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TO:  PARKS AND RECREATION COMMISSION 
 
FROM: DAREN ANDERSON        DEPARTMENT: COMMUNITY SERVICES 
 
DATE: DECEMBER 14, 2021 
 
SUBJECT: FOOTHILLS NATURE PRESERVE POLICY UPDATES 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
The Foothills Nature Preserve Ad Hoc Committee (Ad Hoc) and staff support a Parks and 
Recreation Commission (PRC) recommendation that City Council adopt the following policies 
related to Foothills Nature Preserve: 

1. Continue the current practice of allowing 500 visitors at any one time and adjust the visitor 
limit range to allow 400 to 600 people at any one time at staff discretion 

2. Prioritize capital budget funds towards the infrastructure improvements to mitigate 
increased visitation outlined by the Infrastructure Stakeholder group (noted below) and 
PRC review of the infrastructure plan details   

3. Maintain the existing daily use fees, standard annual passes, free entry days, free library 
entry passes, and free entry for pedestrians and bicycles 

4. Adapt free entry policy for select groups to simplify entrance station operations, facilitate 
entry fee enforcement on weekdays, and expand the list of permanent disabilities to be 
more inclusive:  

a. Change the existing active military and veteran free entry policy to a free annual 
pass for active military and veteran policy 

b. Change the existing student driver free entry policy to a 50% discount on an annual 
pass for students aged 16 to 24 and require that the student be present for entry 

c. Expand on the existing free entry policy for vehicles with a Disabled Person 
Placard/License Plate to include a free annual pass for people with permanent 
disabilities as defined by California State Parks (developmental, hearing, speech, 
visual, mental, or physical disabilities) 

5. Do not pursue implementation of a reservation system at this time 
6. Update the dog policy under Towle Camp rules to state: when the preserve is closed, dogs 

must be confined to campsites, and must be in a tent unless supervised and accompanied 
at night 

7. Request that the Palo Alto Fire Department recommend actions necessary to mitigate 
wildfire safety concerns related to eucalyptus trees, campfires, and BBQs 
 

BACKGROUND 
On November 2, 2020, City Council passed the following motion regarding Foothills Nature 
Preserve (Minutes): 
 

A. Open Foothills Park to the general public by removing limits on non-residents, while 
maintaining the maximum capacity of 1,000 persons and providing residents first access to 
reservations for all facilities. 

B. Amend or delete outdated and duplicative code language. 

https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=64291.01&BlobID=78904
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/agendas-minutes/city-council-agendas-minutes/2020/november-02-2020-city-council-meeting-action-minutes.pdf
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C. For the first 90 days, temporarily limit the capacity to 750 people at any one time. 
D. Return to Council and the Parks and Recreation Commission with proposals for fee, 

capacity, and park management/environmental integrity studies; and 
E. Direct staff to use the renaming process to consider renaming Foothills Park to Foothills 

Nature Preserve. 
 

Foothills Nature Preserve opened to the general public on December 17, 2020. On January 26, 
2021 (Minutes), Parks and Recreation Commission (PRC) discussed several items related to 
Foothills Nature Preserve that were referred to them by City Council (fees, discounts, rules, and 
enforcement policies). Included in this discussion was a concern that the pending ordinance and 
emergency ordinance scheduled for February 1, 2021 City Council Consent Calendar (attached to 
Agenda Item Number 3) did not include an option for an annual pass, which could limit frequent 
park users from visiting the park if they must pay a daily entrance fee each time they visit. The 
PRC also discussed the limitation on number of visitors allowed in the park at one time, which the 
emergency ordinance limited to 400 people, not to exceed a maximum of 500 people. 
 
On February 1, 2021 (Minutes), City Council approved the ordinance and emergency ordinance 
for a $6 vehicle entry fee and visitor limit of 400 people at one time, not to exceed 500 people for 
Foothills Nature Preserve.  
 
