
COUNTY OF SAN MATEO 

PLANNING AND BUILDING DEPARTMENT 
 

DATE:  September 9, 2009 

 

 

TO: Planning Commission 

 

FROM: Planning Staff 

 

SUBJECT: Consideration of a Draft Environmental Impact Report (DEIR), pursuant to the 

California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), for the proposed Ascension 

Heights Subdivision located in the unincorporated San Mateo Highlands area of 

San Mateo County.  The project includes the subdivision of the 13.25-acre subject 

site into 25 legal parcels for development of 25 single-family dwellings with a 

main private access road, and an Emergency Vehicle Access road to provide 

additional fire access.  The project site is accessed from Bel Aire Road north of 

Ascension Drive. 

 

 County File Number: PLN 2002-00517 

  (O’Rourke/San Mateo Real Estate and Construction) 

 

 

PROPOSAL 

 

The proposed project is to subdivide six legal parcels, which make up the project site situated on 

a hillside, into 25 parcels for the purpose of developing single-family residences, as allowed by 

the existing R-1/S-8 zoning district.  The proposed new parcels would range in size from 10,120 

sq. ft. to 17,590 sq. ft. and would be orientated along both sides of a new private main access 

road in a loop configuration. 

 

The project will also include a “tot-lot,” an 8,365 sq. ft. playground facility located near the 

subject site’s main entrance.  A 19,602 sq. ft. area at the southwest corner of the subject site, 

adjacent to Bel Aire Road and Ascension Drive, is proposed as a protected area through the 

implementation of a conservation easement in order to contain and address the existing erosion 

located in that area.  The remaining 4.12 acres will be allocated for additional conservation 

regions utilized as common areas, which will surround the southern and western portions of the 

subject site.  Two trails are also proposed as part of the project, one on the north portion of the 

subject site, and the second near the southwest corner. 

 

Due to the design of the subdivision and topography, an Emergency Vehicle Access (EVA) road 

is required in order to provide secondary emergency fire access within the subdivision.  This 

EVA, to be used only by emergency vehicles, would connect the interior private street loop with 

Ascension Drive.  The 20-foot wide roadway requires a maximum 20% slope and multi-level 

retaining walls in order to negotiate the hillside down to the egress point on Ascension Drive. 

 

The specific applications which will require Planning Commission recommendations include: 
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1. Subdivision of the six parcels that make up the subject site to create 25 new residential 

parcels in accordance with the proposed tentative subdivision map contained in Attachment 

B. 

 

2. Issuance of a grading permit for the EVA road, new private street, and site preparation in 

anticipation of the issuance of building permits for development of the 25 residential lots. 

 

3. Removal of four significant eucalyptus trees required for the installation of the EVA road. 

 

In addition to the consideration of the above applications, an environmental review of the project 

is required in accordance with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).  Based on the 

nature of the project, it was determined that the proposed project would necessitate an Environ-

mental Impact Report to analyze the potential impacts of the project.  A Draft Environmental 

Impact Report (DEIR) has been circulated for public review.  The required public comment 

period commenced June 22, 2009 and ends on September 9, 2009.  The Planning Commission 

received copies of the DEIR on June 25, 2009.  Following the close of the public review period, 

Christopher A. Joseph and Associates, in consultation with Planning staff, will review and 

prepare responses to comments received during the public commenting period, as well as those 

presented at the September 9 Planning Commission meeting.  Comments and responses will be 

included in a Final EIR document; to be presented to the Planning Commission at the time the 

project is considered.  Staff anticipates a tentative hearing of December 9, 2009. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

 

Receive staff and applicant presentations and open the public meeting and accept comments and 

testimony on the Draft EIR. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

Report Prepared By:  James A. Castañeda, Project Planner, Telephone 650/363-1853 

 

Applicant:  San Mateo Real Estate and Construction 

 

Owner:  John O’Rourke 

 

Location:  Six contiguous parcels of property (APN 041-111-130, 041-111-160, 041-111-270, 

041-111-280, 041-111-320, and 041-111-360), consisting of a total of approximately 13.25 acres 

(gross), located in the unincorporated area of San Mateo County known as the San Mateo 

Highlands.  The subject site is bordered to the west by Bel Aire Road, Ascension Drive to the 

south, and existing single-family development to the north and west. 

 

Parcel Sizes: 041-111-130: 16,117 sq. ft. 

 041-111-160: 10,890 sq. ft. 

 041-111-270: 70,567 sq. ft. 

 041-111-280: 61,855 sq. ft. 

