DATE:

FOR THE PLANNING COMMISSION MEETING OF APRIL 27, 2016

TO:

THE PLANNING COMMISSION

FROM:

NEAL MARTIN, PLANNING CONSULTANT

SUBJECT:

HERITAGE TREE REMOVAL PERMIT TO ALLOW THE REMOVAL OF
ONE (1) TREE AT 555 MIDDLEFIELD ROAD (PUBLIC RIGHT-OF-WAY)

RECOMMENDATION:
For the reasons as outlined in this staff report, Planning Staff recommends that the Planning
Commission conduct the public hearing, and approve the Heritage Tree Removal Permit for the
removal of one heritage American Elm tree at 555 Middlefield Road in Atherton based on the
following finding.
There is a probability of personal injury and/or significant property damage as a function of
proximity to existing structures and objects of value and interference with utility services.
Basis for finding: PG&E’s Arborist’s Report states that the tree does not have sufficient
clearance from the adjacent gas transmission line and constitutes a matter of public safety
BACKGROUND:
The subject tree is an American Elm located at the northwest corner of Middlefield Road and
Ringwood Avenue in front of Menlo-Atherton High School, 555 Middlefield Road in Atherton
(Assessor’s Parcel Number 061-300-010). The tree is approximately 45 feet high, measures 33
inches DBH and is classified as a Heritage Tree according to Section 8.10 of the Atherton Municipal
Code. An Arborist’s report from Davey Resource Group, PG&E’s vegetation contractor, indicates
that the subject tree is located from 0 to 2 feet from a gas transmission pipeline (pipeline DFM-020101). Further, clearance standards are stated in the report as “… minimum clearance of five feet on
either side of the pipeline in order to access the pipe in the event of an emergency or natural disaster,
however removing vegetation 10 feet on either side of the pipeline is the industry best practice.”
PG&E is requesting approval to remove the tree “… as a matter of public safety along gas
transmission pipeline DFM-0201-01.”
PG&E applied for a for a heritage tree removal permit with the building department. On February
18, 2016 the Town Arborist indicated that she could not approve the application because the tree is
neither dead nor dangerous and referred the application to the Planning Commission. On February
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23, 2016 PG&E applied to the Planning Commission for a Heritage Tree Removal Permit for removal
of the tree.
Assistant City Attorney Jennifer Larson has been consulted on this application. She has provided the
following observations.
"PG&E has agreed to comply with the Town's tree removal process. As you know, this process
requires the filing of an application prior to removal of trees. As part of this process, the Planning
Commission has the opportunity to consider the tree(s) at issue and to suggest alternatives or
mitigations. This process is important to the community and is intended to result in preservation of
the Town's treasured trees.
“As a technical matter, it should be noted that PG&E is voluntarily complying with the Town's tree
removal process. The Planning Commission's decision is not legally binding on PG&E as it would
be with a typical applicant. We view this as an opportunity for the Town to collaborate with PG&E,
and it is our understanding that by agreeing to follow the Town's process, whether legally enforceable
or not, PG&E is evidencing a desire to respect the Town's commitment to their trees."
ANALYSIS:
The applicant is requesting to remove one, 33-inch American Elm heritage tree located between the
street and sidewalk at the northwest corner of Middlefield Road and Ringwood Avenue. The
applicant’s Arborist Report indicates that the subject tree is located from 0 to 2 feet from a gas
transmission pipeline (pipeline DFM-0201-01). The tree is apparently too close to the existing gas
transmission pipeline and according to Davey Resource Group, PG&E’s vegetation contractor, this
is a matter of public safety along the gas transmission pipeline.
Atherton Municipal Code Section 8.10.040 provides the following criteria for making a determination
whether to approve a Heritage Tree Removal Permit:
1. The probability of failure which is a function of tree and site conditions such as, but not limited to,
structural defects, presence of disease, species history, age or remaining life span, and varying
weather conditions. The probability of personal injury or significant property damage as a function
of proximity to existing structures and objects of value and interference with utility services [emphasis
added];
2. The number, species, size and location of existing trees in the area and the effect of the requested
removal upon shade, noise buffers, protection from wind damage, air pollution, historic value, scenic
beauty, health, safety and general welfare of the area and town as a whole;
3. Good forestry practices such as, but not limited to, the number of healthy trees a given parcel of
land will support.
As stated in criteria number 1, a basis for granting approval of a Heritage Tree Removal Permit is the
probability of personal injury or significant property damage as a function of … interference with
utility services. PG&E has stated that it is a matter of public safety that this tree be removed.
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Although the Town Arborist could not approve the requested permit because the tree is neither dead
nor dangerous, in Staff’s opinion the Planning Commission could find that there is a probability of
personal injury or significant property damage as a function of interference with utility services.
The Town Arborist has reached an agreement with PG&E who will purchase and plant two 15 gallon
Redwood trees (Sequoia sempervirens) as replacement trees at a location satisfactory to Menlo
Atherton High School.
ALTERNATIVE:
The Commission could deny removal of the one American Elm tree.
FISCAL IMPACT:
The applicants pay for all costs covering the processing of this application.
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT:
This project has been determined to be exempt from the California Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA) as the City Council has determined that the removal of two or fewer heritage trees is
exempt from further environmental review.
RECOMMENDED FORMAL MOTION:
I move that the Planning Commission find that the existing American Elm tree located at the
northwest corner of Middlefield Road and Ringwood Avenue in front of Menlo-Atherton High
School, 555 Middlefield Road in Atherton (Assessor’s Parcel Number 061-300-010) in Atherton
constitutes a matter of public safety and that there is a probability of personal injury and/or significant
property damage as a function of proximity to existing structures and objects of value and interference
with utility services. For the reasons outlined in the Staff Report, the Commission approves the tree
removal with the conditions stated in the Draft Heritage Tree Removal Certificate.
/s/ Neal Martin_____________
Neal Martin, Planning Consultant
Attachments:
1. Davey Resource Group, Elm tree (RW_V_6658_15) Arborist Report, Atherton, CA, 01/28/2016
2. Draft Tree Removal Certificate
3. Memo from Sally Bentz, Town Arborist, dated March 4, 2016

