastal 
Commission’s Devil’s Slide 
hearings and mobilized members of the Montara community 
to join us in a united and forceful stand against Caltrans’s 
destructive proposal.

In the summer of 1986, Lynn was 
elected president of the board. During 
her first year as president, she championed 
our Golden Triangle Initiative, a concept 
that would cluster development thereby 
leaving significant areas of open space for 
use as parks or minimally cultivated 
lands. 

Lynn was a tireless advocate for the 
environment, open space, and critical social issues throughout 
her life. As Legislative Advocate Lennie Roberts said, “Lynn 
was a bright star who was passionate about social justice and 
open space protection. Her warm smile engaged many other 
people to join with her efforts to make the world a better place.” 
During her tenure on the board, Committee for Green Foothills 
enjoyed many victories due in large part to her efforts. We honor 
Lynn as a dynamic force for the greater good and so many 
important causes in our community. We miss her, but her inspiration 
lives on. 

We thank her husband, Dave Torin, for encouraging friends 
and family to make donations to Committee for Green Foothills 
in memory of Lynn. 

With great sorrow and admiration, we say goodbye to two former board members who passed away in 2014. Both 
Lynn Torin and Martin Litton were powerful voices in the ongoing battle to preserve local open space. Their 
legacies will live on in the memories of those of us who were lucky enough to know them, as well as in our 
efforts to continue the important work they did.

Committee for Green Foothills Says Goodbye 
to Two Open Space Champions

“We are engaged in a  
tug-of-war. If we begin 
from the middle, the other 
side will surely win.” 

- MARTIN LITTON

Left: Lynn Torin, former board president. Right: Martin Litton, one of our founders.
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area. This approach has preserved much of the city’s open space, 
as some property owners refuse to cooperate with others. 

“Urban reserve” is a vague category that puts off consideration 
of development until “substantial development” has occurred 
in other areas already designated for development; how to 
decide when “substantial development” has occurred remains 
an open question.

Half Moon Bay’s small town character, historic downtown, 
fertile farm fields, scenic vistas, and sandy beaches make it one 
of the jewels of the Central Coast. Visitors come from all over 
the world to enjoy its scenic beauty and friendly atmosphere. 

Will this newly focused effort succeed in preserving Half 
Moon Bay’s unique character? Time will tell. There are many 
potential pitfalls in this process. I will continue to advocate for 
preserving the natural characteristics that make Half Moon 
Bay what it is, and for a plan that complies with mandates of 
the California Coastal Act.

If you are interested in learning more about the coastal issues we are 

advocating for or would like to get involved, feel free to email me at: 

lennie@greenfoothills.org.

update to four main areas: 1) enhance the historic downtown 
area, 2) develop an open space/conservation element, 3) address 
traffic congestion, and 4) develop strategies for sea level rise in 
accordance with the guiding principles of the general plan. The 
battles aren’t over, but at least the direction seems right. 

LEGACY THREATS TO OPEN SPACE 

Half Moon Bay adopted expansionist policies shortly after it 
was incorporated in 1959, creating a checkerboard pattern of 
subdivisions alternating with large swaths of open space strung 
along both sides of Highway 1. Since then, only the passage of 
the California Coastal Act in 1976 has prevented the paving of 
many, if not all, of these open spaces. 

Most of the largest blocks of open space are privately owned 
and thus not protected from future development. Worse yet, 
many open space areas are overlain by hundreds of invisible 
“antiquated subdivision” lots, created in the early 1900s when 
landowners filed subdivision maps with San Mateo County. There 
was no consideration given to the geography or topography of 
the land or to environmental issues, including hazards and 
sensitive wildlife habitats. These old legacy subdivisions present a 
thorny issue for the city, as they have no public services; and, even 
more challenging, hundreds of these subdivision lots – many as small 
as 2,500 square feet – have been sold and re-sold over the years. 