On February 11, 2021, the PRC held a special meeting to discuss an annual pass option and the 
visitor capacity limit for Foothills Nature Preserve (Minutes). On February 22 (Staff Report and 
Minutes), City Council adopted an ordinance to change the name of Foothills Park to Foothills 
Nature Preserve, established an annual pass including several discounts and fee waivers for entry 
to Foothills Nature Preserve, adjusted the visitor limit to Foothills Nature Preserve, and identified 
groups (e.g. visitors with reservations in Towle Campground) who do not count toward the visitor 
limit. Staff began collecting vehicle entrance fees for weekends and holidays beginning Saturday, 
February 27, 2021. 
 
On February 23, 2021 (Minutes), the PRC reviewed and discussed a range of Foothills Nature 
Preserve Daily/Annual Entrance Fee and Visitor Limit policy considerations. This included some 
policy guidelines that had been recently adopted by City Council but had not previously been 
commented on by the PRC.  The PRC agreed to support some guidelines, while referring additional 
details back to the Ad Hoc Committee for additional assessment and follow-up recommendation. 
 
On March 23, 2021 (Staff Report and Minutes), the PRC discussed several Foothills Nature 
Preserve policies and voted unanimously (6-0, 1 absent) to recommend that Council adopt an 
ordinance to amend the Municipal Fee Schedule to include several new vehicle entry fees and 
discounts for Foothills Nature Preserve, including new fees for medium and large vehicles/buses, 
free entry on six specified days per year, free passes to be distributed at libraries; and free entry 
for student field trips and all fourth-grade students; and direct staff to permanently remove the nine 
hillside BBQs at Foothills Nature Preserve to help improve fire safety.  
 
On May 10, 2021, City Council (Staff Report) approved the Parks and Recreation Commission’s 
March 23 recommendation. 
 

https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/agendas-minutes/parks-and-recreation-commission/agendas-minutes/2021-agendas-and-minutes/january-26-2021-parks-and-recreation-commission-approved-minutes.pdf
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/reports/city-manager-reports-cmrs/current-year/2021/id-11956.pdf
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/agendas-minutes/city-council-agendas-minutes/2021/02-01-21-ccm-action-minutes.pdf
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/80588
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/reports/city-manager-reports-cmrs/current-year/2021/id-11990.pdf
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/agendas-minutes/city-council-agendas-minutes/2021/02-22-21-ccm-action-minutes.pdf
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/80589
https://cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/agendas-minutes/parks-and-recreation-commission/agendas-minutes/2021-agendas-and-minutes/parks-and-recreation-commission-staff-report-foothills-park-policies-3-23-21-final-1.pdf
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/agendas-minutes/parks-and-recreation-commission/agendas-minutes/2021-agendas-and-minutes/march-23-2021-parks-and-recreation-commission-minutes.pdf
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/reports/city-manager-reports-cmrs/2021/id-12205.pdf
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DISCUSSION  
The Foothills Nature Preserve Ad Hoc met numerous times over the past eight months to review 
the following Foothills Nature Preserve policies: 
 

• Visitor Limit 
• Infrastructure Improvements 
• Entrance Fees and Passes 
• Reservation System 
• Bicycle Access at Gate D 
• Dogs in Foothills Nature Preserve 
• Wildfire Safety   
• Film and Video Policy 

 
Visitor Limit 
On December 17, 2020, when the preserve first opened to the general public, the temporary visitor 
limit was 750 people at any one time. The high number of visitors and the 750-person limit resulted 
in traffic and parking challenges in the preserve. Park Rangers had approximately 200 contacts for 
parking violations in Foothills Nature Preserve and Pearson Arastradero Preserve in the first four 
months of 2021 (175 parking violation warnings and 27 parking citations). Historically, Rangers 
issued fewer than 9 parking citations per year.  
 
On February 22, 2021 (Staff Report and Minutes), City Council adopted an ordinance to authorize 
the  City Manager (or designee) to establish the a capacity limit of Foothills Nature Preserve in the 
range of 300 people to 650 people in order to protect health safety and welfare of preserve users, 
and to protect the natural resources in the preserve; and/or due to limits in parking, facilities, or 
staff availability. Staff have used 500 people (200 vehicles) at any one time as the visitor limit 
since February 2021. The preserve has not reached capacity since April 5, 2021. Park Rangers 
have observed that there hasn’t been traffic or parking issues in the preserve while the 500-person 
limit has been in place. 
 