Date: 01/28/2016
Subject: Elm tree (RW_V_6658_15) Arborist Report, Atherton, CA.
Prepared by: John R. Daubenspeck (ISA Certified Arborist, Davey Resource Group)
contracted to the Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E)
Prepared for: Town of Atherton on behalf of Christopher Pachan (PG&E Land Consultant
and ISA Certified Arborist)
Per: Site Walk
- The following recommendations are based upon on-site review and site specifications
provided by the Project Manager and approximating work plan. If plan changes as it relates to
access requested, site should be re-assessed by an arborist to maintain the integrity of these
recommendations.
- See associated photos for further location information
- Recommendations are as follows:
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Description
-PG&E vegetation contractor to remove one protected American Elm (Ulmus americana)
located between the street in sidewalk at the northwest corner of the intersection of Middlefield
Road and Ringwood Avenue in Atherton (P6 Project RW_V_6654_15 tree ID 001258) for
compliance with PG&E Utility Standard TD-4490S as a matter of public safety along gas
transmission pipeline DFM-0201-01. This tree is an unacceptable risk due to the proximity to
the transmission gas line.
-To protect the pipeline from damage and ensure public safety, PG&E gas safety specialists
need a minimum clearance of five feet on either side of the pipeline in order to access the pipe
in the event of an emergency or natural disaster, however removing vegetation 10 feet on either
side of the pipeline is the industry best practice. For the area between five and ten feet, we are
evaluating factors such as the tree species, it’s greatest maximum size, its distance from the
pipeline as well as information about the pipeline itself and the surrounding environment. PG&E
safety specialists have determined that root barriers and tree trimming are not adequate
measures to ensure pipeline access and safety for trees in the area above the pipeline.
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Scope of Work
-Removal of (All Trees are in healthy condition unless noted otherwise):
Tree Species
Elm, American