 041-111-320: 194,278 sq. ft. 

 041-111-360: 229,997 sq. ft. 

 

Existing Zoning:  R-1/S-8 (Single-Family Residential/7,500 sq. ft. minimum lot size) 
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General Plan Designation:  Medium Low Density Residential (2.4 – 6.0 dwelling units/acre). 

 

Setting:  The subject site is located at the northeast corner of the intersection of Bel Aire Road 

and Ascension Drive.  It is situated on a hillside with average slopes of 40%.  The subject site is 

surrounded by single-family dwellings, including the Baywood Park neighborhood to the north-

east, the Enchanted Hills neighborhood to the southeast and southwest, and the Starlite Heights 

neighborhood to the northwest.  The College of San Mateo campus is located less than 1/4 mile 

northeast of the subject site via Parrott Drive.  At the center of the subject site is an existing 

potable water tank owned and operated by the California Water Service Company located on a 

separate 22,500 sq. ft. parcel.  The water tank is also used for mounting cellular communication 

facilities by various operators.  This separate parcel is not part of the proposed project.  The site 

was graded over 40 years ago, which consisted of excavating the sides of the hill for the con-

struction of Ascension Drive and Bel Aire Road.  Eight-foot wide benches at 30-foot intervals 

were created along Ascension Drive as a result.  Surface runoff from these benches has eroded 

the slope over the years.  The site is predominately characterized by grassland, small brush and 

trees such as oak, pine and eucalyptus.  A small grove of eucalyptus trees is located on the 

southeast side of the site and pine trees have been planted around the water tank facility. 

 

Existing Land Use:  The property is undeveloped. 

 

Water Supply:  Domestic water service would be provided to the project site by California Water 

Service Company (Cal Water).  The existing on-site water lines to the existing water tank would 

be relocated to accommodate the new proposed development.  Upon approval of the project, the 

applicant would be responsible for the installation of the required infrastructure providing water 

service to each parcel, as well as securing permits with Cal Water to perform installation. 

 

Sewage Disposal:  Sanitary sewer service would be provided to the subject site by the Crystal 

Springs County Sanitation District (CSCSD), with sewage flowing through lines owned by the 

Town of Hillsborough and City of San Mateo before being treated at the Wastewater Treatment 

Plant owned and operated by the City of San Mateo.  The proposed on-site sewer system would 

consist of the development of underground sanitary sewer pipelines, gravity lines, risers, clean-

outs and manholes.  All sewer lines leaving the site would be gravity fed, while the on-site lines 

would consist of a pressure system.  Both of the proposed off-site sewer line extensions would 

connect into the existing CSCSD system.  The sewer ejector pumps would be pre-manufactured, 

all-inclusive pumps with battery backup, high water alarm, and would have industry-standard 

holding capacities. 

 

Flood Zone:  Zone C (Area of Minimal Flooding); Community Panel No. 060311-0140B, 

Effective Date:  July 5, 1984. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The Draft EIR (DEIR) prepared by Christopher A. Joseph and Associates, the environmental 

consultant retained by San Mateo County, discusses a number of topics and potential impacts 

generated by the proposed project.  Potential environmental impacts fall into the following 

categories:  scenic and visual impacts to the surrounding area, slope stability, health impacts 

during grading and hauling of soil off-site, construction-related noise levels, hydrology and water 

quality, soil erosion, construction-related air quality emissions, greenhouse gas emissions, and 

potential project-related traffic impacts.  As part of the DEIR, mitigation measures have been 
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recommended to address the potential environmental impacts in order to reduce them to a less 

than significant level.  These impacts and potential issues were identified during the EIR public 

scoping session held December 2003.  Various agencies have reviewed the project to determine 

the project’s feasibility.  Recommendations and conditions were provided by these agencies to 

contribute to the proposed mitigation measures included in the document. 

 

The project was revised from the original proposal to provide a secondary access for emergency 

services.  After review by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (Cal-Fire), 

which provides fire protection to the subject site and surrounding area, it was indicated that the 

maximum length of a dead-end road with a single ingress/egress shall not exceed 1,000 cumula-

tive feet.  To address this fire safety impact, Cal-Fire requires a secondary fire access road into 

the subdivision.  As a result, the project was delayed in order to investigate and propose a 

feasible means of providing this secondary emergency access. 

