
COUNTY OF SAN MATEO 
PLANNING AND BUILDING DEPARTMENT 

 
DATE:  June 25, 2014 

 
TO: Planning Commission 
 
FROM: Planning Staff 
 
SUBJECT: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:  Consideration of an appeal of a decision by the 

Community Development Director to deny a Tree Removal Permit, to 
remove a redwood tree, located at 2454 Park Road, in the unincorporated 
Redwood City area of San Mateo County. 

 
 County File Number:  PLN 2013-00490 (Lo) 
 
 
PROPOSAL 
 
The applicant is appealing the denial of a permit to remove one redwood tree.  The 
original tree removal permit application request was to remove one declining plum tree, 
with root decay and bacterial canker, located in the front yard, and the subject redwood 
tree, forecasted to cause house foundation and concrete damage, located in the left 
side yard.  The plum tree was approved for removal.  The subject redwood tree shows 
no existing evidence of property damage and removal was denied. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
Deny the appeal and uphold the decision of the Community Development Director to 
deny the tree removal permit by adopting the finding for denial included in Attachment 
A. 
 
Should the Planning Commission decide to uphold the appeal, the required findings for 
approval and recommended conditions of approval are provided in Attachment B. 
 
SUMMARY 
 
On January 22, 2014, the Community Development Director denied the subject 
application pertaining to the redwood tree, pursuant to all applicable San Mateo County 
Policies and Regulations.  The Community Development Director found that there is no 
evidence that the tree is causing damage to the adjacent structures, is not diseased, 
and is not in danger of falling.  An appeal was filed on February 5, 2014.  The appellant 
is appealing the denial of the tree removal permit because they are concerned for future 
root damage to their home foundation and are seeking to prevent future impending 
foundation damage before it occurs.  Staff has reviewed the appeal and is unable to 
make the finding to support the removal in compliance with the General Plan and the 
requirements of the County’s Significant Tree Ordinance. 
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COUNTY OF SAN MATEO 
PLANNING AND BUILDING DEPARTMENT 

 
 

DATE:  June 25, 2014 
 
TO: Planning Commission 
 
FROM: Planning Staff 
 
SUBJECT: Consideration of an appeal of a decision by the Community Development 

Director to deny a Tree Removal Permit, to remove a redwood tree, 
located at 2454 Park Road, in the unincorporated Redwood City area of 
San Mateo County. 

 
 County File Number:  PLN 2013-00490 (Lo) 
 
 
PROPOSAL 
 
The applicant is appealing the denial of a permit to remove one redwood tree.  The 
original tree removal permit application request was to remove one declining plum tree, 
with root decay and bacterial canker, located in the front yard, and the subject redwood 
tree, forecasted to cause house foundation and concrete damage, located in the left 
side yard.  The plum tree was approved for removal.  The subject redwood tree shows 
no existing evidence of property damage and removal was denied. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
Deny the appeal and uphold the decision of the Community Development Director to 
deny the tree removal permit for the redwood tree, County File Number PLN 2014-
00490, by making the finding for the denial included in Attachment A. 
 
Should the Planning Commission uphold the appeal, the required findings for approval 
and recommended conditions are provided in Attachment B. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Report Prepared By:  Olivia Boo, Project Planner, Telephone 650/363-1818 
 
Appellant/Applicant:  Ida Lo 
 
Location:  2454 Park Road, Redwood City 
 
APN:  057-162-130 
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Parcel Size:  Approximately 5,000 sq. ft. 
 
Existing Zoning:  RH/DR (Single-Family Residential/12,000 sq. ft. minimum/Design 
Review) 
 
General Plan Designation:  Low Density Residential (0.3-2.3 dwelling units/acre) 
 
Existing Land Use:  Single-Family Dwelling 
 
Flood Zone:  Zone “X” (Area of Minimal Flooding); Panel printed 06081CO285E, dated 
October 2012. 
 
Environmental Evaluation:  Due to the denial to allow removal of the redwood tree, per 
Section 15270(a), CEQA does not apply to this project. 
 
Setting:  The existing parcel is rectangular in shape with adjacent neighbors to the right, 
left and rear.  The property is improved with a three-story single-family residence.  The 
redwood tree is located in the left side yard.  The applicant’s property has a steep slope 
up from Park Road. 
 
Chronology: 
 
Date  Action 
 
November 27, 2013 - Received the tree removal permit application. 
 