Vegpt_ID
ID001258

Location
555
Middlefield
Road

DBH
33”

Height
45’

Distance to Pipe
0-2’

Elm tree
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Prescription
Remove

Elm Tree
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Town of Atherton
Planning Department
91 Ashfield Road
Atherton, California 94027
Phone: (650) 752-0544
Fax: (650) 614-1224
________________________________________________________________________________________________________

TOWN OF ATHERTON
PLANNING COMMISSION
Draft HERITAGE TREE REMOVAL PERMIT
THIS IS TO CERTIFY THAT the Atherton Planning Commission at a regular meeting
thereof, held on Wednesday, March 23, 2016 did grant a Heritage Tree Removal Permit to Pacific
Gas & Electric Company, c/o Chris Pachan, pursuant to Atherton Municipal Code Section 8.10 to
allow the removal of one, 24 inch Chinese Elm tree located at 130 Britton Avenue in Atherton
(Assessor’s Parcel Number 070-213-020). The Permit was approved subject to the following
conditions:

1. Heritage tree removal shall be limited to one 33” American Elm tree, as shown on the report
prepared by Davey Resource Group dated January 28, 2016, and as reviewed by the
Planning Commission at its April 27, 2016 meeting. Any substantive changes to the plans
shall be reviewed by the Planning Commission.
2. Prior to final inspection by the Building Department, the applicant shall implement the
replanting of two 15 gallon Redwood trees (Sequoia sempervirens) , and as reviewed by the
Planning Commission at its April 27, 2016 meeting, to the satisfaction of the Town Arborist.
Any revisions to the proposed replanting plan shall be coordinated directly with the Town
Arborist for other California native species.
3. This Permit is valid from one year from the effective date.

Lisa Costa Sanders
Town Planner
Effective Date: ________________________
Atherton, CA

Memo
To:

The Atherton Planning Commission

From:

Sally D Bentz, Town Arborist

CC:

Lisa Costa Sanders, Town Planner

Date:

3/4/16

Re:

Heritage Tree Removal, 555 Middlefield Road

_________________________________________
_________________________________________
______________________________

PG&E has applied to remove one American Elm tree at 555 Middlefield at the northwest corner of
Middlefield and Ringwood Ave. PG&E would like to remove it for compliance with PG&E Utility
Standard TD-4490S as a matter of public safety along the gas transmission pipeline. They feel it poses
an unacceptable risk due to the proximity to the transmission gas line.
After reviewing the tree and not finding it either dead or dangerous I referred PG&E to the Planning
Commission for a Heritage Tree Removal.
I have reviewed the American Elm at 555 Middlefield Road and offer the following observations for your
review:
The American Elm (Ulmus americana) is the last American elm located on the two blocks in front of
Menlo Atherton High School. The heritage tree has a diameter of 33” and is approximately 45’ tall. The
tree has good structure and there are no sign of insects or disease at the time of inspection. The tree
has moderate vigor with some dieback at the tips. The tree was pruned by the town in 2015. There are
some stump sprouts on the trunk. The American elm's root system is shallow. If the tree is removed
then a replacement tree will not be allowed back in the same location. The town has not considered
removing this tree previously to this request because we don’t feel the tree is a risk.
The arborist report by Davey Resource Group did not show any evidence of the tree being dangerous.
There is also not enough evidence of why this tree would need to be removed for the gas line and
where the gas line is located.
After review of the American Elm I cannot recommend this tree for removal.
The information included in this memo is believed to be true and based on sound arboricultural
principles and practices.

Sincerely,

Sally Bentz
Town Arborist
Certified Arborist WE#9238AM

