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 MEETING AGENDA 

Remote Meeting Covid-19 Advisory: On March 17, 2020, the Governor of California issued Executive Order N-29-
20 suspending certain provisions of the Ralph M. Brown Act in order to allow for local legislative bodies to conduct 
their meetings telephonically or by other electronic means. Pursuant to the statewide Shelter-In-Place Order issued by 
the Governor in Executive Order N-33-20 on March 19, 2020; and the CDC’s social distancing guidelines which 
discourage large public gatherings, Portola Valley Town Council and other public board, commission and committee 
meetings are being conducted electronically. The meeting is not available for in-person attendance. Members of the 
public may attend the meeting by video or phone linked in this agenda.   

Below are instructions on how to join and participate in a Zoom meeting. 

Join Zoom Meeting Online: 

Please select this link to join the meeting:  

https://us06web.zoom.us/j/81237627191?pwd=QTZmUitVZG91VlFtSFQxdnNpaXRIUT09 

Or:  Go to Zoom.com – Click Join a Meeting – Enter the Meeting ID 

Meeting ID: 812 3762 7191    Passcode:  216026 
Or Telephone: 

  1.669.900.6833  
  1.888.788.0099 (toll-free)   Enter same Meeting ID and Passcode 

*6 - Toggle mute/unmute.

*9 - Raise hand.

Remote Public Comments: Meeting participants are encouraged to submit public comments in 
writing in advance of the meeting. Please send an email to housing@portolavalley.net by 12:00 PM 
on the day of the meeting. All comments received by that time will be distributed to Committee 
Members prior to the meeting. All comments received are included in the public record. 

We encourage anyone who has the ability to join the meeting online to do so.  You will have access 
to any presentations that will be shown on your screen and can easily provide comments using the 
“raise your hand” feature when the Chair calls for them.   

Approximate timeframes are provided for agenda items as a guide for the Chair, Committee Members, and 
the public. Actual times may vary.  

 TOWN OF PORTOLA VALLEY
 4:30 PM – Ad Hoc Housing Element Committee Meeting 
 Monday, August 16, 2021 

 THIS MEETING IS BEING HELD 
      VIA TELECONFERENCE ONLY 
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Committee Members: 
Jeff Aalfs - Town Council Subcommittee Nicholas Targ - Planning Commission Representative 
Aimee Armsby Bob Turcott 
Sue Crane Karen Vahtra - Equity Committee Representative 
Sarah Dorahy Janey Ward 
Erik Doyle Sarah Wernikoff - Town Council Subcommittee 
William Kelly Jocelyn Swisher 
Anne Kopf-Sill - Planning Commission Representative Helen Wolter 
Al Sill - ASCC Representative 

Staff Contacts: 
Laura Russell - Planning & Building Director 
Adrienne Smith - Senior Planner 

4:30 PM - CALL TO ORDER AND ROLL CALL  
Council Member Jeff Aalfs will act as Chair until the Chair is selected in item #2. 

ORAL COMMUNICATIONS 

Persons wishing to address the Ad Hoc Housing Element Committee on any subject not on the agenda may do 
so now. Please note however, that the Ad Hoc Housing Element Committee is not able to undertake extended 
discussion or action tonight on items not on the agenda. Comments will be limited to two minutes per person.  

WELCOME 

1. Committee Member and Staff Introductions (30 mins)
a. Self-Introductions
b. Optional Questions: Why does the Housing Element Update matter to you?  What are you

hoping to learn more about?

ACTION ITEM 

2. Select Committee Chair and Vice Chair (5 mins ) After selection, the new Chair will take over running
the meeting.

COMMITTEE DISCUSSION 

3. What is a Housing Element and Why is it Important? (25 mins – Laura Russell and Adrienne Smith)
a. Why this Committee’s work matters

i. Local and Historical Context
b. Legal Background
c. Town Strategic Plan

----------------------------------------------------------- BREAK (10 mins)  --------------------------------------------------- 

COMMITTEE DISCUSSION (CONT.) 

