
COUNTY OF SAN MATEO 
PLANNING AND BUILDING DEPARTMENT 

 
 

DATE:  April 8, 2015 
 
TO: Planning Commission 
 
FROM: Planning Staff 
 
SUBJECT: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:  Consideration of an appeal of a Tree Removal 

Permit for the Community Development Director’s decision to approve 
removal of 10 trees and to deny removal of 4 trees, pursuant to Section 
12.000 of the San Mateo County Ordinance Code and Policy 8.9 of the 
Local Coastal Program, on the property located at 466 El Granada 
Boulevard in the unincorporated El Granada area of San Mateo County. 

 
 County File Number:  PLN 2014-00419 (Padway and Kuza) 
 
 
PROPOSAL 
 
The appellants appeal the denial of permission to remove four eucalyptus trees included 
in a tree removal permit for 14 trees on their property.  The appellants stated 
justification for tree removal was to reduce fire danger on the property and clear areas 
for a future entrance walkway and patio. 
 
Ten trees were approved by the Community Development Director for removal based 
on findings that the trees were too close to existing structures and were a substantial 
fire hazard.  Four trees were found to not pose a substantial fire hazard since they are a 
distance equal to or greater than 15 feet from the residence.  Additionally, two of the 
four trees not approved for removal were in conflict with tree removal policies found in 
the Local Coastal Program (LCP). 
 
The appellants contend that the remaining four trees pose a danger of fire and prevent 
the desired development of their property. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
Deny the appeal and uphold the decision by the Community Development Director to 
approve the removal of ten trees (eight eucalyptus trees, a pine, and a cypress) and 
denial of four eucalyptus trees, by making the findings and imposing the conditions of 
approval in Attachment A. 
 
Should the Planning Commission uphold the appeal, the required finding for approval of 
the tree removal permit for all 14 trees is provided in Attachment B. 
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SUMMARY 
 
The appellants submitted a tree removal permit for the removal of 14 trees including 
12 eucalyptuses, a pine, and a cypress tree and requested a waiver from the 
replacement policy on a residential property located in the coastal zone.  The 
appellants’ primary reason for requesting removal of the trees is to adhere to Cal Fire’s 
Defensible Space Regulation.  Three trees are sought to be removed to accommodate 
future development on the property. 
 
The decision on the permit by the Community Development Director was to approve the 
removal of ten trees, to deny removal of four eucalyptus trees which were determined 
not to pose a high fire hazard since they were greater than 15 feet from the residence, 
and to replace four trees.  Analysis of the tree removal application included 
consideration of three regulations:  the San Mateo County Significant Tree Ordinance, 
the Local Coastal Program, and Cal Fire’s Defensible Space Regulation. 
 
Ten trees were approved for removal based on findings from the Significant Tree 
Ordinance that 10 trees presented a substantial fire hazard to the residence, and from 
Local Coastal Program (LCP) Policy 8.9.g that allows removal of trees that are too 
closely located to existing structures.  The denial of one tree was based on the 
availability for alternative locations for a patio on the property where tree removal was 
not required, and conflict with LCP Policy 8.9.f which prohibits the removal of living trees 
in the coastal Zone with a trunk circumference of more than 55 inches measured at 
4.5 feet above the average surface of the ground, except in cases of danger to life or 
property.  In addition, denial for all four eucalyptus trees was based in part on the fact 
that they were 15 feet or more from the residence and did not pose the same high fire 
hazard as the other trees which were closer to the residence and approved for removal. 
 
Staff recommends that the appeal be denied, and the decision of the Community 
Development Director be upheld, since the decision was reached by considering all of 
the policies and regulations impacting the application. 
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COUNTY OF SAN MATEO 
PLANNING AND BUILDING DEPARTMENT 

 
 

DATE:  April 8, 2015 
 
TO: Planning Commission 
 
FROM: Planning Staff 
 
SUBJECT: Consideration of an appeal of a decision on a Tree Removal Permit by 

the Community Development Director to approve removal of ten trees and 
deny removal of four trees, pursuant to Section 12.00 of San Mateo 
County Ordinance Code and Section 8.9 of the Local Coastal Program, on 
property located at 466 El Granada Boulevard in the unincorporated 
El Granada area of San Mateo County. 