Foothills Nature Preserve entrance was closed to entry due to being at the visitor capacity limit 
(500 visitors/200 vehicles at any one time) on 16 days in 2021, with multiple closures occurring 
on some weekend days. The preserve has not reached capacity since Easter weekend on April 5, 
2021. 
 
In January 2021, prior to implementing an entrance fee, there were approximately 42,000 visitors. 
This is 321% higher than the historical average of visitors in January. In March and April, after 
the vehicle entrance fee was implemented (staff began collecting vehicle entrance fees on 
weekends starting on February 27), there were approximately 27,000 visitors per month. The 
visitation in March and April was a 125% higher than the historical average. 
 
 

 

https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/reports/city-manager-reports-cmrs/current-year/2021/id-11990.pdf
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/agendas-minutes/city-council-agendas-minutes/2021/02-22-21-ccm-action-minutes.pdf
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• 2021 (January through September): 264,057 visitors / 138,365 vehicles 
• 2020 (January through September): 162,342 visitors / 86,757 vehicles  
• 2021’s visitation is an increase of 107.5% from the 3-year average (2017-2019), which was 

approximately 127,287 visitors in 65,516 vehicles 
• In 2021 and historically, approximately 59% of visitation occurs on weekends and holidays 

 
Ad Hoc Recommendation 
The Ad Hoc recommends continuing the current practice of allowing 500 visitors at any one time 
and adjusting the visitor limit range of 400 to 600 people at any one time. 
 
When the visitor limit was reduced to 500 people at one time and a weekend entrance fee was 
implemented, preserve visitation and capacity have been noticeable more manageable. Previously 
observed issues with visitors going off-trail, increased traffic, and parking issues were greatly 
diminished. The Ad Hoc noted that continuing to allow staff flexibility to make minor adjustments 
in the visitor limit would be helpful in addressing unforeseen circumstances that may impact 
preserve visitation.   
 
The Ad Hoc supports narrowing the visitor range because having fewer than 400 visitors at any 
one time is unnecessary to prevent traffic and parking problems. A visitor limit of fewer than 400 
visitors also leads to frequent preserve closures due to reaching capacity. Having more than 600 
visitors at one time seems to contribute to problems with traffic and parking, especially in the more 
popular areas of the preserve. 
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Infrastructure Improvements 
In January 2020, the City Manager assembled a stakeholder group (consisting of representatives 
from Grassroots Ecology, Friends of Foothills Park, the Environmental Volunteers, Stanford 
University Haas Center for Public Service, Jasper Ridge Biological Preserve, Los Alto Hills, and 
the Chair and Vice Chair of the PRC) to identify and recommend improvements at Foothills Nature 
Preserve. The stakeholder group developed a list of infrastructure improvements aimed at 
protecting the habitat and improving visitor safety and experience. Examples of some of the 
proposed improvements include split rail fence to encourage visitors to stay on trail, a pedestrian 
pathway throughout the preserve to allow visitors to avoid walking on the roadway, better defined 
parking spaces, additional crosswalks and speed bumps to improve pedestrian safety, and 
additional signage to guide visitors.  
 
When the preserve first opened to the general public, the visitation increased significantly. There 
were issues with people hiking off trail and parking in inappropriate places. Staff responded right 
away by adding signs, caution tape, and cones to guide visitors to stay on trail and to park 
appropriately. 

There currently isn’t funding or staff available to document and complete a conceptual plan set 
with cost estimates. Staff will submit a capital budget request to fund the development of 
improvement plan in Fiscal Year 2023 and for the construction of the improvements in Fiscal Year 
2024. 

Ad Hoc Recommendation 
The Ad Hoc recommends moving forward with infrastructure improvements as soon as funding is 
available and allocating capital budget towards the infrastructure improvements outlined by the 
stakeholder group and PRC review of plan details. While reduced visitation has lessened the 
immediate urgency, these improvements remain important for visitor safety and habitat protection.   
 
Entrance Fees and Passes 
The Ad Hoc reviewed the current Foothills Nature Preserve entrance fees and various options for 
free or discounted entry. 