4. Committee Mission and Goals (15 mins – Laura Russell)
a. Town Council Direction
b. Committee Input

5. Roles and Responsibilities of Members and Staff (15 mins – Laura Russell and Adrienne Smith)
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6. Committee Work Plan (15 mins – Laura Russell)
a. Schedule and Approach
b. Preview of Key Topics

7. Brown Act (10 mins – Cara Silver)

STAFF AND COMMITTEE REPORTS 

8. Staff Updates/Announcements

ADJOURNMENT 

AVAILABILITY OF INFORMATION      
For more information on the items to be considered by the Committee, please email housing@portolavalley.net.  
Any writing or documents provided to a majority of the Town Council or Commissions regarding any item on this agenda will be made 
available for public inspection at Town Hall located 765 Portola Road, Portola Valley, CA during normal business hours. Copies of all 
agenda reports and supporting data are available for viewing and inspection at Town Hall. 

ASSISTANCE FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 
In compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act, if you need special assistance to participate in this meeting, please contact the 
Planning Department at (650) 851-1700. Notification 48 hours prior to the meeting will enable the Town to make reasonable 
arrangements to ensure accessibility to this meeting. 

PUBLIC HEARINGS 
Public Hearings provide the general public and interested parties an opportunity to provide testimony on these items.  If you challenge 
any proposed action(s) in court, you may be limited to raising only issues you or someone else raised at the Public Hearing(s) 
described in this agenda, or in written correspondence delivered to the Architectural and Site Control Commission at, or prior to, the 
Public Hearing(s). 
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____________________________________________________________

TO: Ad Hoc Housing Element Committee 

FROM: Laura Russell, Planning & Building Director 
Adrienne Smith, Senior Planner 

DATE: August 16, 2021 

RE: What is a Housing Element and Why is it Important? 

I. What is a Housing Element?

The Housing Element is one of the mandatory elements of the General Plan and serves 
as the “guiding document on future growth and development” and provides goals, 
polices, and actions that help the Town plan for the housing needs for all segments of 
the Town’s population. California municipalities must update their Housing Element 
every eight years. As described by the California Department of Housing and 
Community Development (HCD), California has required that all local governments 
(cities and counties) adequately plan to meet the housing needs of everyone in the 
community.   

California’s housing element law acknowledges that, in order for the private market to 
adequately address the housing needs and demand of Californians, local governments 
must adopt plans and regulatory systems that provide opportunities for (and do not 
unduly constrain), housing development. As a result, housing policy in California rests 
largely on the effective implementation of local general plans and, in particular, local 
housing elements. (Please see Attachment 1 for Frequently Asked Questions about 
Housing Elements.) 

A typical Housing Element update process involves the following components: 
• Housing Needs Assessment
• Constraints Analysis
• Evaluation of Past Performance
• Housing Sites Inventory
• Policies and Programs
• Community Outreach and Engagement

II. Regional Housing Needs Allocation

A central component of a Housing Element is the plan that addresses the number of 
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housing units, at various economic levels, that a municipality must plan for over the 
eight-year cycle of the Element. The number of units is provided to each municipality 
through the Regional Housing Needs Allocation (RHNA) process.  

RHNA numbers are initially developed using figures from the State Department of 
Finance (DOF). These figures are provided to the Association of Bay Area 
Governments-Metropolitan Transportation Commission (ABAG-MTC). Then ABAG-
MTC distributes those numbers to each municipality. This distribution was overseen by 
a Housing Methodology Committee of AGAB-MTC, followed by a public comment 
period.  

On January 21, 2021, the ABAG Executive Board approved the Draft RHNA 
Methodology. ABAG’s Draft RHNA Methodology largely is the same as the Proposed 
Methodology released in October 2020. However, the Draft RHNA Methodology 
integrates data from the Plan Bay Area 2050 Final Blueprint and, in response to public 
comment, incorporates the “equity adjustment” originally proposed by several members 
of the Housing Methodology Committee. The equity adjustment is intended to ensure 
that all jurisdictions exhibiting above-average levels of racial and economic exclusion 
take on a fair share of low and very-low-income RHNA units. Additional information is 
available in the ABAG Executive Board packet materials. 