 
 County File Number:  PLN 2014-00419 (Padway and Kuza) 
 
 
PROPOSAL 
 
The appellants’ appeal the portion of their permit application pertaining to four 
eucalyptus trees, measuring 15, 16, 21, and 56 inches.  The four trees are a distance of 
15 feet or more from the single-family residence with branches that are not in close 
proximity to the residence.  Staff determined that these four trees did not pose a 
substantial fire hazard to the residence.  Removal of two of the trees would conflict with 
the visual character of the property which benefits from the preservation of some mature 
trees. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
Deny the appeal and uphold the decision of the Community Development Director to 
approve the removal of 10 trees (8 eucalyptus trees, a pine, and cypress) and deny 
removal of four eucalyptus trees, County File Number PLN 2014-00419, by making the 
findings for approval and imposing the conditions of approval included in Attachment A. 
 
Should the Planning Commission uphold the appeal, the required findings for approval 
of removal of the four eucalyptus trees and recommended conditions of approval are 
provided in Attachment B. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Report Prepared By:  Erica Adams, Project Planner 
 
Appellant:  Robert Padway and Kathy Kuza 



2 

Applicant:  Robert Padway and Kathy Kuza 
 
Owner:  Robert Padway and Kathy Kuza 
 
Location:  466 El Granada Boulevard, El Granada 
 
APN:  047-182-420 
 
Size:  8,346 sq. ft. 
 
Existing Zoning:  R-1/S-17/DR/CD 
 
General Plan Designation:  Medium Density Residential Urban 
 
Sphere-of-Influence:  Half Moon Bay 
 
Existing Land Use:  Single-Family Residential 
 
Water Supply:  Coastside County Water District 
 
Sewage Disposal:  Granada Sanitary District 
 
Flood Zone:  Zone “X” (Area of Minimal Flooding); Panel printed 06081C0140E 
 
Environmental Evaluation:  This project is exempt from the California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA), pursuant to CEQA Guidelines, Section 15304 (Minor Alterations to 
Land).  This class exempts minor public and private alterations in the condition of land, 
water and/or vegetation such as removal of a tree. 
 
Setting:  The subject parcel is located in the coastal residential community of 
El Granada.  The parcel is developed with a single-family residence with an attached 
garage.  The parcel is on a hillside and has a mild slope downward from east to west.  
There is a view of the ocean from the west side of the parcel. 
 
Chronology: 
 
Date  Action 
 
October 27, 2014 - Application submitted 
 
November 5, 2014 - Staff makes site visit 
 
December 1, 2014 - Staff requests additional information to address the request to 

remove the 14 trees 
 
December 11, 2014 - Decision letter sent to the applicant 
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DISCUSSION 
 
A. KEY ISSUES OF THE APPEAL 
 
 On October 27, 2014 the applicants submitted a tree removal permit application 

requesting approval to remove 14 trees on their 8,346 sq. ft. parcel located at 
466 El Granada Boulevard in El Granada, a coastal community.  The applicants’ 
justification for removal is principally Cal Fire’s Defensible Space Policy, as well 
as the trees dropping debris and branches.  The applicants state that the 
eucalyptuses are too close to the house and a fire hazard, the pine tree in the 
front yard drops sap on vehicles of their guests, and the Cypress tree is the 
footprint of a future, front new entry. 

 
 Cal Fire’s 100-foot Defensible Space Policy requires property owners with a Local 

Area of Responsibility (LRA) or State Area of Responsibility (SRA) designation to 
follow the ordinance’s guidelines for clearing vegetation near structures on a 
property.  The first level of vegetation clearance calls for property owners to clear 
an area 30 feet immediately surrounding a structure, in addition to reduction of 
other flammable vegetation.  The level of clearance for the remaining 70 feet 
involves spacing of plants far enough apart both horizontally and vertically to 
prevent the accumulation of fuel for fires. 

 
 Tree removal permits are subject to the San Mateo County Tree Ordinance and 

are processed with the overarching goal to prevent certain trees from being 
needlessly removed from property in San Mateo County.  Since most residential 
districts in the county have parcels which are 50 feet in width, strict adherence to 
the Defensible Space Policy would result in clear cutting most of the hillside and 
coastal communities.  Most of the requests for tree removal based on the 
Defensible Space Policy have not been for removal of all of the trees on a 
property.  Typically, only the trees which pose the greatest potential threat of fire, 
due to their proximity or species, are sought to be removed. 

