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Established 1971    To preserve and enhance the unique village character of Laguna Beach

March General Meeting
Monday, March 25, 7 p.m.
Unitarian-Universalist Fellowship
429 Cypress Drive

April Board Meeting
Saturday, April 6, 9 a.m.
Home of Rosemary Boyd

City Staff to Share Lessons 
from the Paradise Fire

At our March meeting, we’ll hear from 
City staff about what they learned on 
their visit to what’s left of the town of 
Paradise after November’s devastating 
fire. According to press reports at the 
time, Paradise, which appears to be 
similar to Laguna in important ways, 
had a computer-simulation-informed 
evacuation plan but didn’t have time 
to implement it. We look forward to 
hearing staff’s views, in the light of their 
observations, on how we can be ready 
for a similar fast-moving fire here. 
We’ll meet on Monday, March 25, at 
7 p.m. at the Unitarian-Universalist 
Fellowship, 429 Cypress Drive.  

Council Sets Priorities  
for 2019

In a five-hour workshop on February 
9 that included presentations by all 
of the City’s departments, the City 
Council identified four projects (from 
a list of seventy that are under way) 

that will receive priority this year: 
improving customer satisfaction 
with the community development 
process; reviewing the proposals for 
major construction involving the 
Hotel Laguna, the Holiday Inn, the 
Coast Inn, and the block on North 
Coast Highway that includes the 
Royal Hawaiian (all of which the 
City Manager welcomed as long-
awaited opportunities for economic 
development); adopting a revised 
Downtown Specific Plan; and 
implementing a plan for improving 
fire safety. Asked to create a headline 
they would like to read in the next four 
years, the individual councilmembers 
mentioned the following themes: no 
more violent and property crime  (Steve 
Dicterow), fire safety (Bob Whalen), 
prizewinning arts programs and art 
education (Sue Kempf), conclusion 
of Caltrans work, construction under 
control, the hotel and the movie 
theater revived, residents confident 
(Toni Iseman), and a “reversal of 
decades of obstructionism,” with 
residents overturning “the stranglehold 
of people with politicized agendas” 
(Peter Blake).  



Council OKs Plan for Dismantling 
Historic Preservation Program

On March 5 the City Council considered a draft 
ordinance prepared by staff for the replacement of the 
City’s historic preservation program with one that is 
entirely voluntary. The draft ordinance clarifies that 
for a structure even to be considered eligible for the 
City’s Historic Register the property owner will have to 
consent to having it called “historic.” All references to 
the Historic Resources Inventory in the Municipal Code 
and other planning documents will have to be deleted, 
along with any reference to “protecting” the character-
defining features of historically significant structures. 

These changes will require amendment of the zoning 
code, the General Plan, and the Local Coastal Program 
and then Coastal Commission approval. In addition, 
CEQA requires environmental review of any activity 
undertaken by a public agency that may cause a direct 
or reasonably foreseeable indirect physical change in 
the environment. Therefore staff recommended the 
preparation of an initial study and then either a mitigated 
negative declaration or an environmental impact report. 
If an EIR is necessary, the process could take until 
January 2021. The advocates, of course, consider this 
far too long to wait to be able to tear down their houses, 
and the six members of the task force who are advocates 
argued that merely changing the ordinance would have 
no physical effects at all. Peter Blake suggested that the 
City go ahead without environmental review and “let 
CEQA come after us!” but Bob Whalen said, “We have 
to do an initial study or we’re going to get sued.”

All of this flies in the face of the CEQA requirement that 
historic resources be treated like any other aspect of the 
environment in discretionary decisions about land use. 
In other words, whether a structure is historic doesn’t 
depend on the willingness of the owner to consider 
it so, and a purported “entirely voluntary” historic 
preservation ordinance will be highly vulnerable to a 
court challenge. Attorneys, including the City’s own, 
have testified to this in our Council Chambers.

This is part of what Johanna Felder of Village Laguna 
said at the hearing: 

“The idea of revising the historic preservation ordinance 
started with the recognition of real problems created by 
a change in state law. It’s been diverted from the original 
task by a campaign to dismantle the thirty-plus-year-old 
program based on misinformation, fear, and the pursuit 
of profit. 

