


Looking Back, Looking Forward: 
Unfinished Business
Here’s what Village Laguna did in 2015:

Downtown Specific Plan, Village Entrance Project, Cultural 
Arts Plan—attended workshops and submitted detailed 
comments on the consultants’ proposals

Laguna Canyon Road Task Force (Verna our representa-
tive)—contributed to a consensus on no additional lanes

Historic Inventory—held informational meeting on historic 
preservation in Laguna Beach; established subcommittee 
to photograph the 150+ C-rated houses proposed to be 
removed from the inventory 

Public trees—opposed applying view complaint process to 
publicly owned trees

Open space—congratulated City Council for setting aside 
funding for future open space purchases

Spent nuclear fuel at San Onofre—encouraged letter campaign 
seeking removal of fuel rods from San Onofre and testified 
at the Coastal Commission against the current plan for dry 
storage on site

Water conservation—advocated ban on new pool construction 
for the duration of the drought

Short-term rentals—supported staff recommendation for 
regulation

Neighborhood compatibility—opposed expansion of  
inappropriate modification of Heisler Building (rooftop 
deck), Alta Laguna mansion, oversized house on San José 
Street on the edge of open space, oversized artist work-live 
project in Laguna Canyon; supported development of the 
Ranch in Aliso Canyon while advocating trail through 
property to Aliso Canyon

Local organizations working for the village—contributed funds 
to the Laguna Food Pantry, La Playa Center, Friendship 
Shelter, the Laguna Beach Community Clinic, the Laguna 
Bluebelt, the Laguna Canyon Foundation, and the 
Crosscultural Council Day Workers’ center

Looking ahead, many of these concerns seem to us likely to 
persist. We’ll be attending the Historic Inventory workshop 
on January 25, the City Council hearing on the application 
of the view complaint process to publicly owned trees on 
January 26, and the next workshop on the Downtown 
Specific Plan on January 27. 

Downtown Specific Plan Consultants 
Present First Recommendations 
The December 3 workshop conducted by MIG, the 
consultants for the update of the Downtown Specific Plan, 

opened with the assertion that Laguna Beach has a wonderful 
downtown with a balanced mix of uses, making the problem 
simply “tweaking” it to make it better. Comparing Laguna 
with four other coastal communities—Encinitas, Newport 
Beach, Santa Barbara, and Dana Point—they found that 
Laguna has one of the most vibrant and pedestrian-friendly 
downtowns of the group. Whereas most downtowns today 
provide primarily food, beverages, and entertainment, they 
said, Laguna’s does more.

At the same time, they reported that the City’s conditional 
use permit process is being misused and “could potentially 
be impacting the economic vitality of the Downtown.” In 
their opinion, the CUP should be limited to uses that have 
environmental impacts such as noise, traffic, and parking, 
allowing the market to dictate use saturation and retail 
product mixes. 

They judged that the Downtown serves most resident needs 
with the exception of specialty food stores and office supply 
stores and that, since resident-serving uses occur all over 
town, the reservation of a resident-serving zone should be 
abandoned. 

They went on to recommend capitalizing on trends in the 
food industry toward uses that combine beer and wine sales 
with only limited food service (not requiring a kitchen) 
if connected with one other form of entertainment (for 
example, movies, video games). 

Toni Iseman asked why we would want to do this, and other 
Councilmembers expressed similar reservations. Planning 
Commissioner Roger McErlane argued that the downtown 
had been crafted to be as complicated as it is and wondered 
what was wrong with it. A woman who reported owning 
four businesses in the downtown said that the control 
provided by the process was what made Laguna special. 

Eventually the Council decided to pass the recommendations 
on to the Planning Commission for detailed discussion. 
Another such workshop, this one focusing on parking 
and circulation, will be held on Wednesday, January 27,  
at 6 p.m. 

We Hear from Julie Hamilton on 
Preserving Community Character
On November 30 Village Laguna welcomed land-
use and environmental attorney Julie Hamilton for 
an informative session on using environmental law to 
preserve community character. Among the takeaway 
advice: (1) pick your battles; (2) get all the relevant facts 
on the record in case you have to sue and then select the 
ones most likely to be persuasive for your argument; and 
(3) elect the right people.  



Join us or renew your membership!

