
Date: 05/01/24

To: Portola Valley Planning Commission

From: Jim White

My concern with the totality of the building code proposals is that the four targetted

properties will be less likely to produce units, and as a town, we will be in an

increasingly weak position to retain local control due to significant unit

underperformance. Sadly, as has been stated by commissioners and staff the goal is

to continue to maintain tight control through objective standards and ideally drive

projects into subjective review will most likely achieve the opposite - loss of local

control due to limiting and discouraging development. Lastly, I believe if HCD looks

closely at the proposed code, I believe that it could conclude this is unlikely to produce

the units and affordability given the demands and constraints as you have heard from

at least Ladera Church, Rich Theasing, and myself, which comprise 3 of the four

subjected parcels.

1. You are setting every project up for discretionary review through unrealistic

objective standards. A simple example is grading. You have not adjusted the

standard yet, but you have increased FAR, CAR and want to encourage

single-story buildings which require more grading. It will be virtually impossible

not to trigger grading subjective reviews. The town says it will “segment” that

subjective review. How will a subjective review that now covers building size,

location, configuration, etc., be segmented? The result is a non-predictable

approval path when essentially ALL projects by design will be forced into a

subjective process. Uncertainty is a disincentive, adds costs, time, and likely

significantly restricts what can be done. This fails the basic objective that a

clear ministerial path for approval is created - I don’t believe it will be as

described above.



2. Feasibility and Flexibility: No meeting or review with site owners—even though

two owners want very simple and low-cost structures, has not been taken into

consideration with the zoning code. Limiting possible uses the owners intend in

design and unit configurations. So you are trying to move forward on zoning that

no one knows if it works, or if it does in a very tightly constructed set of

constraints on exactly where building will be forced on the site. If the goal is to

encourage and support affordable development, we don’t feel like our needs

and goals are taken into consideration

3. You have incorrectly been told, and it has been stated several times, “Objective

standards don’t matter since a developer can always use density bonus

concessions or waivers.” As someone who has used the Density Bonus in

Portola Valley with two concession requests and several waivers, I would say it

is a gross mischaracterization and that the process of producing building

standards that force using state laws to “overcome” burdensome and prohibitive

standards is not what HCD intended for a clear ministerial approval path for the

zoned inventory parcel properties.

a. Willow Commons Density Bonus Concession request:

https://www.portolavalley.net/departments/planning-building-department

/development-projects/willow-commons

https://www.portolavalley.net/departments/planning-building-department/development-projects/willow-commons
https://www.portolavalley.net/departments/planning-building-department/development-projects/willow-commons


b. Stanford Wedge Density Bonus:

https://www.portolavalley.net/departments/planning-building-department

/development-projects/stanford

4. COSTS. I have yet to see one discussion or analysis on the cost-benefit of

decisions—instead of “why not,” throw it all in, and we can deal with it down the

road. Call me skeptical, but I highly doubt all the follow-up work on simplicity

and cost consideration will be done when the only four lots for zoning are all

focused on lower-cost low/moderate density, which this code clearly doesn’t

support.

5. Do it right- we have consciously decided at the town level to ignore prior

deadlines, yet this one, we will submit as fast as we can with known flaws and

gaps in the plan that miss many marks - as stated long list of work to do:



The rush now seems misguided and leaves the property owners with major uncertainty

on what, if anything, will change down the road. The Town Council has made repeated

decisions not to follow the state timelines and risk being non-compliant. We have not

seen or experienced risk, we should not deviate now by trying to submit work that has

been only made available weeks ago, gone through extensive revisions, and has a

stated list of off-the-mark and missing information. Lastly, none of the property

owners, to my knowledge, have had any interaction with this final set of information

and its technical implications. Approving this without some shared buy-in seems

irresponsible and setting up the town for future disappointment in not seeing anything

close to what they plan for in the Housing Element Inventory.