The city’s current general plan and Local Coastal Program 
have designated these undeveloped areas as “planned development” 
or “urban reserve.” In “planned development” areas, all of the 
property owners must develop a single, specific plan for the entire 

Continued from Page 1

For nearly 40 years, Lennie Roberts has been our voice 
in San Mateo County. One of the Bay Area’s most 
respected environmental leaders, Lennie has led countless 
critical open space battles on the San Mateo county coast 
and along Skyline Boulevard.

Open space in Half Moon Bay, where we’re speaking up for endangered species habitat, open space, and fertile farms.
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Join us For Our Upcoming Events
East Palo Alto Community Earth Day Celebration
East Palo Alto — Saturday, April 25, 9am-2pm

Join Committee for Green Foothills along with the City of East Palo Alto, Youth United for Community Action, Promotoras Verdes, Rotary Club 
of East Palo Alto, Acterra, and Canopy as we celebrate Earth Day. This event will include a variety of environmental stewardship and 
educational activities.

Mary Davey Bench Hike and Picnic
Rancho San Antonio Open Space Preserve — Saturday, May 30, 9am-1:30pm 

Come for a picnic and hike at Rancho San Antonio Open Space Preserve to celebrate Mary Davey’s birthday, her life, and her contributions to 
Committee for Green Foothills. 

Member Social in Menlo Park
Martha Cohn’s home — Sunday, June 7, 5-7pm

Meet the board, staff, and other members of Committee for Green Foothills and enjoy wonderful company and delicious food and wine. 
Address will be sent to those who RSVP.

Nature Walk/Paseo En La Naturaleza 

Ravenswood Open Space Preserve — Saturday, June 13, 9:30am-1pm

Bring your family and friends for a fun and educational nature walk along the Bay Trail. Docents from the Midpeninsula Regional Open Space 
District will lead this bilingual walk at Ravenswood Open Space Preserve.

Member Social in San Jose 
Helen Chapman’s home — Sunday, August 30, 3-5pm

Meet the board, staff, and other members of Committee for Green Foothills as we enjoy wonderful company and delicious food and wine. 
Address will be sent to those who RSVP.

Nature’s Inspiration: honoring Malcolm Margolin and David Loeb
Filoli Estate — Sunday, October 4, 3-6pm

Raise a glass with friends old and new during an inspiring afternoon as we celebrate Committee for Green Foothills and the people who have 
dedicated their lives to protecting nature.

Member Social in Morgan Hill 
Ron Erskine’s home — Sunday, November 8, 3-5pm

Meet the board, staff, and other members of Committee for Green Foothills and enjoy wonderful company and delicious food and wine. Address 
will be sent to those who RSVP. 

Thank you for sponsoring and participating in our 2015 events.  
For more information and to RSVP, please see our full calendar at: www.greenfoothills.org/calendar

Guests enjoying last year’s Nature’s Inspiration gala. 
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DEJA VU: “BIG WAVE” IS BAAAAAACK 
BY LENNIE ROBERTS  LEGISLATIVE ADVOCATE

In our line of work, it’s common for a development proposal 
to be revised several times before it ultimately becomes a 
reality or gets a stake driven through its heart and 
disappears forever. So I’m not too surprised by my current 

sense of deja vu as Committee for Green Foothills has, once 
again, filed an appeal on the Big Wave project proposal. 

In 2005 the Big Wave developers proposed to build 225,000 
square feet of office park and 91,000 square feet of housing for 
developmentally disabled adults on 19 acres next to the 
environmentally sensitive Pillar Point Marsh in Moss Beach 
on the San Mateo coast. While this project had an appealing 
cause, affordable housing for developmentally disabled people, 
it raised serious issues of compliance with the county’s Local 
Coastal Program.

Despite public opposition and testimony from Committee 
for Green Foothills and other interested groups, the San Mateo 
County Board of Supervisors approved the project in March, 
2011. Working with other local environmental groups, we filed 
a lawsuit and 
appealed to the 
California Coastal 
Commission. In 2012 
the latter turned the 
pr o j e c t  d ow n 
unanimously, and we 
withdrew the lawsuit.