 
 This application was processed with consideration of balancing the Defensible 

Space Policy with the tree removal policies found in both the Significant Tree 
Ordinance and the Local Coastal Program (LCP).  Staff consulted with a 
representative of Cal Fire, Deputy Fire Marshall, Marc Colbert, to discuss the 
application request to remove 14 trees with respect to the Defensible Space 
Policy.  While acknowledging that eucalyptus trees are particularly flammable, 
when reviewing the photographs of the site, Marshall Colbert commented that the 
tree limbs of the trees near the residence were relatively high and not in close 
proximity to the roof.  He also noted that the fire hazard had been reduced since 
the ground was cleared of debris. 

 
The following table summarizes the justification for removal submitted by the applicants 
and the Community Development Director’s basis of the decision on the permit: 
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Plan 
Number Species DBH Health Location 

Reason for 
Removal 

Approved 
for 

Removal 

Findings 
Associated 

with Removal 

1 Eucalyptus 34 Good Front Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 

Yes Substantial fire 
hazard / 
branches and 
debris 

2 Eucalyptus 40 Good Front Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 

No Substantial fire 
hazard / 
branches and 
debris 

3 Pine 15 Good Front Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 
on vehicles 

Yes In pathway of a 
future entrance 
to house and 
damage to 
private property 

4 Sargent 
Cypress 

14 Good Front Tree is in footprint of 
proposed pathway to 
house and proximity 
to residence, 
concerns regarding 
fire hazard, and 
debris on vehicles 

Yes In pathway of a 
future entrance 
to house 

5 Eucalyptus 25 Good Front Tree is in footprint of 
proposed pathway to 
house and proximity 
to residence, 
concerns regarding 
fire hazard, and 
debris on vehicles 

Yes In pathway of 
future entrance 
to house 

6 Eucalyptus 36 Good Front Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 
on vehicles 

Yes Substantial fire 
hazard / 
branches and 
debris 

7 Eucalyptus 21 Good Back Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire hazard 
and in location 
where a patio is 
proposed 

No Not a high fire 
hazard  

8 Eucalyptus 15 Good Back Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire hazard 
and in location 
where a patio is 
proposed 

Yes Substantial fire 
hazard / 
branches and 
debris 

9 Eucalyptus 52 Good Back Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 

No Far away from 
house enough 
and has no low 
level limbs, so 
fire hazard is 
reduced 

10 Eucalyptus 16 Good Side Proximity to 
residence, concerns 

No Substantial fire 
hazard / 
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Plan 
Number Species DBH Health Location 

Reason for 
Removal 

Approved 
for 

Removal 

Findings 
Associated 

with Removal 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 

branches and 
debris 

11 Eucalyptus 14 Good Side Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 

Yes Substantial fire 
hazard / 
branches and 
debris 

12 Eucalyptus 23 Good Side Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 

Yes Substantial fire 
hazard / 
branches and 
debris 

13 Eucalyptus 22 Good Side Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 

Yes Substantial fire 
hazard / 
branches and 
debris 

14 Eucalyptus 56 Good Side Proximity to 
residence, concerns 
regarding fire 
hazard, and debris 

No - Not 
supported 
by LCP due 
to size 
(exceeds 
55” in 
diameter) 

Substantial fire 
hazard / 
branches and 
debris 

 
The applicants were denied permission to remove trees due to their being 15 feet, or 
greater, from the residence and thereby determined not to create a substantial fire 
hazard.  In addition, Tree #14, a 56-inch eucalyptus tree, does not comply with LCP 
Policy 8.9.f which prohibits the removal of living trees in the Coastal Zone with a trunk 
circumference of more than 55 inches for reasons other than danger to life or property, 
and Tree #10, a mature tree in the front side yard, does not comply with LCP Policy 
8.9.d to protect trees identified for their visual prominence and their important scenic 
qualities. 
 
The applicants’ appeal letter (Attachment F) reiterates their initial statements regarding 
high fire hazard concerns from eucalyptus trees and the existing roof material in support 
of tree removal, and rebuts the justifications for denial.  One of the key points made with 
respect to rebuttal to the County’s decision was the introduction of a separate section of 
the Defensible Space Policy which directs property owners to create a 10-foot minimum 
space between tree branches.  The appeal letter also relays the applicants’ personal 
experience with fire from eucalyptus trees (and contains an erroneous reference to a 
county timber harvesting policy which is not applicable for this application). 
 