Portola Valley’s 2023-2031 RHNA Allocation 

Income Level Number of Units 
Very Low Income (<50% of Area Median Income) 73 
Low Income (80% of Area Median Income) 42 
Moderate Income (80-120% of Area Median Income) 39 
Above Moderate Income (>120% of Area Median 
Income 

99 

Total 253 

It is easier to meet the unit number for Above Moderate Income Level because 
developers will build the units and those who can afford it will pay for them. However, it 
is a more complicated when trying to make enough very low income to moderate-
income housing. The starting point for the above allocations is the Area Median Income 
(AMI), the midpoint household income in a specific region, meaning half of households 
make more and half of households make less. Moderate income is 80 to 120 percent of 
the AMI, low income is 50 to 80 percent AMI and very low income is 30 to 50 percent 
AMI.  Below are the actual income ranges from Very Low Income – Moderate Income 
for San Mateo County:  

• Very Low Income: $52,000 to $87,000 for a family of four, $41,760 to $69,600
for a family of two

• Low Income: $87,000 to $139,200 for a family of four, $69,600 to $111,360 for a
family of two

• Moderate Income: $139,200 to $208,800 for a family of four, $111,360 to
$167,040 for a family of two
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III. Additional State Requirements

In 2018, California adopted new requirements for jurisdictions to Affirmatively Further 
Fair Housing (AFFH). While it has long been illegal for cities/towns to discriminate 
based on race or certain other categories, the AFFH rules go further and requires that 
towns actively work to dismantle the legacy of segregation and to create equal housing 
opportunities. One such program to address AFFH is the Housing Element, which at a 
minimum must provide: 

• A summary of fair housing issues in the jurisdiction
• Analysis of data on segregation patterns
• Assessment of contributing factors
• Identification of fair housing goals and actions, including encouraging new

affordable housing in opportunity areas
• Consideration of location in sites inventories and rezoning programs

IV. Local and Historical Context

A diversity of homes at all income levels creates opportunities for everyone – across all 
ages, races, backgrounds and abilities – to have a safe, healthy and affordable home 
where they can live and thrive.  Increasing local production and access to housing has 
long been a key Town Council priority.  In 2016, Council created a Housing Strategic 
Plan to respond to impacts on the Town of the larger regional housing crisis.  The plan 
identified three key underserved populations: 

1. Young Adults who grew up in Portola Valley who do not have options to stay or
return to the community

2. Seniors or "empty nesters" who wish to downsize are unable to do so as there
are limited housing options in Town, and as a result, their homes do not reenter
the housing market

3. Employees of vital Town businesses are driving long distances to reach their
jobs, paying high rents, or relocating out of the area

V. The Work of the Ad Hoc Housing Element Committee Matters

The current state of housing in Portola Valley is informed by policies and decisions 
made in the past. The Housing Element update is an opportunity to consider what’s 
happened before and change course where needed, based the community’s needs and 
values now. The Committee will play a critical role in shaping the future of housing in 
the Town by developing the 2023-2031 Housing Element – the primary policy document 
informing Town housing production.  Ultimately the Committee will help produce a 
Housing Element that complies with State law, embodies Town values and is certifiable 
by the California Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD). 

Page 6



VI. Additional Reading Recommended:

1. More information on Housing Elements from a collaboration of all cities in San
Mateo County: https://www.letstalkhousing.org/

Detailed Resources For Those That Are Interested:

2. Information about the role of the California Department of Housing and
Community Development’s (HCD) in the crafting the housing element:
https://www.hcd.ca.gov/community-development/housing-element/index.shtml

3. Learn about the Associate of Bay Area Government’s (ABAG) role in RHNA
calculation: https://abag.ca.gov/our-work/housing/rhna-regional-housing-needs-
allocation

VII. Attachments

1. Housing Element FAQs
2. 2016 Housing Strategic Plan
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HOUSING ELEMENT FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

Updated August 16, 2021 

1. What is the Housing Element?

Answer: The Housing Element is one of the mandatory elements that must be included in 
a Town’s General Plan. The Housing Element provides goals, polices, and actions that 
help the Town plan for the housing needs for all segments of the Town’s population. 
Housing Element law mandates that local governments adequately plan to meet the 
existing and projected housing needs of all economic segments of the community. The 
Housing Element is required to be updated every eight years and must be approved by the 
State Department of Housing and Community Development. For more information about 
the State’s role in the crafting of the housing element, explore the California Department of 
Housing and Community Development’s page on housing elements.  

2. What are the items that the Housing Element covers?

Answer: The Housing Element must include:

• An analysis of current housing needs, taking into account issues such as the
number of people living in substandard or overcrowded housing, people with special
housing needs, and people at risk of losing their affordable housing.

• An analysis of projected housing needs, including the Town’s responsibility to zone
for a certain amount of income-specific housing.

• An inventory of potential building sites where housing development is allowed and
supported by infrastructure and the environment.

