
 

 

January 4, 2016 

Suzanne Avila 
Planning Director 
Town of Los Altos Hills 
26379 Fremont Road 
Los Altos Hills, CA 94022 

Re: Consideration of Public Comments Received on the Stirling Subdivision Mitigated 

Negative Declaration  

Dear Suzanne: 

Pursuant to California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Guidelines section 15074, the 

Town is required to “consider” comments received on the Stirling Subdivision Mitigated 

Negative Declaration (MND) prior to making a decision on the proposed project. During 

the public review period for the MND, 12 comment letters/emails were received. Each is 

included as an attachment to this letter. Commenters included (dates indicate receipt by 

Town): 

1. Nancy Couperus and George Clifford, Co-Chairs, Town of Los Altos Hills Open Space 

Committee, October 8, 2015  

2. Nancy Couperus (Resident), October 19, 2015 

3. Ann A Duwe, Chairman, Town of Los Altos Hills Pathways Committee, October 20, 

2015 

4. Alan and Carol Kaganov, et. al. (Residents), October 21, 2015 

5. Masayuki Murakami (Resident), October 23, 2015 

6. Sue Welch (Resident), October 23, 2015 

7. Pat Ley and Carol Gottlieb, Co-Chairs, Town of Los Altos Hills Environmental Design 

and Protection Committee, October 23, 2015 
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8. Sharen Schoendorf (Resident), October 23, 2015 

9. Benjamin Sloss, et. al. (Residents), October 19, 2015 

10. Kent Webb (Resident), October 23, 2015 

11. Alice Sakamoto (Resident), October 23, 2015 

12. Jeff Peterson, Wesley Ham (Project Engineer), October 23, 2015 

Four general, major themes were recurrent in the comments received from local residents. 

Each of these is identified below in the “Comment Themes and Discussion” section. For 

each theme, a summary of comments is provided as is a discussion of the relationship of the 

theme to the content and analysis contained in the MND. These themes of concern 

represent the predominant comments on topics that are within the scope of the CEQA 

review. Comments and responses that do not fall under the four themes are provided in the 

“Other Environment Effects” section. The comment letters were also reviewed to identify 

comments on the specific technical content of the MND.  

As you know, Wilsey Ham, the applicant’s project engineer, submitted a follow-up letter to 

the Town dated November 18, 2015 that includes the applicant’s responses to comments 

from many of the commenters. This letter is included as an attachment that follows the 

individual commenter letters. The responses to comments contained herein should be 

considered in conjunction with the supplemental information in the letter from Wilsey Ham. 

The letter from Wilsey Ham includes discussion of a range of issues that are not commonly 

addressed or required in CEQA documents such as quality of life, privacy, and property 

values. It also includes discussion of how input from the Town’s committees was considered 

over time in the design of the project description/subdivision map, and answers specific 

questions raised by some commenters in relationship to their individual properties. 

Comment Themes and Discussion  

1. Town Committee Comments and Project Design 

Several commenters questioned why recommendations of the Town’s Open Space 

Committee, Pathways Committee, and Environmental Design & Protection Committee do 

not appear to be included in the proposed project. Recommendations regarding on-site 

setbacks and easements for wildlife corridors were frequently referenced.  
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The MND evaluates the environmental effects of the proposed project. The proposed project 

is represented primarily by the applicant’s proposed subdivision map, which is included in 

the MND as Appendix A. The extent to which the applicant considered the 

recommendations of various committees in the project design is the discretion of the 

applicant.   

Several commenters identify that a number of committee recommendations are not included 

in the project description and imply that as a result, the proposed project has significant 

environmental impacts that are not identified as such. The significance of project impacts is 

evaluated against thresholds of significance identified for each of the environmental topics 

addressed in the MND. These thresholds are taken from Appendix G of the CEQA 

Guidelines as is the Town’s practice. The committee recommendations do not constitute 

thresholds of significance against which the significance of project impacts is evaluated. That 

the applicant may not have incorporated all of the various committee recommendations is 

itself not a basis for determining that the proposed project has significant impacts that 

require implementation of mitigation measures. However, this fact does not preclude the 

Town from requiring the applicant to incorporate one or more of the recommendations as 

conditions of approval for the proposed project. The Town Planning Commission has the 

discretion to recommend to the Town Council that the proposed project be required to 

incorporate one or more committee recommendations and the Town Council has the 

discretion to require such conditions of approval.   