• Daily Use Fee:  
o Vehicle Capacity 9 passengers or less --$6 
o Vehicle Capacity 10-24 passengers -- $30  
o Vehicle Capacity 25 or more passengers with a group permit--$60 
o Pedestrians and Bicycles - Free 

• "Standard" Annual Passes 
o Resident and City Employees $50 
o Non-Resident $65 
o Seniors 25% discount (resident or non-resident) 

• "Special" Annual Passes 
o Low-income Visitors (resident or non-resident) 
o Vehicles with Disabled Person Placard/License Plate-- Free 
o Fourth Grade Students-- Free 

• Free Entry Days 
o First Friday in October (10/1/21) 
o First Saturday in December (12/4/21) 
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o Third Monday in January (1/17/2022) 
o First Tuesday in March (3/1/2022) 
o Last Wednesday in April (4/27/2022) 
o Third Thursday in June (6/16/2022) 

• Free Entry for Student Drivers 
• Free Entry for Active Military and Veterans 
• Free Library Entry Passes 

There have been 11,436 paid entry fees since staff began collecting the entry fee on weekends and 
holidays starting on February 2021. There have been 1,552 uses of the annual pass during 
weekends for a total of 12,988 paid entries into the park on weekends and holidays. There have 
been 1,036 instances park entries where the fee is waived, accounting for 7.4% of all weekend and 
holiday entries. By far the largest category of waived entry is for student drivers with 678 recorded 
entries, which accounts for 65% of free entries and 4.8% of total visitation entries for weekends 
and holidays. Staff anticipate implementing weekday fee collection via an automated machine 
starting March 2022.  

 
Foothills Annual Pass Sales February 2021 - October 25, 2021 
     

 
Q3 & Q4 
FY 2021 

FY 2022 
YTD Total Percentage 

Regular Annual Pass 444 98 542 76% 
Low Income 7 0 7 1% 
Veterans and Active-Duty Military 8 3 11 2% 
Senior 121 35 156 22% 
4th Grade 0 1 1 0% 
TOTAL 580 137 717 100% 

 
Ad Hoc Recommendation 
The Ad Hoc supports the current policy and recommends no change for the following: 

• Daily Use Fees 
• Standard Annual Passes 
• Free Entry Days 
• Free Library Entry Passes  

 
The Ad Hoc recommends three changes to the entry fees and passes: 

• Change the existing active military and veteran free entry policy to a free annual pass for 
active military and veteran policy 

• Change the existing student driver free entry policy to a 50% discount on an annual pass 
for students aged 16 to 24 and require that the student be present for entry 

• Expand on the existing free entry vehicles with a Disabled Person Placard/License Plate to 
include a free annual pass for people with permanent disabilities as defined by California 
State Parks (developmental, hearing, speech, visual, mental, or physical disabilities) 



 7 

These changes are aimed at simplifying entrance station operations, reducing entrance queues, 
ensuring that entrance fees can be fairly enforced once weekday entry fee collection begins 
(targeting March 2022), and making the disabled free entry policy more inclusive of people with 
different types of disabilities. 

Active Military and Veteran Free Entry 
The Ad Hoc recommends that the active military and veteran free entry would be changed to a free 
annual pass option. The reason is that it will not be enforceable on weekdays when staff are not 
present at the entrance station. 
 
Student Driver Free Entry 
The Ad Hoc wants to support and encourage youth and students to visit Foothills Nature Preserve. 
Unfortunately, there have been some challenges with the existing free entry for student drivers. It 
has resulted in confusion for many park visitors, in particular the fact that the student needs to be 
driving the vehicle. It has led to a number of arguments with park visitors at the entrance station, 
which sometimes contributes to vehicles backed up waiting to get into the preserve. 
 
The Ad Hoc recommends that the student driver free entry be changed to a 50% discount on an 
annual pass for students aged 16 to 24 and requiring that the student be present for entry. An 
additional challenge with the free entry for student drivers is that it will not be enforceable during 
weekdays when the entrance station isn’t staffed. Staff will not be able to identify student driven 
vehicles on weekdays. The Ad Hoc does want to support and encourage youth to visit the preserve. 
 