• An analysis of government controls on housing development.
• Identification of programs, policies and objectives that the Town will adopt to

encourage the development of housing for different income and special needs
groups, ensure equal housing opportunity, and preserve and improve the existing
housing stock.

 TOWN OF PORTOLA VALLEY 

Attachment 1Page 8



3. Who prepares and certifies the Town’s Housing Element?

Answer: The Housing Element is prepared by Town of Portola Valley staff and associated 
consultants as informed by the work of the Ad Hoc Housing Element Committee, reviewed 
and recommended by the Planning Commission, and finally adopted by the Town Council. 
The Housing Element must then be certified by the California Department of Housing and 
Community Development (HCD). This certification creates a presumption that the Element 
complies with State law. 

4. How much housing do we need to plan?

Answer: State law requires each city and county plan for their “fair share” of the region’s 
housing needs. The fair share is determined by each region’s Council of Government. In 
the San Francisco Bay Area, the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) 
determines the region’s fair share through a process known as the Regional Housing 
Needs Allocations (RHNA).  

For the upcoming Housing Element cycle for years 2023-2031, ABAG has assigned 
Portola Valley 253 housing units spread across four affordability categories: 

Income Level Number of Units 

Very Low Income (<50% of Area Median Income) 73 

Low Income (80% of Area Median Income) 42 

Moderate Income (80-120% of Area Median Income) 39 

Above Moderate Income (>120% of Area Median 
Income 

99 

Total 253 

This means that Portola Valley is required to plan, though its zoning, to permit at least 253 
units.  

5. How is a Town’s/City’s RHNA determined?

Answer: This is a complex process that begins with the State of California. The State 
prepares projections about expected population growth in the state and then allocates a 
portion of the total state population growth to each region. Regional planning organizations 
in turn distribute the regional allocation among local jurisdictions. For the Bay Area, the 
regional planning agency is the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG). There are 
five primary objectives in allocating the residences to local jurisdictions: increasing housing 
supply and mix of types of housing; promoting infill development, efficient development, 
and GHG reduction; improving relationship between jobs and housing; balancing existing 
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disproportionate concentration of income categories; and affirmatively fostering fair 
housing. ABAG uses a formula with weighted criteria to accomplish these objectives and 
allocate the housing units. Recently, ABAG has also focused on influencing growth 
patterns to minimize green house gas emissions as is mandated by the State. For more 
information on the ABAG RHNA process, you can to their webpage at 
http://www.abag.ca.gov/planning/housingneeds  

6. Do the housing units have to be built?

The Housing Element will create a plan for the types and number of homes needed by 
2031. The Town is required to demonstrate capacity for the requisite units through an 
adequate amount of land zoned for particular housing types. The Town isn’t required to 
build the units, but ensures that rules are updated and programs are created so they can 
be built. It is important to note that if not enough units are built, the Town may be forced to 
approve future projects that may not otherwise have been allowed.  

7. What is AFFH and how does it relate to the Housing Element?

Answer: AFFH stands for Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing. As of January 1, 2021, 
California law requires public agencies to administer their programs in a manner that 
actively seeks to achieve fair housing. One such program is the Housing Element. 
Pursuant to AFFH law, the Town has a legal obligation to take meaningful acts in addition 
to combating discrimination that 1) overcome patterns of segregation and 2) foster 
inclusive communities free from barriers that restrict access to opportunity based on 
protected characteristics. To this end, all Housing Element revisions adopted after January 
1, 2021 must include the following: 

• A summary of fair housing issues in the jurisdiction,
• Analysis of data on segregation patterns,
• Assessment of contributing factors,
• Identification of fair housing goals and actions, including encouraging new

affordable housing in opportunity areas, and
• Consideration of location in sites inventories and rezoning programs.

8. What does it mean to have a non-compliant Housing Element?

Answer: A Housing Element is considered out of compliance with State law if one of the 
following applies:  

1. It has not been revised and updated by the statutory deadline, or
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2. Its contents do not substantially comply with the statutory requirements. If a
Housing Element is certified, there is a presumption that it is adequate, and a
plaintiff must present an argument showing that it is in fact inadequate.

Over the years, California has steadily increased the penalties for not having a legally 
compliant Housing Element, and this trend is expected to continue.  

9. What happens if a jurisdiction does not adopt a Housing Element or the Element
does not comply with State law?

Answer: 

1. Limited access to State Funding. Cities with a certified Housing Element may
have preference for housing and infrastructure funds, whereas non-compliant cities
may be ineligible for certain programs. For example, both the California
Infrastructure and Economic Development Bank (CIEDB) and the Bay Area’s
Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) award funds based on competitions
that take into consideration the approval status of a community’s Housing Element.