In October 2013 
Big Wave submitted 
a revised plan, the 
“North Parcel Alternative,” that proposed relocating the housing 
to the northern parcel, reducing the square footage and height 

of the office park, increasing the wetlands buffer areas, and 
connecting the site to the public water and sewer utilities. The 
North Parcel alternative is clearly an improvement on the 
original, but it may not yet be good enough. 

The alternative is now making its way through the county 

“The alternative is now 
making its way through 
the county approval 
process, but as the 
saying goes, ‘the devil 
is in the details.’ ”

Remembering Ollie Mayer at Devil’s Slide

On Saturday April 4, Lennie Roberts, along with other local 
environmentalists and Ollie Mayer’s children, joined the San Mateo 
County Parks Department as they dedicated the northernmost vista 
point of the Devil’s Slide Trail as “The Ollie Mayer Vista Point.” Ollie 

Mayer was an inspirational and unwavering advocate for our local environment 
and a very strong proponent for the Devil’s Slide Tunnels. Now everyone who 
hikes at Devil’s Slide will be reminded of her legacy and the work she did to 
protect this important piece of our coast.

Site of the proposed Big Wave project, located next to the environmentally sensitive Pillar Point Marsh in Moss Beach.
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original project proposed using an onsite agricultural well for 
drinking water supply and an individual onsite sewage treatment 
plant instead of hooking up to the available community water 
and sewer systems as required by the Local Coastal Program. 

There was substantial opposition to the project in the 
community, as evidenced by hundreds of comments on the 
Draft Environmental Impact Report (EIR) and the high turnout 
at several public hearings. 

In March 2011 the San Mateo County Board of Supervisors 
approved the original project. We filed a lawsuit challenging 
the adequacy of the EIR. We, along with Sierra Club, Surfrider 
Foundations, Pillar Ridge Homeowners Association, and the 
San Mateo County League for Coastside Protection also 
appealed the project’s Coastal Development Permit to the 
California Coastal Commission. In August 2012, the 
Commission voted unanimously to deny the project, although 
both the staff and commissioners stated they believed that a 
substantially revised project could be approved at this location 
in the future. 

After the Commission’s denial the project’s engineer, Scott 
Holmes, asked to meet with me and the other organizations to 
discuss what changes to the project would bring it into 
compliance with the Local Coastal Program. Ultimately, based 
on these discussions and revisions to the project, we withdrew 
our lawsuit. We reserved the right to comment on the revised 
project, and if necessary, appeal it to the Coastal Commission 
again. We are hopeful that the collaborative engagement all 
the parties will result in a project that fully complies with the 
Local Coastal Program.

DEJA VU: “BIG WAVE” IS BAAAAAACK 

approval process, but as the 
saying goes, “the devil is in the 
details.” With the developer 
pushing for a decision, the 
county planning commission 
approved the project in January 
… before all those details could 
be thoroughly addressed. 

Committee for Green 
Foothills, Sierra Club, Surfrider 
Foundation, and Pillar Ridge 
Homeowners Association have 
again appealed the approval  
to the board of supervisors.  
We have been working  
with county officials and Big  
Wave representatives to  
try to iron some of those 
outstanding devilish details.  
We are cautiously optimistic. 

HOW WE GOT HERE

Located on two parcels of 
an industrially zoned area west 
of the Half Moon Bay Airport, 
the project site is difficult to 

access, with just two substandard roads leading from Highway 
1. The housing was originally proposed in a tsunami inundation 
zone (the North Parcel Alternative moves the housing further 
from the tsunami inundation zone), and also raised safety and 
compatibility concerns due to its proximity to the airport. The 

Left: Committee for Green 
Foothills’ Legislative Advocate 
Lennie Roberts reflected on how 
“without Ollie, the dreadful freeway 
bypass would have been built.” 
Middle: Congresswoman Jackie 
Speier unveiling the plaque honoring 
the late Ollie Mayer. Right: The 
spectacular view towards Pedro Point 
from the Ollie Mayer Overlook, 
a fitting tribute to her vision and 
dedication to preserving the San 
Mateo coast.

