


View Complaint Procedures to Be 
Extended to Public Trees

At its November 2 meeting, the City’s View Restoration 
Committee put the final touches on an ordinance that 
would extend the view complaint process to trees owned 
by the whole community. Traditionally, community 
members’ concerns about City-maintained trees have been 
few and have been quietly handled by supplementing the 
routine maintenance to which they are subject. The view 
preservation and restoration ordinance passed last year 
exempted City-maintained trees, and the committee that 
drafted that ordinance envisioned an eventual ordinance 
covering those trees that exempted those around City Hall, 
in parks, in the downtown, and along Coast Highway. 
Under the proposed ordinance, in contrast, there would 
be no exemptions, although for the trees just mentioned 
(described in the staff report as being in “the safe zone”) 
there would have to be findings that altering them would 
not create a significant aesthetic loss to the community and 
that their historical significance had been considered. In 
contrast to the ordinance applying to privately owned trees, 
the proposal would allow a view loss claim to be filed by 
anyone anywhere in the city. 

The board of Village Laguna opposes applying view 
complaint procedures to public trees, for the following 
reasons: (1) Trees are an integral part of Laguna’s unique 

character. (2) They provide shade and provide comfortable 
outdoor spaces.  (3) They reduce the energy needed to cool 
buildings.  (4) They absorb carbon dioxide, a contributor 
to global warming. (5) Public trees belong to all of us, and 
providing for all of us to be represented fairly in a complaint 
process would be nearly impossible. Only residents within 
500 feet of the tree in question would be individually 
noticed. (6) Opening up a new process for complaints would 
likely stimulate more discontent as individuals sought to 
exercise their newly granted “rights” to improvement of 
their views at the public’s expense and those who cherish 
our shared trees rose to defend them.  According to staff, 
there was only one complaint about the view impact of a 
City-maintained tree last year, and it was readily resolved.

Rather than going through the Planning Commission 
as most ordinances do, this one will be going straight to 
the City Council for a decision. A hearing is tentatively 
scheduled for January 12. 

Village Entrance Design Workshop 
Produces a Variety of Proposals

The design workshop for the Village Entrance project on 
September 29 began with a brief overview of key themes 
elicited by the consultant team from the walkaround in 
June: connectivity, aesthetics, sustainability, and a sense of 
place. Local architect Morris Skendarian, speaking as part 
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of the team, commented on several specific suggestions, 
pointing out that the historic sewer digester has “good 
bones” and could be made useful and that moving the bus 
depot to the site would require too much space for the buses 
to turn around and an additional bridge. Brainstorming 
at eight tables produced a wide variety of ideas, including 
a trail on the east side of the creek, “tuck-under” parking 
where possible, enhancement of the creek, restoration of 
the sewer digester for use, and, from a couple of groups, a 
building for the arts or for artists’ live-work.  The next step 
is for the consultants to develop several alternative designs 
for public comment. 

Council Declines to Assess Penalties for 
Demolition of Two Historic Houses

Public hearings were held by the City Council September 
22 on two recent cases of demolition of houses being 
remodeled under the historic preservation ordinance. 
While recognizing that “the process wasn’t followed” 
(both applicants had promised in writing to inform the 
City if a change in the approved plan was contemplated) 
and that “tearing down historic houses isn’t OK,” the 
Council found, contrary to the Planning Commission’s 
recommendation, that “demolition” had not occurred 
in these two cases and therefore no penalties were 
appropriate. Included in the motion was direction of 
staff to look into modification of the historic preservation 
ordinance to cover such cases. 

Extension of Atlantic Way  
Conditionally Approved 

A step in the direction of the development of a steep hillside 
property at the very end of Canyon Acres Drive was taken 

on October 20 with the conditional approval of a 4-foot 
extension of Atlantic Way, which dead-ends at the top 
of the lot.  The condition is the approval by the Design 
Review Board of a house that is environmentally sound 
and consistent with the General Plan. Concerns about the 
environmental impact and neighborhood compatibility of a 
house to be constructed at the top of the lot rather than the 
bottom (where it has legal access) have occupied the Planning 
Commission and the neighbors off and on since 2008, and 
Village Laguna has shared those concerns. In forwarding 
its recommendation of approval of the road extension, 
the Planning Commission asked that the DRB consider 
requiring any approved development to be located as close 
to Atlantic Way and existing development as possible and 
to be compatible with adjacent neighborhood development 
patterns.  The design of a house for the property will call for 
formal environmental review.    

Incentives for Preservation Detailed 
at Heritage Committee Workshop
The Heritage Committee’s second informational meeting 
on the historic preservation ordinance, held on October 19, 
spelled out the existing incentives and a list of possible new 
ones. Houses on the historic register already benefit from 
refunds of fees, reduced parking requirements, departures 
from the building code and setback requirements, 
exemption from the requirement to bring nonconformities 
into conformance, density bonuses in certain zones, and 
eligibility for property tax relief. The committee is studying 
other possibilities, including extending eligibility for tax 
relief to C-rated properties, reducing or eliminating fees for 
historical reports, and an expedited permit process. Members 
of the public suggested, among other things, some kind of 
help with the extra costs of in-kind repairs and eliminating 
the charge for the plaque identifying the house as historic. 



Two City-maintained trees for which staff was 
recommending removal were spared the axe at a recent 
Council meeting. A eucalyptus considered a nuisance 
and a potential hazard by the adjacent Art-A-Fair 
was judged worth maintaining. Another eucalyptus, 
on High Drive, received at least a temporary reprieve 
pending a report from an arborist (someone other 
than the one who usually handles tree removals for 
the City) including investigation of the cause of the 
property damage reported and options other than 
removal.  
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Councilmembers Speak for Trees 