Vehicles with a Disabled Person Placard/License Plate Free Entry 
The Ad Hoc recommends adding an additional free annual pass option for people with permanent 
disabilities as defined by California State Parks (https://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=30236), 
which has a 50% discount on their passes for people with permanent developmental, hearing, 
speech, visual, mental, or physical disabilities. The Ad Hoc noted that the City’s existing free entry 
for vehicles with disabled person placard/license plate would be more inclusive if it included 
people with different types of disabilities. The Ad Hoc recommends modeling the program after 
the California State Park example, which requires an applicant to submit an application signed by 
a doctor in order to get the free annual pass. These applications will not be processed at the 
preserve, but rather online or in person at the Lucy Stern Community Center. 
 
Reservation System 
While visitation at the preserve is approximately 107% higher than the historical average, the 
preserve hasn’t reached capacity since April 2021. A reservation system would be complex to 
implement, and likely unnecessarily limit the total number of people who are able to visit the 
preserve. If visitation increases in the future to the point that the preserve frequently reaches 
capacity, a reservation system can be considered.  
 
The Ad Hoc Recommendation 
The Ad Hoc does not recommend pursuing a reservation system at this time. 
 

https://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=30236
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Bicycle Access at Gate D 
In August 2021, the Pedestrian and Bicycle Advisory Committee (PABAC) voted to request that 
Transportation Department staff work with Parks and Recreation to allow bicycle riders to enter 
Foothills Nature Preserve from the Pearson Arastradero Preserve through Gate D.   

In 2005, City Council designated countywide trails within the Enid Pearson Arastradero Preserve 
and a pedestrian trail through Foothills Nature Preserve to connect the Pearson Arastradero 
Preserve with the adjoining Los Trancos Open Space Preserve in exchange for a funding pledge 
of $1,000,000 from the Santa Clara County Park Charter Fund, and a pledge of $1,000,000 from 
the California Coastal Conservancy. 
 
The Palo Alto Municipal Code 22.04.150 was amended to allow access to the general public for 
use of Bay-to-Foothills trails and allow the general public (pedestrians only, and not persons on 
horses or bicycles) to access the preserve at two additional designated points-of-entry for the sake 
of using the Bay-to-Foothills trails within Foothills Nature Preserve. The entry points were through 
an existing gate (Gate D) into the Pearson Arastradero Preserve and through an existing pathway 
(Gate Z) into the Los Trancos Open Space Preserve. 
 
On September 21, 2021, the PRC Foothills Nature Preserve Ad Hoc met with PABAC 
representatives on to discuss bicycle access through Gate D. PABAC representatives explained 
that there was no point in opening the trail to more than pedestrians in 2005 because people 
entering through Gate D were supposed to stay on the Bay to Ridge Trail. They believe that there 
is no reason why that gate should stay closed to bikes, since it is legal to bike on either side of the 
gate (Foothills paved one-way road on one side and the Pearson Arastradero trail on the other side. 
While they acknowledge that there could be a safety concern about bikes coming down hill on the 
one-way road, they believe that adequate signage would ensure that bikes coming through the gate 
would travel in the appropriate direction on the road. They also pointed out that if Gate D were 
open, it would increase trail connections and increase recreational bike riding opportunities. They 
noted that the people who have biked through Pearson Arastradero Preserve to get to Gate D will 
have no problem biking up the steep one-way road. PABAC representatives mentioned that if Gate 
D were open to bike access, it would likely be publicized by bicycle clubs and the access point 
would be used by the bike clubs for group rides. 
 
The Ad Hoc noted safety concerns about bicyclists potentially going down the hill against the 
traffic on the one-way road and going onto the Foothills Nature Preserve trails, which is prohibited. 
Bikes on trails and bikes coming down the one-way road are existing problems that are difficult to 
address. The Ad Hoc also pointed out that Open Space doesn’t have enough staff to monitor or 
enforce these issues. Since the Foothills Nature Preserve opened to the general public in December 
2020, visitation to the preserve has increased significantly. Some Ad Hoc members noted that the 
increase in vehicle traffic in the preserve heightens the concern about potential car/bike 
interactions on the one-way road. The Ad Hoc questioned whether there may be an environmental 
impact from increased bicycle traffic in the preserve. One member of the Ad Hoc (Reckdahl) stated 
that the people who are going to bike illegally on trails would do it regardless of changing the 
access through Gate D, and that the rule only punishes the rule followers. Commissioner Reckdahl 
also suggested the idea of a pilot program of opening Gate D to bike access for a limited time 
frame to see if it causes any issues, although there are concerns about the challenge of ending a 
pilot and stopping bike access once the practice has been in place.  
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Ad Hoc Recommendation 
The Ad Hoc doesn’t have a unanimous recommendation on whether to open Gate D to bicycle 
access. The Ad Hoc noted the following benefits of opening Gate D to bicycle access: 