2. Judicial action. Where a city has been flagged as “non-compliant,” the Attorney’s
General’s office is required to seek a court order to gain compliance. Initial fines can
range from $10,000 to $100,000 per month, and may be doubled or even sextupled
over time. If necessary, the court may appoint a receiver to take over from the city.

3. Lawsuits. Developers and advocates have the right to sue jurisdictions if their
Housing Element is not compliant with State Law. Recent Bay Area cities that were
successfully sued include Menlo Park, Corte Madera, Pittsburg, Pleasanton,
Alameda, Benicia, Fremont, Rohnert Park, Berkeley, Napa County, and Santa
Rosa. According to a memo from the Santa Barbara County Council, there has
never been a city that has successfully argued that they do not need to comply with
Housing Element law (July 2007, Housing Element Law: Mandates and Risks of
Defiance). There are several potential consequences of being sued, including:

a. Mandatory compliance – The court may order the community to bring the
Element into compliance.

b. Suspension of local control on building matters – The court may
suspend the locality’s authority to issue building permits or grant zoning
changes, variances or subdivision map approvals.

c. Court approval of housing developments – The court may step in and
approve housing projects, including large projects that may not be wanted by
the local community.

d. Fees – If a jurisdiction faces a court action stemming from its lack of
compliance and either loses or settles the case, it often must pay substantial
attorney fees to the plaintiff’s attorneys in addition to the fees paid to its own
attorneys. These fees can easily exceed $100,000.
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4. Carryover of unfilled housing allocation. The City would be required to carryover
to the next housing element planning period any unfilled Regional Housing Need
Allocation (RHNA) if the City fails to identify or make available adequate sites to
accommodate its RHNA assignment. Therefore, in addition to identifying sites for
the new period’s RHNA, the City would also be required within the first year of the
new planning period to zone adequate sites to accommodate the RHNA from the
prior planning period that was not provided.

10. What else must be updated along with the Housing Element?

Answer: State law requires the Town’s Safety Element to be updated at the same time as 
the Housing Element. Part of the Town’s General Plan, the Safety Element includes a set 
of goals, policies, and objectives based on an assessment of the potential impacts from 
natural hazards like climate change and fire. In addition, the Town’s Land Use Element 
may need to be updated to reflect any re-zoning that may be required in order to meet 
State mandates. 
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Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) 
• Make it easier for homeowners to

propose and receive approval to
build an accessory dwelling unit
(ADU) on their property

• Increase the number of locations
where ADU construction is allowable
to increase the supply of rental
housing or units for additional family
members

Affiliated Housing 
• Longstanding program in Portola

Valley allowing three institutions (The
Priory,
The Sequoias, and
Stanford) to build housing
for their employees

• Explore expansion of the program

Portola Valley Housing Strategic Plan 

In 2016, the Town identified a number of negative impacts to the community caused by the high 
cost of housing in the Bay Area and limited housing options in Portola Valley: 

• Seniors with limited options to age in the community
• Young adults who grew up in Portola Valley who do not have options to stay
• Workforce that commutes long distances and pays high rents to support the community

The Town Council directed staff to identify possible housing strategies that were appropriate to 
the scale of the community and maintained essential characteristics of Portola Valley. In 
October 2016, the Council approved a Housing Strategic Plan with six strategies: 

 

Community Engagement 
• Create a variety of opportunities to

have a Town‐ wide conversation about
housing, both
to educate community members
about current conditions and to
allow decision makers to
hear about the community’s needs
and the kinds of housing strategies
that fit with the Town’s character

Affordable Housing Funds 
• Consider how to spend the

Town’s existing funds for
affordable housing (approximately
$3.5 million)

• Uses of moneys to be
determined after Housing
Strategic Plan is fully
implemented

Shared Housing 
• Broaden the community awareness

of HIP Housing, a nonprofit
organization that facilitates home
sharing for the benefit of both
homeowners and those who need
an affordable place to live

Town‐Owned Property 
• Explore the potential of building

homes on Town‐owned land, as well
as occupancy criteria for those whose
needs the Town would prioritize
(e.g., public safety officials, residents
aging in place, etc.)

Questions or Comments? Email us at housing@portolavalley.net 
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