 

The applicant has proposed an Emergency Vehicle Access (EVA) road within the southeastern 

downslope portion of the subject site, which would connect the proposed main private access 

road to an egress point on Ascension Drive.  The EVA road would include a 20-foot wide street 

surface, a vehicle turnout, multi-level (5 to 10 feet high) keystone block retaining walls, and a 

maximum grade of 20%.  The EVA road would not be allowed for general public access, and is 

for the exclusive use of emergency services only.  The proposed EVA road has resulted in 

nominal changes to the original project’s proposed orientation, which still results in 25 proposed 

parcels in a ring/loop configuration. 

 

Due to the scope and complexity of the grading and utilities, all work proposed on the Vesting 

Tentative Map (Attachment A) will be completed in one phase.  The grading phase would 

require approximately 34 to 44 days for completion, with the appropriate utility infrastructure 

added after this phase.  The construction of the new private street would require an additional six 

months past the grading phase.  All utility connections to individual parcels would be completed 

as part of the one phase tract improvements.  The building schedule and phasing of the individual 

houses has not yet been determined; however, it is assumed for this analysis that buildout of all 

the individual dwelling units on the proposed 25 parcels could be anticipated within 

approximately 4.5 to 5 years of project approval. 

 

To date, staff has received several written comments regarding the project.  The comments 

include several of the same issues that were initially raised at the public scoping session in 

December 2003.  These comments are included as Attachment E of this report.  In summary, 

many of the comments provided focus on construction impacts.  The exposure to the dust, 

erosion, noise, pollution and traffic during the construction period is a significant concern to the 

surrounding area.  Other issues raised were related to anticipated buildout time, further traffic 

impact analysis, geological impacts, and impacts to overall quality of life.  Responses to the 

comments received will be prepared as part of the Final EIR. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The purpose of this public hearing is to provide interested parties an opportunity to present 

comments to the Planning Commission regarding the Draft EIR for the proposed Ascension 

Heights Subdivision.  No decision regarding the Draft EIR or the Ascension Heights project will 

be made at the September 9, 2009 meeting.  Following the close of the public review period on 

September 9, 2009, Christopher A. Joseph and Associates, in consultation with Planning staff, 
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will review and prepare responses to comments received at the September 9 meeting as well as 

written comments received by Planning staff during the public commenting period.  Comments 

and response to comments will be included in a Final EIR document.  It is anticipated that the 

Final EIR will be available in November 2009.  The Ascension Heights Subdivision project and 

Final EIR is tentatively scheduled for review and recommendation by the Planning Commission 

December 9, 2009. 

 

REVIEWING AGENCIES 

 

Bay Area Air Quality Management District 

Baywood Plaza Community Association 

California Department of Conservation 

California Department of Fish and Game 

California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection 

California Regional Water Quality Control Board 

California Water Service Company 

City of San Mateo 

Committee for Green Foothills 

Crystal Springs County Sanitation District 

Highlands Recreation District 

Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCo) 

Los Trancos Woods Community Association 

Pacific Gas and Electric Company 

Polhemus Heights Community Association 

SamTrans 

San Mateo County Building Inspection Section 

San Mateo County Department of Parks 

San Mateo County Department of Public Works 

San Mateo County Environmental Health Division 

San Mateo County Sheriff’s Office 

San Mateo-Foster City School District 

San Mateo Highlands Community Association 

San Mateo Union High School District 

Town of Hillsborough 

 

ATTACHMENTS 

 

A. Vicinity Map for Ascension Heights Subdivision 

B. Proposed Vesting Tentative Map 

C. Aerial Photograph of the Subject Site  

D. Emergency Access Road Elevations 

E. Public Responses 

 

JAC:fc – JACT0776_WFU.DOC 
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Source: Lea & Braze Engineering, January 17, 2007.
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Figure III-12
Vesting Tentative Map
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Figure III-3
Aerial Photograph
of the Project Site

Legend

Project Site

Source: CaSIL, San Mateo County and Christopher A. Joseph & Associates; July 2008.
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Source: Lea & Braze Engineering, Inc. January, 2006

Figure III-16
Emergency Access Road Elevations
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From: "Peter C. Lawrence" <pdlaw@pacbell.net>
To: "James Castaneda" <JCastaneda@co.sanmateo.ca.us>
Date: 7/4/2009 10:20
Subject: Re: Ascension Heights Subdivision Draft EIR

James,

Thanks for the link and information.  I've been studying the report  
with interest.  There are several matters of concern to me and others  
living on Ascension Drive that I would like to address, but I do not  
know if either I overlooked them in the document or if there is a  
special protocol/form for raising issues.