December 4, 2013 - Staff’s site inspection. 
 
January 22, 2014 - Tree Removal Permit Letter of Decision was issued to 

approve removal of the plum tree and deny removal of the 
redwood tree. 

 
February 5, 2014 - Appeal filed to overturn denial of the permit to remove the 

redwood tree. 
 
May 28, 2014 - Project continued so that appellant’s arborist could be 

present. 
 
June 25, 2014 - Planning Commission public hearing. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
A. KEY ISSUES OF THE APPEAL 
 
 A copy of the appellant’s appeal is included as Attachment J of this report.  A 

supporting letter from a neighbor is included as Attachment K of this report. 
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 1. The applicant has investigated the options of transplanting the redwood 
tree or possibly adding root barrier methods to prevent root damage to 
the existing residence by containing its roots from growing into the 
house foundation.  After consulting with an arborist, the applicant 
states that neither of these methods can be applied to this tree without 
damaging the tree due to the tree type and its location.  The arborist 
states that a redwood tree needs a lot of room to grow sideways as well 
as upwards, and installing root barriers would likely require cutting into 
existing roots.  Also, adding the root barrier around the root area would 
limit the available space for the redwood tree to grow.  Both of these 
factors would jeopardize the health of the tree in the future.  Finally, the 
redwood tree is strong enough to grow through the root barrier; 
therefore, the barrier would not be effective to protect the house 
foundation, and the tree would damage the house in the future. 

 
  Staff’s Response:  Staff completed a site visit on February 5, 2014 and saw 

no evidence of property damage from the redwood tree.  Based on the 
Significant Tree Regulations, Section 12,023, Criteria for Permit Approval, 
staff is required to make one or more of the following findings to issue an 
approval, as listed below: 

 
  “The tree:  (1) is diseased; (2) could adversely affect the general health and 

safety; (3) could cause substantial damage; (4) is a public nuisance; (5) is in 
danger of failing; (6) acts as a host for a plant which is parasitic to another 
species of tree which is in danger of being infested or exterminated by the 
parasite; or (7) is a substantial fire hazard.” 

 
  Staff spoke with the arborist who confirmed that there is no existing damage 

resulting from the redwood tree, and potential future damage is not expected 
to occur until the next 5-10 years.  Approval of a tree removal permit requires 
staff to make a finding based on existing evidence, and findings for approval 
must be made on the existing situation.  There is no evidence of existing 
damage or a history of branches falling to support the required findings for 
approval. 

 
  Staff recommends that the applicant explore other methods to protect the tree 

roots during installation of a root barrier, such as hand digging to avoid cutting 
the tree roots, and/or having the arborist assess any roots that may be 
damaged, broken, severed or exposed during installation of the barrier to 
determine measures to minimize any associated harm to the tree.  There are 
situations where a tree can tolerate a small percentage of cutting of lateral 
root systems.  Careful pruning of damaged roots with a clean and sharp saw 
can potentially minimize the impact on a tree’s health and structural stability. 

 
 2. Whoever planted this tree a decade ago did not choose the right tree 

species when the tree was planted in close proximity to the applicant’s 
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house and the neighbor’s house.  As owners, the applicant is forced to 
address the issue before the tree becomes a hazard to their home and 
their neighbor’s home. 

 
  Staff’s Response:  As mentioned in staff’s response to appeal item number 

1, above, tree removal requests must be approved based on at least one or 
more of the seven findings listed for tree removal located outside the Coastal 
Zone.  Although the tree may not be planted in the best location and the 
species may not have been a good choice, there is no existing evidence of 
property damage, branches falling, tree failure, public nuisance or disease 
infestation that would support the necessary findings for approval. 

 
B. COMPLIANCE WITH COUNTY REGULATIONS AND POLICIES 
 
 1. Conformance with the General Plan 
 
  Staff has evaluated the project for compliance with all applicable General 

Plan Policies, with specific discussion of the following: 
 
  Policy 4.3 (Protection of Vegetation) discusses minimizing the removal of 

visually significant trees. 
 
  The redwood tree is a visually significant tree on the property with a 30-inch 

circumference and appears to be over 36 feet in height.  Removal of this tree 
would be a significant visual impact.  If the Planning Commission supports 
removal, staff recommends replanting of a minimum 15-gallon size tree, in 
order to quickly restore the resulting visual void in a relatively short timeframe. 