• Increase connections between open space preserves 
• Increase recreational opportunities 
• Provides an additional safe route for bicycle access (avoiding Page Mill Rd.) 

 
 However, the Ad Hoc is concerned about the following potential impacts: 

• Bikes going the wrong way down a narrow one-way road 
• An increase in illegal use of bikes on trails 
• Impacts to already limited staff resources to monitor and enforce issues 
• Challenge in reversing course if a pilot opening of the gate is attempted and is unsuccessful 

 
Dogs in Foothills Nature Preserve 
The Ad Hoc reviewed the City’s dog policies in Foothills Nature Preserve and found that the 
existing municipal codes for leash requirements (dogs must be leashed and under physical control 
at all times while in the preserve) and exclusion of dogs from the preserve on weekends and 
holidays are appropriate.  
 
The Ad Hoc noted that the current rules for Towle Camp don’t require that dogs stay confined to 
the campsites at night.  The Ad Hoc and staff researched other agencies policies for dogs in 
campgrounds and found the following: 

• California State Parks allow dogs in their campgrounds (https://www.parks.ca.gov/dogs) 
with the following conditions: Dogs must not be left unattended, and overnight campers 
must keep their dog in a tent or vehicle. 

• Santa Clara County Parks allows dogs in their campground 
(https://www.sccgov.org/sites/parks/Activities/Camping-Yurts/Pages/Camping-Family-
Camping-Sites.aspx) and require that the dogs be confined to tents or vehicles at night. 

• San Mateo County Parks doesn’t allow dogs in their campground 
(https://parks.smcgov.org/huddart-park-regulations). 

The Rangers noted that it isn’t common to have dogs in Towle Camp because the majority of 
campground reservations are on weekends, and dogs are not allowed on weekends. 

Ad Hoc Recommendation 
The Ad Hoc recommends that the rules for dogs staying in Towle Camp should be updated to state: 
When the preserve is closed, dogs must be confined to campsites, and must be in a tent unless 
supervised and accompanied at night.  

Wildfire Safety   
At the City Council study session on foothills fire mitigation strategies on August 30, 2021, staff 
discussed a July 28, 2021 fire safety field survey of Foothills Nature Preserve and Pearson 
Arastradero Preserve, which highlighted the following observations: 

• The general feedback was that the status of this year’s wildfire prevention work, and what 
is still visible from previous year’s work, appears highly effective.  

• There are several eucalyptus trees that should be pruned or removed 

https://www.parks.ca.gov/dogs
https://www.sccgov.org/sites/parks/Activities/Camping-Yurts/Pages/Camping-Family-Camping-Sites.aspx
https://www.sccgov.org/sites/parks/Activities/Camping-Yurts/Pages/Camping-Family-Camping-Sites.aspx
https://parks.smcgov.org/huddart-park-regulations
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/agendas-minutes-reports/agendas-minutes/city-council-agendas-minutes/2021/08-august/20210830/20210830pccsm-amended-for-print-linked.pdf
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• Support the closure of the campfire circles at Towle Camp for the remainder of the camping 
season 

• Noted that the campground fire circles and the BBQs at Foothills Nature Preserve are well-
maintained and low-fire risk 

 
There were several comments from City Council regarding these issues and a request to return to 
Council with options for Council’s consideration. A date has not been set for when this topic will 
be brought to City Council. 
 