The appeal letter amends the initial concern of fire hazard created by Tree #7, a 
21” diameter, 90-foot tall eucalyptus, which is 16 feet from the residence, by stating 
that the Defensible Space Policy incudes a requirement of a 10-foot minimum spacing 
distance between trees.  A pine tree is approximately 7 feet away from Tree #7, and 
the applicants state that there would not be 10 feet of clearance between these trees.  
The same concern about separation is also mentioned with respect to Tree #9, a 
52” diameter eucalyptus, and the pine tree. 
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The denial of the request to remove Tree #7 was based on the tree’s distance from the 
residence.  The owners state that the trees maintain less than 10-foot separation at 
ground level.  The pine tree in question is approximately 10 feet tall; however, the 
branches of the two trees are a distance which far exceeds a separation of 10 feet.  
Therefore, the branches do not create a high risk of fire hazard. 
 
The original application stated that Tree #7 needed to be removed to accommodate a 
future patio.  Staff visited the site and noted that the tree’s removal would allow for a 
much better view of the ocean, and that there are other locations which would 
accommodate a patio area where tree removal is not necessary.  Supplemental 
statements from the applicants stated that the patio was not drawn to full size 
(approximately 10’ x 12’), and that this was the only location in the yard which would 
accommodate a patio, and other locations would require a raised deck or other structure 
due to the slope of the lot in the front. 
 
In addition to the justifications mentioned above, in the case of Tree #14, the applicants 
erroneously stated that there is a finding for denial that removal would require a 
development permit or permit under the Timber Harvesting Ordinance.  There is no 
reference to additional permits in the denial for Tree #14. 
 
In the initial application, the applicants requested a waiver of the tree replanting 
requirement.  The Community Development Director required four 5-gallon replacement 
trees to be located on-site.  Should the Planning Commission grant approval to remove 
all 14 trees, staff recommends that six replacement trees be required. 
 
CONFORMANCE WITH THE LOCAL COASTAL PROGRAM 
 
Section 8.9 of the LCP states that the County shall prohibit the removal of living trees 
in the Coastal Zone with a trunk circumference of more than 55 inches measured 
4 1/2 feet above the average surface of the ground, except as may be permitted for 
development under the regulations of the LCP, or for reason of danger to life or 
property.  The section also states that the County shall allow the removal of trees which 
are a threat to public health, safety, and welfare. 
 
The ten trees were approved for removal due to a determination that they are a 
substantial fire hazard.  The decision to deny the request to remove the remaining four 
trees is based on the fact that the trees are 15 feet or greater from the residence, and 
therefore they do not create a substantial fire hazard. 
 
CONFORMANCE WITH THE SIGNIFICANT TREE ORDINANCE 
 
Section 12,023 (Criteria for Permit Approval) states that the Planning Director or any 
other person or body charged with determining whether to grant, conditionally grant or 
deny a Tree Cutting or Trimming Permit may approve a permit for several reasons, one 
of which is that the tree is a substantial fire hazard. 
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As discussed previously, staff found and concurred with the owners’ statement that the 
10 trees were too close to the house and present a substantial fire hazard.  Therefore, 
all trees located within a 15-foot radius of the residence were approved for removal. 
 
B. ALTERNATIVES 
 
 The Planning Commission may find that removal of any one, or all of the trees, is 

necessary when that tree is a substantial fire hazard, and simultaneously, thereby 
also make the findings for removal found in LCP Policy 8.9 of threat to life or 
property, effectively permitting removal of that tree and directing a number of 
replacement trees as provided by ordinance. 

 
ATTACHMENTS 
 
A. Findings and Conditions of Approval 
B. Finding for Denial 
C. General Location/Vicinity Map 
D. Decision Letter dated December 11, 2014 
E. Initial Application Request for Removal of Trees 
F. Subsequent Correspondence regarding Tree Removal 
G. Appeal Application and Supporting Documents 
H. Site Photos 
 
EDA:jlh – EDAZ0206_WJU.DOCX 
  



8 

Attachment A 
 

County of San Mateo 
Planning and Building Department 

 
RECOMMENDED FINDING AND CONDITIONS OF DENIAL OF THE APPEAL 

 
 
Permit or Project File Number:  PLN 2014-00419 Hearing Date:  April 8, 2015 
 
Prepared By: Erica Adams For Adoption By:  Planning Commission 
 Project Planner 
 
 
RECOMMENDED FINDING 
 
Regarding the Environmental Review; Find 
 
1. That the project is exempt from the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) 

pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15304 (Minor Alterations to Land).  This 
class exempts minor public or private alterations in the condition of land, water 
and/or vegetation, such as the removal of a tree. 

 
RECOMMENDED CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 
 
Current Planning Section 
 
1. The Trees #1 through #6, #8, and #11 through #13 indicated on the application 

form dated November 27, 2014, may be removed after the end of the appeal 
period, assuming no appeal is timely filed.  Trees #7, #9, #10, and #14 are not 
approved for removal. 