Name(s) ______________________________________________________________________________________________

Address_______________________________________________________________________________________________

Phone number _____________________________________________ Email _______________________________________

I have enclosed my check for the following membership (I understand the amount is not tax-deductible):

 Basic - $45/family, $25/individual
 Supporter - $120 per family (includes 2 t-shirts)
 Sustainer - $240 per family (includes 2 Charm House Tour tickets and 2 t-shirts)

Contact Treasurer Richard Picheny at 295-0545 or rpicheny@gmail.com to arrange for automatic monthly or quarterly payments.
Mail to Village Laguna, PO Box 1309, Laguna Beach, CA 92652

Electronic newsletter? _______________________________________

From Our Archives: Village Laguna in 
Earlier Januarys
Twenty-five years ago this month, Village Laguna was 
talking about the proposed revision of access standards that 
might open up unbuildable lots to development, about 
the campaign to stop the San Joaquin Hills Toll Road, 
and about setting up a committee to study an ordinance to 
protect City open space in perpetuity.  It was celebrating 
the passage of an ordinance that would protect the residents 
of the City’s three mobile home parks (including Treasure 
Island) with a relocation plan in the event of an owner’s 
decision to convert the park to other uses. 

Twenty years ago, the agenda for Village Laguna’s general 
meeting on January 22 included a proposal from Jack 
Camp, an urban designer and long-time resident, for 
redevelopment of the downtown area bordered by Coast 
Highway, Broadway, Beach, and Ocean. It would have 
torn down the Wells Fargo building and built a multistory 
parking structure that exceeded the City’s height limit. The 
agenda also included an update from Norm Grossman on 
the campaign to reverse the 1994 measure mandating an 
international airport at El Toro Marine Corps Air Station.  
Members were being encouraged to purchase oak trees for 
planting by the Laguna Greenbelt in the City’s open space. 
Plans for the Charm House Tour were under way, with 
the focus on homes replacing earlier ones destroyed in the 
October 1993 fire.

Fifteen years ago, Marion Jacobs described the upcoming 
strategic planning phase of the Vision 2030 process, 
scheduled to begin January 5, and encouraged Village 
Laguna members to join one of the teams—community 
character, mobility, environmental responsibility, and art 
and cultural preservation.  New president Bette Anderson 
pointed to concerns emerging from the visioning process—

traffic and parking, neighborhood and view preservation, 
overdevelopment, and environmental pollution—and urged 
Village Laguna to make its voice heard on them. Jeannette 
Merrilees announced  a meeting on January 18 in Corona 
del Mar to say no to a luxury resort at Crystal Cove.

Ten years ago, the newsletter for January announced the 
final meeting of a series on protecting our homes from 
catastrophic losses caused by disasters such as the Bluebird 
Canyon landslide. Larry Nokes, described as an attorney 
specializing in construction-defect and land-subsidence 
litigation, was a principal speaker.  The developer of the Mar 
Vista project had just received permission, despite multiple 
deficiencies in the approval process, to continue grading 
the hilltop behind South Laguna for a 17,000-square-foot 
house. Arnold Hano’s column welcomed the passage of the 
City’s temporary sales-tax increase (by 55.7% of the vote) 
but deplored the abstention from the election of all but 
25% of registered voters.

And five years ago the January newsletter announced the 
Fish and Game Commission’s adoption of a marine reserve 
protecting more than three-quarters of the Laguna coast, 
“a big victory for the ocean and those who love it.” The 
general meeting that month was a potluck/fundraiser for 
victims of the December 22 flood, and the board had already 
contributed $1,000 to the relief fund. 

Staff Agrees to Provide Tutorial on City’s 
New Web Site
The dismay of some would-be users of the City’s new web 
site at the new difficulties it presents led to a request that 
a tutorial be provided and perhaps videotaped for future 
reference. The City Manager said that he would ask staff 
to put something together after the first of the year. Watch 
this space for further information! 

Correction: Photo Credit The elegant photo of the Laguna coast commemorating our coastal tour in the November 
newsletter should have been credited to Mitch Ridder. 



Back in October, City staff recommended the removal of several 
City-owned eucalyptus trees at the request of the adjacent 
property owners. The one at 725 Laguna Canyon Road was 
saved by a Council vote that night. A decision on the one at 
485 High Drive was postponed for more information. Here 
the tree’s roots had been trimmed because they had encroached 
into the garage, and there was a question about how that 
might affect the health of the tree. Neighbors argued that the 
the tree was important to the character of the neighborhood, 
and the Council asked for an arborist’s report on alternatives. 
At the December 8 Council meeting, the arborist said that 
the tree “might fall” in an El Niño storm, and staff once again 
recommended its removal. Councilmembers Zur Schmiede, 
Dicterow, and Iseman saw things differently. Pointing to 
“a lot of speculation” in the report, they voted to save the 
tree, ordering that it be trimmed and monitored and that the 
adjacent curb be cut to accommodate it if necessary.
 
This is the way concerns about publicly owned trees are handled 
today, with advocacy for the tree built into the process by the 
City’s General Plan and with opportunity for broad public input. 
The proposed application of the view complaint process to City 
trees will change all that. Village Laguna will be protesting the 
proposal at the Council hearing on January 26.
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High Drive Tree Gets Treatment Instead  
of the Axe 