2. Aesthetics/Scenic Vistas   

Several commenters noted that new homes proposed for the site would have potential to 

obstruct “scenic vistas” available from their adjacent individual properties and that MND 

does not address this effect. It is common that the general plans or other policy documents 

prepared by local agencies such as towns, cities, and counties define specific scenic vista 

locations within their respective jurisdictions that should be protected. The MND notes that 

the Town General Plan does not define such vistas. More importantly in light of the related 

comments, it is the professional practice in CEQA documents that scenic vistas are defined 

as those that may be available from public viewpoint locations, not from individual private 

properties. Hence, the MND does not define views from adjacent properties as scenic vistas 

that could be impacted by the proposed project.  
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It is acknowledged that existing views from some homes adjacent to the project site could be 

modified with implementation of the proposed project. This is common for new 

development projects at the periphery of existing residential areas and for any type of 

development on infill parcels that are bordered by residential uses.   

The proposed project would alter the existing visual character of the site. However, the 

proposed project would be developed at densities which are consistent with the zoning 

regulations that apply to the site, including density limitations, building height limitations, 

etc. All of the properties surrounding the site have been developed with rural residential uses 

under similar or the same density and design regulations. Consequently, the proposed 

project would not be visually inconsistent with the existing residential uses that surround it.    

Several commenters noted that views available from their homes located along Charles 

Avenue would be impacted by removal of heritage oak trees needed to widen Charles 

Avenue. As described above, evaluating of effects on views from individual private 

properties is not a consideration for determining impact significance when preparing CEQA 

documentation.  

Some commenters noted that the proposed project would introduce new sources of light and 

glare. This is acknowledged in the MND as common for the type of development proposed. 

The proposed project would not introduce “substantial” new sources of light or glare that 

adversely affect day or nighttime views – this is the standard or threshold of significance 

identified in the MND for this effect.  

3. Loss of Heritage Oak Trees 

Several commenters noted that the Town places high priority on protecting loss of heritage 

oak trees in the course of considering new development projects. A number of commenters 

referenced General Plan policies and other standards that reflect this priority.  

Based on the letter of November 18, 2015 submitted by the applicant’s engineer and attached 

to this letter, the applicant has made an effort to locate the new on-site extension of Charles 

Avenue, the off-site widening of existing Charles Avenue, new home building 

footprints/driveways, and other improvements to consider and reduce loss of heritage oak 

trees as required in Town General Plan policies and development regulations. Nevertheless, 

loss of heritage oak trees will occur. This loss is identified in the MND as a significant 
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impact. Mitigation is required per mitigation measure BIO-8 (MND, pp. 52-53) consistent 

with Town policies and regulations to reduce the impact to less than significant.  

4. Loss of Wildlife Migration Corridors 

Many commenters were concerned about the potential degradation of the site as a wildlife 

movement corridor. Several commenters cited a 2006 study prepared for the Town by Live 

Oak Associates (a study referenced in the MND, p. 52) which suggests that the project site is 

an important wildlife corridor. That study emphasized and focused on the importance of 

riparian corridors as wildlife corridors. Many comments also cited recommendations from 

Town committees for maintaining on-site wildlife corridors, especially along the eastern and 

northern site boundaries, and utilizing wildlife friendly fencing to enable wildlife to move as 

freely through the site as possible. These recommendations were based largely on the 2006 

Live Oak study. 

The 2006 Live Oak analysis does show the site as part of a wildlife corridor within which 

specific considerations should be made to maintain corridor quality. Other such corridors 

are identified in other portions of the Town. The 2006 analysis is relatively broad in that it 

evaluated potential corridors on a Town-wide basis. It did not include field analyses to verify 

the value of individual corridors identified in the study. 

As referenced in the MND (p. 52), Live Oak Associates subsequently conducted a site 

specific wildlife corridor analysis in 2014. This analysis references Town General Plan 

policy, Town Open Space Committee guidance, and Town Municipal Code regulations as 

context for the analysis. The analysis states that “the riparian woodland corridor associated 

with Matadero Creek just west of the site is clearly the most important regional wildlife 

pathway near this site” (Live Oak Associates 2014, p. 3). The analysis notes that about 40 

percent of the project site that is comprised of the riparian corridor would be preserved 

through its inclusion in an open space easement as proposed by the applicant and reflected 

in the project subdivision map included in the MND.  

Live Oak Associates acknowledges that any change in the landscape will, “result in changes 

in the spatial use patterns of several species of wildlife”. However, Live Oak Associates 

concludes that for all wildlife species considered, the change is not significant under CEQA 

(Live Oak Associates 2014, p. 3). Regarding deer, the author notes that deer would continue 

to regularly access the site assuming that individual lots are not surrounded by impermeable 
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fencing. A conclusion is drawn that, “So while the relatively small disturbance from this 

project will alter spatial use patterns for a few individuals, this project is not expected to have 

any long-term adverse impacts to the local occurrence or abundance of key wildlife species” 

(Live Oak Associates 2014, p. 4). This determination was made based on a project 

description that did not include wildlife movement corridors along the eastern or northern 

boundaries of the project site as recommended by Town committees and supported by a 

number of commenters.  