Site of the proposed Big Wave project, located next to the environmentally sensitive Pillar Point Marsh in Moss Beach.
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Because of the way the lodges are constructed, they do not 
constitute fuel and do not pose a fire danger. In fact, woodrat 
dens are considered part of the native vegetation, and are best 
preserved as they assist with cover and forage for wildlife, and 
guard against erosion. 

The Woodside Fire Protection District has established a 
protocol that could serve other communities as well, asking 
residents to help protect this rare species by completely avoiding 
the disturbance of any dusky-footed woodrat lodges.

As the dens are usually found in out-of-the-way places, 
clean-up crews can easily avoid them. Residents and gardening 
crews should be cautioned about disturbing dusky-footed 
woodrats, both because they are a sensitive pecies, and because 
dust and fecal matter from the dens can expose individuals to 
Hantavirus. And as always, in order to protect against harming 
any local wildlife, the use of rodenticides is highly discouraged.

I feel so lucky be able to call Woodside my home, and have 
all of the wonders of nature and wildlife right outside my front 
door. I hope you will join me and take some time to learn more 
about the wildlife outside of your front door and what you can 
do to protect it.

My husband and I lived in Woodside for 30 years 
before we understood that the little igloo of 
sticks at our property line was a woodrat nest. 
Discovering this and learning more about the 

behavior, skill, and value of this charming but rare little species 
has been wonderful.

The first thing most people notice about the dusky-footed 
woodrat is that it more closely resembles a large mouse than a 
rat. Not only is it small, but it also sports soft-looking taupe-
colored fur, rounded ears, and a smallish tail. This ingenious 
animal builds complicated dens of twigs and sticks. These dens, 
or lodges, are most often found near water sources or at property 
boundaries, and along fence lines where the woodrats can exist 
relatively undisturbed. 

The original “pack rat,” these little creatures often collect 
small objects to furnish their dens, including foodstuff like 
berries, twigs, and nuts, or shiny objects and human oddments 
like bottle caps, balls, and bits of fabric. In dens at the perimeters 
of golf courses, golf tees are often a favorite collectible. Hikers 
and even local walkers have probably seen their homes, but may 
not have recognized the stacks of sticks they’re looking at as an 
elaborate woodrat dwelling.

You’ll most often see lodges on the ground, but woodrats 
also build in trees. When you spot a woodrat lodge, you can be 
sure that there is a water source nearby, even if it is not immediately 
apparent where.

Woodrat dens are also used simultaneously by squirrels, 
frogs, and lizards, as they provide shelter and warmth. As prey, 
and as a nocturnal animal, woodrats are most often taken by 
owls and foxes, though they are too small to hold much interest 
for a coyote.

The Original “Pack Rat”
BY NANCY REYERING BOARD MEMBER

One of the woodrat dens Nancy found on her property in Woodside.

A San Francisco Dusky-footed woodrat, Neotoma fuscipes annectens.  
Taken by cam trap at night.

Nancy Reyering is a life-long resident of the mid-
peninsula and committed to preserving local nature 
and wildlife. She has lived in Woodside since 1985 
along with some of her favorite critters.
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Alto consider open space to be of great importance. Last year’s 
open space ballot Measure AA received more support in East 
Palo Alto than anywhere else in San Mateo County, with over 
75% of East Palo Alto voters supporting the measure. We need 
to ensure that the desire of these residents to have access to open 
space and nature is not forgotten.

If you are interested in learning more or getting involved in our work for 

urban open space in East Palo Alto and beyond, feel free to email me at: 

alice@greenfoothills.org.