“This campaign tries to look like a groundswell of 
public opinion, but for every historic homeowner who 
is seeking the freedom to turn his house into cash there 
are many more who value just living in such houses and 
in a community in which those houses are prominent. 
We all benefit from the contribution these structures 
make to the attractiveness of our city.

“The historic preservation program is one of the many 
ways in which Lagunans have maintained the city’s 
charm over the years. Abandoning it, if it proved 
possible, would end up changing the city dramatically, 
and we would all be the poorer for it.” 

Until the ordinance is adopted (this fall at the earliest), 
we can still try to change Councilmembers’ minds. If 
you prefer the look of Laguna to that of Corona del 
Mar (which, we’re told by old-timers, used to look like 
North Laguna) and want it to last, you may want to let 
a Councilmember know that. 

Charm House Tour Plans Under Way 

Our search committee’s work in the past month has 
turned up five great homes in North Laguna for this 



 year’s Charm House Tour, ranging from one of the 
earliest cottages (built in 1918) through a mid-century 
modern with an extraordinary garden to a beautiful 
contemporary. The tour is scheduled for Sunday, May 19, 
from noon to three. Tickets  (at $50 presale, $60 the day 
of the tour) will be available around April 1 and may be 
purchased by mail (P.O. Box 1309, Laguna Beach, CA 
92652), online (www.villagelaguna.org), or at one of the 
following local outlets: Fawn Memories (384 Forest Ave.), 
Cottage Furnishings (802 S. Coast Highway), Laguna 
Beach Books (1200 S. Coast Highway), and EGO Salon 
(Monarch Bay Plaza).     

Community Development Staff Offers 
Customer-Service Improvements

Following up on a February meeting with the Design 
Review Board to talk about problems with the process, 
City staff presented an action plan to the Council on 
March 5 and received direction to proceed with it. It 
includes the hiring of four new employees (one of them 
just for a year) and a software consultant, with the cost 
to be covered by an increase in fees; redesign of the 
front counter, modification of the sign-in system, and 
regular customer-service surveys; simultaneous checking 
of the plans for a project by all the various departments 
involved; the transfer of some design review functions 
to the Planning Commission; training of Design Review 
Board members and staff; and closing the counter at 4 

p.m. two days a week to allow time for staff training 
and coordination. The last item, originally planned to be 
daily, was vigorously opposed by a number of speakers, 
some of whom objected at the same time to the alternate-
Friday closing of City Hall.   

Final EIR for San Onofre Justifies 
Leaving Spent Fuel in Place

The final environmental impact report for the 
decommissioning of the San Onofre Nuclear 
Generating Station is ready for certification by the 
California State Lands Commission in Sacramento on 
March 21. In a response of sorts to the many comments 
from the public regarding the urgent need for removal 
of the spent nuclear fuel stored there, the EIR explains 
that removing the spent fuel is not part of the project 
and that in any case a series of uncertainties would 
make it “too speculative to be evaluated in detail.” The 
Department of Energy, not the applicant (Southern 
California Edison), is responsible for the long-term 
storage of spent fuel; the DOE has so far found no 
place to put it; there is no legislation or funding for 
a recently proposed plan that would include interim 
storage; and there are legal and contractual constraints 
on the development of private interim storage facilities.  
A lawsuit against the Coastal Commission for its 
approval of the project ended in a settlement requiring 
the applicant to develop a transportation plan, but 
there is as yet no such plan.  
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My Favorite  Local Business 
by Verna RollingerHortense Miller Garden to Hold  
Annual Open House March 30

It’s spring, and that means it’s time for the annual open 
house at the Hortense Miller Garden, the native-plant 
garden on a hillside in North Laguna that Mrs. Miller 
cultivated all her life and then left to the rest of us to enjoy. 
The garden is open for docent tours by appointment 
throughout the year (see www.hortensemillergarden.org), 
but on this day the Friends of the Hortense Miller Garden 
invite the whole community to drop in. They recommend 
walking shoes and cameras and will welcome donations for 
the upkeep of the garden. Shuttle buses will run up and 
down the hill continuously from 10 till 4 on Saturday, 
March 30, from the parking lot of the First Church of 
Christ Scientist, 635 High Drive.