EMC Planning Group’s staff wildlife biologist conducted a site analysis, conducted research, 

and reviewed both of Live Oak Associates’ reports. The EMC Planning Group wildlife 

biologist made similar observations about conditions on the site and about the regional 

wildlife movement context and agrees with Live Oak Associates’ 2014 conclusions as 

reported in the MND. Given the conclusions of two professional wildlife biologists, 

potential impacts on wildlife movement were determined to be less than significant and no 

mitigation measures were required.  

The 2014 Live Oak Associates analysis includes several recommendations for “enhancing 

the rural character of the area” and “lessening anthropogenic effects on the remaining 

natural habitats near the site” (Live Oak Associates 2014, p. 4). As described in Section 1 

above, it is at the Town’s discretion as to whether these recommendations should be 

attached as conditions of project approval. One of the recommendations, installation of 

wildlife permeable fencing along the eastern and northern boundaries of the site, has already 

been implemented. While not a recommendation of Live Oak Associates or our staff 

biologist based on environmental impact, it is at the Town’s discretion as to whether wildlife 

corridors recommended by Town committees and supported by commenters should also be 

included as a condition of approval.   

Other Environmental Effects  

Several commenters provided comments on issues that fall outside the general topics of 

concern listed in items 1-4 above. These are addressed below.  

Noise, Air Pollutant Emissions, and Traffic. Several commenters, particularly those with 

properties located adjacent to the project site or along Charles Avenue, noted that the 

proposed project would create noise, air emissions, and/or increased traffic effects that affect 

their quality of life, privacy, and/or property values. While these concerns are 
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understandable, the purpose of the MND is to determine if related effects are significant 

based on accepted standards of significance. Standards of significance for quality of life, 

privacy, and/or property value impacts are not included in Appendix G of the CEQA 

Guidelines per se and have not been utilized by the Town to date. Therefore, these effects 

are not directly evaluated in the MND. It is acknowledged that some of the proposed 

project’s direct environmental effects could be perceived by local residences as indirectly 

affecting their current quality of life, but these changes do not inherently rise to a level of 

significant impact in the CEQA context. 

Ambient noise levels in the project area would marginally increase due primarily to a very 

nominal increase in vehicle trips to and from the site. Noise impacts are generally significant 

if average noise intensities over a specified time period, usually an hour, rise above a 

quantitative threshold. The proposed project could result in a net average increase of about 

seven to nine trips in or out of the site in the AM or PM peak travel hours. This is a very 

minor increase in traffic volume relative to changes that exceed traffic impact thresholds of 

significance as described in the MND (p. 83). The average increase in hourly noise level 

during these peak hours would not approach significance thresholds identified in the 

General Plan Noise Element as described in the MND (p. 74).  

Similarly, the primary source of long-term air emissions from the project will be from 

vehicle trips. Given the very low volume increase in daily vehicle trips, air emissions 

volumes from the project will not approach impact significance thresholds as described in 

the MND (MND, p. 28).   

Special Status Species. One commenter noted (Letter 6) that the MND did not address 

three fully protected species that could occur on the project site. No evidence is provided by 

the commenter for this statement, so a specific response is not possible. The MND includes 

analysis of project effects on special status plant and animal species and an additional 

detailed habitat assessment for California red-legged frog, California tiger salamander and 

San Francisco garter snake.  

Project Description. One commenter noted (Letter 6) that the project description is 

insufficient due to lack of information about “major projects” associated with the proposed 

project and their environmental impacts (i.e. slope stabilization and storm drainage system).  

No further information is provided by the commenter for this statement, so a specific 

response is not possible. In general, the effects of the two noted “projects” are considered to 
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be within the scope and significance of effects for the project as a whole. Both require 

excavations that are common for development projects and both are subject to the same 

water quality, erosion control, and construction operation (daily hours) regulations of the 

state and the Town as described in the MND.   

Past Effects/Baseline. One commenter (Letter 10) noted that the habitat impacts of past 

activities on the project site and within the neighborhood must be considered in the MND 

regarding impacts on wildlife habitat for California quail and gray fox. The MND includes 

evaluation of potential impacts on special status wildlife and wildlife movement in the 

context of conditions that existed at the time the environmental analysis began, which 

constitutes the baseline condition for wildlife habitat/movement conditions. The two noted 

species are not special status species. Issues related to wildlife movement are described above 

in item 4.   

Modification of Biological Resources Mitigation Language. The applicant’s project 

engineer (Letter 12), requested modification of the language in mitigation measure BIO-4b 

to eliminate the need for CDFW or USFWS approval of a qualified biologist to monitor for 

presence of/impacts on California red-legged frog. It is recommended that this language not 

be modified, as the language is considered consistent with the practices of these agencies. 

If you have any questions about the information contained in this letter, please do not 

hesitate to contract me.  

Sincerely,  

Ron Sissem 

Principal Planner 
 

Attachments 






























































