Creating Community: Parks in East Palo Alto

East Palo Alto is a community that has historically been 
marginalized. Lacking the prosperous tax base of 
other cities, suffering from polluting industries, and 
physically isolated from wealthier communities by 

Highway 101, the city has struggled with both environmental 
and social inequities.

Now, the city is hoping to achieve the self-determination it 
has been fighting for. With the current development boom and 
skyrocketing housing costs, East Palo Alto sees an opportunity 
to leverage the value of its land to create permanent affordable 
housing for its low-income residents. The Westside—the thin 
strip of land west of Highway 101 and east of the San Francisquito 
Creek—contains most of the city’s multi-family housing, and 
the city sees this area as ripe for redevelopment into 4-, 6-, and 
maybe 8-story apartment 
buildings in hopes it will pay 
for the low-income housing 
so desperately needed 
throughout the Bay Area.

I’ve been participating in 
t he  meet i ngs  a nd 
community forums the city 
has held to gather public 
input for this plan, in order 
to ensure that the need for 
parks and open space is not overlooked. While it is undeniable 
that affordable housing is a vital need, a community needs more 
than just a roof over its head. In planning for what may be a 
massive redevelopment of much of the Westside, it is critical 
that East Palo Alto include elements such as parks, neighborhood 
stores, and restaurants—places where they can gather to meet 
one another and create the bonds of community. Without 
attention to public spaces, East Palo Alto risks recreating the 
tragic history of the urban renewal schemes of the 1950’s and 
1960’s, when close-knit neighborhoods were destroyed and 
low-income and underserved residents relocated to high-rise 
housing projects where there was no sense of community, 
resulting in increased crime, blight, and urban poverty.

As I’ve emphasized before (“Parks Aren’t Just Perks,” Fall/
Winter 2014 Green Footnotes), city parks are crucial to the 
physical, mental, economic, and social health of a community. 
East Palo Alto is currently a parks-poor area, with only 1 acre 
of parkland per 1,000 residents. (The countywide average is 2.3 
acres.) In particular, there are no parks at all on the Westside, 
and no Palo Alto or Menlo Park parks within walking distance 
for Westside residents. We know that the residents of East Palo 

Alice Kaufman is one of our Legislative Advocates. 
She is a founding member of Redwood City 
Neighbors United, a community group working to 
oppose the massive Cargill/DMB Saltworks 
development on the Redwood City salt ponds.

BY ALICE KAUFMAN LEGISLATIVE ADVOCATE

“We need to ensure  
that the desire of 
these residents to 
have access to open 
space and nature is 
not forgotten.”

Westside residents have no easy way to get to these parks and trails, located 
on the other side of Highway 101.
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Julie Hutcheson joined Committee for Green 
Foothills as our Legislative Advocate in 2010. 
She is a member of the Santa Clara County 
Food System Alliance, serves on the Morgan 
Hill 2035 General Plan Advisory Committee 
and Santa Clara Valley Habitat Agency Public 
Advisory Committee. She is also the founder 
of Thrive! Morgan Hill. 

It should come as no surprise that I am preparing to advocate 
in front of LAFCo for the denial of these destructive proposals.

What’s at stake is more than just 1,000 acres of open space. 
LAFCo’s denial of these expansion requests would send a clear 
message to cities and landowners that the agency is committed 
to upholding its mission, to promote the orderly growth of 
cities, that has served this county so well. It would signal its 
continuing stewardship of policies that discourage the type of 
destructive urban sprawl that threatened to engulf our entire 
valley five decades ago. 

LAFCo’s approval of these expansion requests would 
undermine 50 years of consistent, countywide urban 
development policies that have been instrumental in protecting 
our natural resources and farmland through responsible growth. 
If cities and landowners believe LAFCo is prepared to overlook 
its mission, then speculation that acreage could be incorporated 
into a city for urban development will drive up land values. 
This in turn would spur further reckless expansion proposals 
and undercut efforts to acquire open space and farmland by 
public and private agencies. 

