Answers to Charleston/Arastradero Neighborhood Associations Questionnaire for City Council Candidates 2005

Submitted by the following neighborhood associations:

        Charleston Meadows, Fairmeadow, Greenmeadow, Green Acres I, 

                  Green Acres II, Palo Alto Orchards, Walnut Grove

QUESTION 1:  Alma Plaza is one of the four sites designated in the Comp Plan as neighborhood-serving retail centers.  The property currently includes 36,500 sq. ft. of retail space.  The current proposal for this property is for 50-51 residential units and approx. 10,000 sq. ft. of retail space.  Would you support a conversion of this retail property to a primarily residential development? If not, how would you propose to keep this center primarily retail in nature?  Please include in your answer the significance to you, if any, of the Comp Plan policies supporting “walkable neighborhoods”.
Comment: As a council candidate I cannot respond to the specifics of the current Alma Plaza proposal or any other specific proposal as commenting would compromise any future decision in which I might take part. This is on advice of the City Attorney. As a candidate I can, however, comment on my views regarding neighborhood centers, for instance, as they relate to the Comprehensive Plan and provide my views on planning and policy.

Response: The Comprehensive Plan-identified uses for neighborhood centers are supermarkets and typical neighborhood services such as laundries, drugstores, and bakeries. Mixed use and residential are referenced as being additional allowed uses in some locations. The Plan also states the importance of support between centers and surrounding neighborhoods and that neighborhood centers also serve as the focus of community life.
In addition to the responsibility of appointed and elected officials to make decisions based on the City’s adopted policies, it is good planning practice to locate uses so they promote walkability. Neighborhood retail and services integrated with residential development is consistent with this practice. The Comprehensive Plan speaks to this in several Goals and Policies, including providing connections that facilitate pedestrian and bike access. 

Aside from Comprehensive Plan compliance and established planning practices, there are economic considerations when housing is proposed to replace retail. At the Planning & Transportation Commission, I recommended eliminating housing as an allowed use on San Antonio Road and Charleston because it could replace retail and services, thus negatively impacting Palo Alto’s economic base. Sales tax accounts for 16% of the City’s revenues, and retention and encouragement of retails is essential to maintaining Palo Alto’s quality of life. 

QUESTION 2:  The Charleston/Arastradero Corridor has eleven schools (public and private K-12) with at least 5,000 children going to and from school every day.  Automobile trips on the corridor currently range between 14,000 to 20,000 daily trips, and this number is expected to increase significantly with new housing growth and 100,000 new sq. ft. in the Stanford Research Park near Arastradero.  Charleston/Arastradero is part of the city-wide School Corridors Network, and the Charleston/Arastradero Corridor Plan has been unanimously approved by the City Council.   Do you support implementation of the Charleston/Arastradero Corridor Plan?

a. If so, do you support the related Charleston/Arastradero Traffic Safety Impact Fee and/or can you suggest another funding strategy for the needed seed money for grants and the trial?

b. If not, what alternative plan would you propose to solve the problem of creating safer routes for school for the eleven schools on the corridor AND maintaining travel times on the corridor as traffic volume increases?

A common misunderstanding of the Charleston/Arastradero Corridor Plan is that it narrows the whole of the corridor to 2 lanes. The plan actually calls for fewer lanes in only very select locations to implement left turn lanes to better facilitate safer and more efficient traffic flow. Some locations actually add a fifth lane for turning. 

I do support the Charleston/Arastradero Corridor Plan as well as the Traffic Safety Impact Fee. The plan was designed by a well-known urban street designer whose designs have resulted is many successful projects throughout the state of California. 

The impact fee is a practical and fair approach to partial funding for the project since those projects that cause (or increase) the need for additional traffic safety measures should contribute to the solution.  

QUESTION 3:  What is your position on a possible grade separation on Charleston?  Please distinguish in your answer between an overpass/underpass for pedestrians and bicycles versus one for automobiles.  If you are in favor of a grade separation, please state how you would fund it, and whether you would support eminent domain to achieve this goal.

As noted in the previous question, Charleston/Arastradero Corridor has eleven schools with some 5,000 children going to and from school every day. As trains get faster, safety at crossings will be an even greater concern. Grade separations for automobiles, while they can provide safe passage past tracks, have other consequences that can run counter to safety. For instance, a total grade separation could result in attracting more automobile traffic to the Charleston/Arastradero corridor, a situation that would not be consistent with a school commute corridor. A total grade separation also requires significant land to develop, and would thus have large physical impacts on the character of the vicinity. 

A pedestrian/bicycle overpass/underpass, which I theoretically support, could accommodate crossing the tracks without the negative results of a total separation. Some feasibility and impacts information would be necessary in order to speak more specifically to such a proposal. Funding sources would likely be consistent with the funding for the Homer Avenue tunnel, a combination of grants and City funding. Eminent domain would not be a likely consideration.
QUESTION 4:  There has been persistent concern that demographic trends will force the School District to take back Cubberley. If this take-back were to occur, many services currently provided at the Cubberley Community Center would be displaced.  Do you see this as a likely problem, and if so, what should the City do?
The need to open Cubberly would raise several considerations, all within the context of recognition that the school district’s mission is to provide education to Palo Alto’s students. The district is paid a significant portion or a general tax that Palo Alto residents and businesses pay in exchange for the district’s agreement not to develop school sites such as Cubberley. One possible, albeit ideal, possibility would be to use that portion of the tax paid to the district for the Cubberley site to relocate the services now there. 

Thank you for taking the time to share your views with our neighborhoods.

Sincerely,

Charleston Meadows Neighborhood Association (Deborah Ju, President)

Fairmeadow Association (Tom Vician, President)

Green Acres I (Betsy Allyn, President)

Green Acres II Improvement Association (Nina Bell, President)

Greenmeadow Community Association (Penny Ellson, Civic Affairs Co-Chair)

Palo Alto Orchards (Henry Lum, President)

Walnut Grove Homeowners Association (Tom Crystal, President)