One primary concern is water.  I see how plans for water diversion and  
drainage on the site are described, but I do not see any concerns for  
ongoing problems that may be exacerbated by construction.  Underground  
water from the hill affects most houses on Ascension from time to time  
due to storms.  Will the developer or HOA be responsible for changes  
that increase risk of health or safety to existing homes in the 1500  
block of Ascension that face the project?

Another concern is the emergency road and the "concrete block walls"  
along Ascension Drive.  Appearance comes to mind.  Is there a  
possibility that the strategy used on Highway 92 West of Half Moon Bay  
Gap could be used here attempting to make the concrete look more  
"natural"?

Is a sidewalk planned for Bel Aire Road and Ascension Drive?  I cannot  
determine this from the maps of the site, but perhaps I'm not reading  
things correctly.

Under "alternatives" I note a 15 unit development.  Is there a map/ 
design for this alternative?  Would such an option eliminate the need  
for the emergency road described for this project?

I would appreciate knowing how to appropriately address these  
matters.  And thank you for your time and attention; I appreciate that  
more is being expected from county employees with fewer resources in  
economically stressful times.

Peter Lawrence

On Jun 30, 2009, at 11:13 AM, James Castaneda wrote:

> Peter,
> The link for the document is midway through the page as your scroll
> down listed as Ascension Heights Subdivision Draft Environmental  
> Impact
> Report (EIR) Documents.  The direct link is as follows:
>
> 
http://www.co.sanmateo.ca.us/portal/site/planning/menuitem.2ca7e1985b6c8f5565d293e5d17332a0/?vgn
extoid=1c8357d273fe1210VgnVCM1000001937230aRCRD&cpsextcurrchannel=1
>
> For obvious reasons, we did not put that link on the mail out, and due
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> to county's technical limitation on our website, we could not get a
> simpler, direct web address.  Further, we're in the middle of updating
> the departments homepage, where it will be easier to navigate to our  
> EIR
> documents.  Due to this forthcoming update, we had to make sure we  
> put a
> web address that will still lead the public to this new website when  
> it
> goes live in a few weeks.  I apologize for any confusion, but the link
> provided in the notice to the document is on the department's home  
> page.
> Please let me know if you require any further information.
>
> Regards,
> James A. Castañeda
>
> _________________________________
> James A. Castañeda, Planner II
> County of San Mateo
> Planning & Building Department
> 455 County Center, 2nd Floor
> Redwood City, CA  94063
> OFFICE: +1 (650) 363-1853
> FAX: +1 (650) 363-4849
>
>
>
>
> Save Paper.
> Think before you print.
>





James Castaneda - Ascension Heights Subdisvision 

  

 

From:    "m g" <marvingin@yahoo.com>
To:    <jcastaneda@co.sanmateo.ca.us>
Date:    7/24/2009 10:08
Subject:   Ascension Heights Subdisvision

County of San Mateo, Planning and Building Department
Attn:  James A. Castaneda, Project Planner  
455 County Center, 2nd Floor  
Redwood City, CA 94063-1662  
   
Dear Mr. Castaneda,  
   
            I reject the Ascension Heights Subdivision project.  I am concern that the Ascension Heights 
Subdivision project will cause health issues with my 1 year old son.  My wife is also pregnant with our 
second child and I plan to have one more after that.  I don’t need big trucks running through Parrott 
Drive all day long.  I don’t need dust blow toward my house where my son is outside playing and I don’t 
need my wife to breathe all that dirty air.  It’s going to cause asthma and god knows what else.  
   
It is already known that traffic on Parrott Drive is already too busy.  Car’s going too fast, children are 
not able to take walks on the side walk, elderly person’s used Parrott Drive as daily walking path for 
their daily exercises, owner of pet owner’s will not be able to walk their dogs.  With the health hazards 
from the Ascension Heights Subdivision project everyone that lives and pay property tax in this area 
will be affected.  Trucks carrying loads of dirt and the dust being kick up will take away from children 
being able to play outside, elderly people will not be able to take their walks, and pets will also lose 
enjoyment from this project.  
   
The area is already over build and can not tolerated anymore new housing.  I say no to the Ascension 
Heights Subdivision project.  The area should be kept as open space.  I’m going to sue the County of 
San Mateo if anything happen to my son, wife and my unborn baby.  I pay property tax within this 
county and I’m telling you that I don’t need someone building 25 houses and taking tons of dirt off the 
mountain with in eye shot of my house.   
   
Thank you for your time and understanding,  
   
   
   
   
Marvin Gin  
1459 Parrott Drive  
San Mateo, CA 94402  
650.638.1908  
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