Eucalyptus Trees 
Open Space staff surveyed the eucalyptus trees (noting the number of trees and approximate size) 
in Foothills Nature Preserve and Pearson Arastradero Preserve. There are approximately 65 
eucalyptus trees in the preserves, and 41 eucalyptus trees that appear to be on Stanford property 
adjacent to Pearson Arastradero Preserve. 
 
Removal of the eucalyptus trees, the required biological surveys, and the required native tree 
replanting mitigation for the 65 trees inside the City preserves would cost approximately $350,000. 
If City Council directs staff to remove the eucalyptus trees, staff would get price quotes from 
vendors for the removal of the eucalyptus trees and the required mitigation tree replanting, and 
work to identify a funding source. Selectively removing the trees over a multi-year period could 
reduce the level of impact on the wildlife habitat they provide. 
 
Campfires and BBQs 
The two campfire circles at Towle Camp are typically open with a permit during camping season 
(May 1 through October 31) and prohibited on Red Flag Warning days. No campfire permits were 
granted this year due to the severity of the last year’s fire season. During camping season, there 
are regular requests for campfire permits, at least one per day. The campfire circles could be 
removed to further reduce fire risk in Foothills Nature Preserve. If City Council directs staff to 
remove the campfire circles, the removal could be accomplished with existing staff resources. 
 
The BBQs in Foothills Nature Preserve are typically open all year, except on Red Flag Warning 
days.  While there are signs at each BBQ informing people not to move the ashes, there have been 
issues with people putting hot coals from BBQs into dumpsters and causing dumpster fires. There 
have been observations of park visitors walking away from BBQs and leaving them unattended. 
Staff maintain a minimum of 10’ vegetation clearance around BBQs and campfire circles. 

Staff completed a survey of BBQ and campfire policies from a few neighboring park agencies 
for reference:  

San Mateo County Parks  
• Only allow charcoal for the BBQs, and during high fire risk days they may close select 

BBQs. If a person has a paid picnic area reservation, BBQing is allowed even on the high 
fire risk days.  

• Do not allow any wood burning fires in the park. Do allow charcoal BBQs in their 
campground.  
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California State Parks  
• Allow wood fires and BBQs  
• On Red Flag days, no wood fires and no BBQs are allowed (propane camp stoves are 

allowed)  
• Have had issues this year with abandoned campfires 
• State Parks typically have staff or campground hosts staying overnight in the campground 

to monitor issues 
 
Santa Clara County Parks  

• Allow wood fires and BBQs (charcoal only). They require a 10’ clearance around BBQs  
• On Red Flag days wood fires are prohibited, but charcoal BBQs are allowed. Camp 

stoves or gas grills are permitted on red flag days.  
 
Loch Lomond Recreation Area  

• BBQs have been banned for rest of the year  
 
Staff developed a few options to further reduce the fire risk of the BBQs for City Council’s 
consideration: 

• Close the BBQs during fire season (April 1 to November 1) 
o Dates may be adjusted as needed per direction from the Fire Department 
o The BBQs could be chained down to prevent their use during fire season and 

education signs added to explain the closure 
• Remove all the BBQs (8) in Towle Camp and the 8 BBQs in Orchard Glen Picnic Area 

that boarder the vegetation and creek 
o These BBQs are located in more remote areas and are closer to vegetation than the 

other BBQs 
• Remove all BBQs in Foothills Nature Preserve (8 in Towle Camp, 28 in Orchard Glen 

Picnic Area, and 2 in Oak Grove Picnic Area) 
 
Ad Hoc Recommendation 
The Ad Hoc is concerned about fire safety issues highlighted in the August 30 City Council Study 
Session related to eucalyptus trees, campfires, and BBQs in Foothills Nature Preserve. An 
additional concern is the limited resources available to monitor campfires and BBQs. The Ad Hoc 
recommends that the Palo Alto Fire Department provide guidance on actions to mitigate wildfire 
safety concerns related to eucalyptus trees, campfires, and BBQs. 
 
Film and Video Policy 
The Ad Hoc reviewed the existing film and video policies for the preserve and recommends a 
broader consideration of policy changes which would apply to all Open Space and Parks.  This 
discussion has been placed on a separate agenda item. 
 
TIMELINE  

• February 2022-- Parks and Recreation Commission’s recommendation to City Council. 