 
2. This Tree Removal Permit approval letter shall be on the site and available at all 

times during the tree removal operation and shall be available to any person for 
inspection.  The issued permit shall be posted in a conspicuous place at eye level 
at a point nearest the street. 

 
3. The applicant shall plant on-site a total of four trees using at least 5-gallon size 

stock.  Replacement planting shall occur within one year of the Tree Removal 
Permit approval date (Section 12,024 of the San Mateo County Ordinance Code). 

 
4. The applicant shall submit photo verification to the Planning Department of the 

planted replacement trees required in Condition of Approval No. 3.  Photos shall 
either be submitted in person to the Planning Department, or via email to 
plngbldg@smcgov.org with reference to the Planning Application PLN Number, as 
identified in the subject line of this letter. 
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5. If work authorized by an approved permit is not commenced within the period of 
one year from the date of approval, the permit shall be considered void. 

 
6. During the tree removal phase, the applicant shall, pursuant to Chapter 4.100 of 

the San Mateo County Ordinance Code, minimize the transport and discharge of 
stormwater runoff from the construction site by: 

 
 a. Stabilizing all denuded areas and maintaining erosion control measures 

continuously between October 1 and April 30. 
 
 b. Removing spoils promptly and avoiding stockpiling of fill materials when rain 

is forecast.  If rain threatens, stockpiled soils and other materials shall be 
covered with a tarp or other waterproof material. 

 
 c. Storing, handling, and disposing of construction materials and wastes so as 

to avoid their entry to the storm drain system or water body. 
 
 d. Using filtration or other measures to remove sediment from dewatering 

effluent. 
 
 e. Avoiding cleaning, fueling or maintaining vehicles on-site, except in an area 

designated to contain and treat runoff. 
 
 f. Limiting and timing application of pesticides and fertilizers to avoid polluting 

runoff. 
 
7. Prior to the removal of any trees located within the public right-of-way, the 

applicant shall obtain an encroachment permit from the Department of Public 
Works.  Additionally, prior to planting any trees within the public right-of-way, the 
applicant shall obtain a landscaping/encroachment permit from the Department of 
Public Works. 

 
8. The applicant shall clear all debris from the public right-of-way. 
 
9. To ensure compliance with the above conditions, a “Parcel Tag” will be placed on 

this parcel which shall restrict future development until these conditions are met, 
particularly with regard to the planting and photo verification of the replacement 
trees.  Upon fulfillment of these conditions, as determined by the Community 
Development Director, the subsequent parcel tag shall be lifted. 

 
EDA:jlh – EDAZ0206_WJU.DOCX 
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Attachment B 
 

County of San Mateo 
Planning and Building Department 

 
RECOMMENDED FINDING AND CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL OF THE APPEAL 

 
 
Permit or Project File Number:  PLN 2014-00419 Hearing Date:  April 8, 2015 
 
Prepared By: Erica Adams For Adoption By:  Planning Commission 
 Project Planner 
 
 
RECOMMENDED FINDING FOR APPROVAL 
 
Regarding the Tree Removal Permit, Find: 
 
1. That the trees indicated in this application are consistent with the finding from 

Section 12,023.(a) of the Significant Tree Ordinance, that there is a substantial 
fire hazard, and simultaneously, consistent with findings for removal found in 
LCP Policy 8.9 of threat to life or property. 

 
RECOMMENDED CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 
 
1. Trees #____ through #______ (to be determined by the Planning Commission) 

indicated on the application form dated November 27, 2014, may be removed 
after the end of the appeal period, assuming no appeal is filed as stipulated in 
this letter.  Trees #_____ through #______ (to be determined by the Planning 
Commission) are not approved for removal. 

 
2 The applicant shall plant on-site a total of six trees using at least 5-gallon size 

stock for the trees removed.  Replacement planting shall occur within one year of 
the Tree Removal Permit approval date (Section 12.024 of the San Mateo 
County Ordinance Code). 

 
EDA:jlh – EDAZ0206_WJU.DOCX 
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466 El Granada Blvd. 

Trees 1 through 5 Trees 6, 10, 11,  and 12 
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466 El Granada Blvd. 

Trees 1 through 6 Trees 5 and 6 
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466 El Granada Blvd. 

Tree 6 Rear yard 
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466 El Granada Blvd. 

Trees 7 and 8 Tree 9 
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466 El Granada Blvd. 

Trees number 12, 13 and 14 Trees 10 through 13 
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