The stakes are high and the consequences potentially 
grievous. The outcome will be up to the seven-member LAFCo, 
comprised of six elected officials appointed by various 
jurisdictions in the county and one member of the public 
appointed by the other commissioners. In the end it is the 
residents of Santa Clara County who will win or lose at the 
hands of an agency most have never heard of. 

I encourage you to learn more about LAFCo and the elected  

officials who make up its commission by visiting their website:  

www.santaclara.lafco.ca.gov. If you would like more information or to 

get involved, feel free to email me at: julie@greenfoothills.org.

What in the Heck is LAFCo?

Most people have never heard of a Local Agency 
Formation Commission (LAFCo). Neither, you 
might be surprised to find out, have many of our 
local elected officials. Yet 57 of California’s 58 

counties have one, and Santa Clara County is no exception. 
Santa Clara’s LAFCo has been one of the most important 
agencies determining the county’s landscape over the past 50 
years … and is likely to be one of the most important in the 
next 50 years as well. When we have been unable to dissuade 
city councils from adopting reckless proposals to expand city 
limits and sprawl into open space, we’ve often successfully 
defeated those proposals at LAFCo. 

Within the next year, the Santa Clara County LAFCo will 
likely make at least two major decisions that could have profound 
effects on the county’s farmland and open space. Both Morgan 
Hill and Gilroy are gearing up to bring two major expansion 
proposals to LAFCo commissioners. Together these proposals 
seek to annex over 1,000 acres of open space for residential, 
commercial, and intensive recreational uses. 

We are firmly opposed to both proposals because they will, 
among other things, needlessly destroy hundreds of acres of 
prime farmland for development that is either very premature 
in nature or could be accommodated within current city limits. 
Both cities seem determined to annex these unincorporated 
county lands into their jurisdictions for development, but LAFCo 
has the ultimate say in whether a city may expand its city limits.

BY JULIE HUTCHESON LEGISLATIVE ADVOCATE

View of the southern Santa Clara Valley floor from the eastern foothills outside 
of Gilroy. The majority of Santa Clara County’s prime farmland is located 
between southern San Jose and Gilroy. We’re working to protect it from sprawl.
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growth” and instead has recommended more sprawling, expansive 
areas for growth.
CITY OF GILROY — where the city council disregarded the charge 
of the 2040 GPAC and voted to proceed with the annexation 
process of the 700-acre “North Gilroy Neighborhood Districts.” 
Legislative Advocate Julie Hutcheson has commented on the 
scoping process for the Environmental Impact Report.
CITY OF MORGAN HILL — where the city council is poised to move 
forward with a final vote on a plan to annex over 300 acres of 
farmland known as the Southeast Quadrant. We are strongly 
opposed to this plan, as it will convert important farmland to urban 
growth that could be accommodated within its current city limits. 
CITY OF MORGAN HILL — where the city council has chosen a 
preferred land use plan that will allow significant expansion of 
the city by 2035. It will also allow the development of the majority 
of the remaining agricultural lands in Morgan Hill. The city needs 
to revisit its development plan for the Southeast Quadrant. 
COUNTY OF SANTA CLARA — which recently approved 46 acres of 
solar panels on county-owned land, including a 9-acre site where 
sensitive serpentine species have been identified. The county has 
stated its willingness to work with CGF and other groups to avoid 
impacts to this rare habitat.

San Mateo County:
SAN MATEO COUNTY MIDCOAST — where two major planning 
efforts are underway in addition to Half Moon Bay’s general plan 
and Local Coastal Plan update (see cover article for more details).
PLAN PRINCETON — which is a comprehensive update of the 
Princeton area land use plans and zoning regulations; a draft 
preferred alternative plan was unveiled in March. Legislative Advocate 
Lennie Roberts is on the steering committee for this planning effort.
CONNECT THE COASTSIDE — which is intended to create a 
Comprehensive Transportation Management Plan for the 
Midcoast area that will identify programs and improvements 
along Highways 1 and 92 to accommodate future transportation 
needs; development and evaluation of alternatives is expected in 
April. We are following this effort closely to ensure that strategies 
to reduce traffic are incorporated into the plan.
REDWOOD CITY — which is considering new regulations concerning 
development on hillsides. Legislative Advocate Alice Kaufman 
is monitoring the city’s process.

