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I. Orinda Watch - Mission 
 
Orinda Watch is a nonpartisan group of more than one thousand Orindans committed to what 
makes Orinda unique and treasured by its residents.  We seek to provide accurate, 
comprehensive information to fellow residents on issues of concern to our City through letters to 
the Council, whitepapers, email newsletters, public meetings, and our website.  
 
We are committed to open and transparent decision making by our City government, and we 
encourage civil and honest discussion and debate in our community.  We believe it is essential 
that City staff and the Council communicate honestly and fully with the residents about issues of 
concern to the City, and about the actions the staff and Council are contemplating taking.   
 
II. Background—State Housing Mandates 
 
State housing mandates threaten Orindans ability to make decisions for our community, as a 
community.  These mandates also threaten the loss of what makes our City unique itself—the 
City’s semi-rural character and the high quality of life shared by the residents of the community 
of all ages, from young children to seniors.  State housing mandates will, over time, also impose 
significant unfunded liabilities that may adversely affect our city services and schools. 
 
The state’s housing laws include the City’s Regional Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA) 
allocations that the City is assigned in 8-year cycles.  In each cycle, the City must zone for the 
number of housing units allocated to it by the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) 
for very low, low, moderate, and above moderate income households.  These allocations are 
greatly in excess of the number of new housing units required by Orinda’s population growth in 
recent years and are heavily skewed towards very low and low income housing units that require 
substantial taxpayer subsidies (hundreds of thousands of dollars per unit) to be built and must 
mostly be large multistory, multifamily housing projects near downtown, or downtown itself. 
 
While the state’s housing laws have been in place for several decades, major amendments to 
those laws in the past decade have made those laws increasingly intrusive, burdensome—and we 
would argue, punitive.  But as troubling as these statutes are, Orinda Watch believes they are 
often being interpreted and implemented by state and regional agencies in a fashion that 
increases their severity and the costs they impose on suburban cities like Orinda. 
 
III. Orinda’s Housing Element update 
 
Orinda, as a matter of state law, must update the Housing Element portion of its General Plan by 
January 31, 2014.  It also must seek “certification” by the state’s Department of Housing and 
Community Development (HCD) that the City’s Housing Element complies with all state 
housing laws.  
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HCD certification cannot be withheld if the City complies with all state housing laws.  However, 
the HCD certification process has been used, at times, by HCD reviewers and City housing 
consultants, and, regrettably, even by City staffers, to impose housing policies on cities that the 
public does not support, or simply to insert policy commitments into the City’s governing 
documents without residents having any awareness as to what’s been done. 
 
IV. Key Issues for City of Orinda 
 
Staff conduct 
Orinda Watch recognizes that the Council has at times acted responsibly in pushing back against 
excessive demands by regional agencies interpreting the housing laws.  However, Orinda Watch 
is deeply troubled that City staff, in particular, appears to be pursuing an agenda with respect to 
redevelopment of the City’s downtown that has not been voted on by the Council nor does it 
reflect the interests of most of the community.  The majority of Orindans want the City to simply 
comply with state mandates and housing laws while retaining the semi-rural character of the City 
and its high quality of life, and let our City grow naturally and organically by our own decisions. 
 
Orinda Watch is also concerned that City staff and at times Council members have not been fully 
forthcoming with the residents.  Staff and Council members have made statements at meetings or 
in writing about certain actions by staff or the Council, that have not always been fully accurate 
about what the staff or Council was doing, or was planning to do.  We are also gravely concerned 
over City staff and Council members marginalizing citizen concerns, by first mischaracterizing 
those concerns, then describing citizens who raise them as misinformed.  
 
Draft Housing Element submitted to HCD without authorization on June 4, 2013 
The City Planning Director committed to the Council at its November 7, 2012 meeting that he 
would bring a revised Housing Element to the Council within 60 days.  At that same meeting, the 
Council instructed the Planning Director that there be full public input throughout the process. 
 
Notwithstanding these express instructions, the Planning Director and the City’s housing 
consultant proceeded to negotiate the terms of the revised Housing Element with HCD over the 
following seven months, with no input whatsoever from the Council, and no input—in fact no 
knowledge—on the part of the public.  Then, on June 4, 2013, the Planning Director submitted 
the revised Housing Element to HCD as an authorized, official submission to the state pursuant 
to Government Code Section 65585(b).  The revised Housing Element submitted to the state by 
the Planning Director was neither reviewed nor approved by the Council, nor did the Council 
authorize him to submit the draft to the state. 
 
The June 4, 2013 draft Housing Element submitted to the state contains numerous commitments 
to policies that are unnecessary to comply with state law, and have not been approved by the 
Council and are not supported by Orinda’s residents.  The draft Housing Element also contains 
numerous concessions and admissions on behalf of the City as to its obligations under state 
law—concessions and admissions that are not correct as a matter of law.  