Santa Clara County
CITY OF GILROY — where the General Plan Advisory Committee 
(GPAC) has largely ignored community input supporting “compact 

The Committee is Watching...

The Committee Applauds...
San Mateo County
SUPERIOR COURT JUDGE MARIE WEINER — who recently ruled in 
favor of residents who challenged Redwood City’s approval of a 
“Planned Development Permit” and Environmental Impact Report 
for development on a steep hillside area. Judge Weiner found that 
the city’s designation of the 16 lots on Laurel Way as legal non-
conforming lots was not supported by the evidence. Judge Weiner’s 
decision is consistent with recent appellate court decisions 
regarding antiquated subdivisions.
US REPRESENTATIVES JACKIE SPEIER, ANNA ESHOO, MIKE HONDA, 

AND ZOE LOFGREN AND THE U.S. ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION 

AGENCY (EPA) — These representatives, along with six other Bay 
Area members of Congress, wrote a letter stating unequivocally 
that the Corps of Engineers should follow its own precedent in 
finding that the Redwood City salt ponds are under the jurisdiction 
of the Clean Water Act. Shortly after the EPA stepped in and took 
over the Clean Water Act jurisdictional determination, taking 
the decision away from the Corps of Engineers.
FOSTER CITY CITY COUNCIL — which was unanimous in stating 
they would not support a marina project to develop tidal mudflats 
and wetlands on the edge of the Bay. Legislative Advocate Alice 
Kaufman and other environmental groups opposed the project, as did 
over 100 Foster City residents who turned out to share their concerns.

Santa Clara County
LOCAL AGENCY FORMATION COMMISSION OF SANTA CLARA COUNTY 

(LAFCO) — which unanimously voted to reappoint Commissioner 
Susan Vicklund Wilson as the public member of the commission. 
Commissioner Wilson has served LAFCo with distinction for 20 
years; her knowledge and expertise in both local and statewide 
matters will continue to be of great value to her fellow 
commissioners as they face a number of challenges within the 
next few years.
CUPERTINO CITY COUNCIL — for rejecting plans to put sports fields, 
new roads, or an expansion of the golf course in the ecologically 
important Stevens Creek corridor. Councilmembers instead 
directed staff to look into options for habitat restoration, 
educational programming, and a new walkway to make the area 
safer for pedestrians. Legislative Advocate Alice Kaufman spoke 
at city council meetings to advocate for the habitat restoration 
and nature preservation alternative.
CITY OF PALO ALTO — which, after hearing from CGF and other 
environmental groups, decided on a bird-friendly design for the 
bike and pedestrian bridge over Highway 101 at Adobe Creek.
SANTA CLARA COUNTY BOARD OF SUPERVISORS — who rejected 
a proposed expansion of the Boulder Ridge golf course.
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Save the Date

Spring Photo Contest

Dan Quinn, one of our favorite local photographers, 
capturing the wonders of nature.

Our board has “that giving feeling”! Join them by 
supporting our work during SV Gives.

Silicon Valley Gives
A 24-hour community-wide day of giving Tuesday, May 5, 2015

Nature’s Inspiration 
Honoring Malcolm Margolin and David Loeb - Sunday, October 4, 2015
For more information please see: www.greenfoothills.org/natures-inspiration

Calling all photographers!
Love taking photos of local nature, wildlife, and the people who 

enjoy it? Submit your photos in our photo contest. Winners will be 

featured in the next edition of Green Footnotes. 

For more information please see:  www.greenfoothills.org/2015-photo-contest