 
  Policy 4.28 (Trees and Vegetation) reiterates the preservation of trees unless 

in conjunction with approved development or to ensure public safety. 
 
  Staff received confirmation from the arborist that the redwood tree is not 

currently impacting the house or foundation, the property is improved with a 
single-family residence, no new construction is proposed, and there is no 
evidence that the redwood tree is dropping branches or is structurally 
unsound; thereby, staff determined that there is no threat to public safety. 

 
 2. Conformance with the Zoning Regulations 
 
  a. Section 12,023, entitled Criteria for Permit Approval of the Significant 

Tree Ordinance, states that “the Community Development Director must 
be able to determine that one or more of the findings are true.”  As 
stated under Section 1, above, staff was not able to make one or more 
findings that the tree:  (1) is diseased; (2) could adversely affect the 
general health and safety; (3) could cause substantial damage; (4) is a 
public nuisance; (5) is in danger of failing; (6) acts as a host for a plant 
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which is parasitic to another species of tree which is in danger of being 
infested or exterminated by the parasite; or (7) is a substantial fire 
hazard. 

 
   The subject tree is not diseased, there is no evidence to show it is 

affecting the general health and safety, is creating a public nuisance, or 
is in danger of falling.  In its current situation, the tree is not infected and 
is not considered to be a substantial fire hazard.  Any potential future 
damage is not expected for 5-10 years.  Therefore, the required findings 
for approval cannot be made. 

 
  Design Review District 
 
  b. Section 6565.20, Standards for the Protection of Trees and Vegetation, 

reiterates and supplements the findings listed under item number 1, 
above, by prohibiting the removal of a tree unless the following findings 
can be made: 

 
   (1) There is no alternative building site for a house, driveway, or 

accessory structure; (2) tree removal is necessary to utilize the property 
in a manner which is of greater public value than any environmental 
degradation caused by the action; (3) to allow reasonable economic or 
other enjoyment of the property; (4) the tree is diseased; (5) could 
adversely affect the general health and safety; (6) could cause substan-
tial damage; (7) is a public nuisance; (8) is in danger of falling; (9) is too 
closely located to existing or proposed structures; (10) acts as a host for 
a plant which is parasitic to another species of tree which is in danger of 
being infested or exterminated by the parasite; or (11) is a substantial 
fire hazard. 

 
   With regard to the additional findings required above that are not 

addressed in Section 2.a, there is no new construction proposed, no new 
uses are proposed for the subject property, there is no public value that 
will result from tree removal, and removal of the tree is not necessary to 
allow for a reasonable economic use or enjoyment of the property.  The 
tree is not diseased nor poses a danger to health or safety, is not 
currently causing property damage, is not posing a public nuisance, nor 
is in danger of falling.  It has not been determined that the tree is located 
too closely to existing structures, acts as a host for parasitic species, or 
poses a fire hazard.  As a result, the required findings for approval 
cannot be made. 

 
ATTACHMENTS 
 
A. Recommended Finding for Denial 
B. Findings for Approval 
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C. General Location/Vicinity Map 
D. Parcel Map 
E. Site Plan 
F. Tree Removal Application 
G. Arborists Report 
H. Tree Permit Denial Letter 
I. Site Photos 
J. Appeal Application 
K. Neighbor’s Letter Supporting Removal 
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Attachment A 
 

County of San Mateo 
Planning and Building Department 

 
RECOMMENDED FINDING FOR DENIAL 

 
 
Permit or Project File Number:  PLN 2013-00490 Hearing Date:  June 25, 2014 
 
Prepared By: Olivia Boo, Project Planner For Adoption By:  Planning Commission 
 
 
RECOMMENDED FINDING FOR DENIAL 
 
Regarding the Tree Removal Permit, Find: 
 
1. That the redwood tree may not be removed.  The required findings for approval 

cannot be made, as the tree does not show evidence of damage to the foundation 
or any other property damage, and the removal is not necessary to allow for a 
reasonable use of the property, as further detailed and described by this staff 
report. 
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Attachment B 
 

County of San Mateo 
Planning and Building Department 

 
RECOMMENDED FINDINGS AND CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 

 
 
Permit or Project File Number:  PLN 2013-00490 Hearing Date:  June 25, 2014 
 
Prepared By: Olivia Boo, Project Planner For Adoption By:  Planning Commission 
 
 
RECOMMENDED FINDINGS FOR APPROVAL 
 
Regarding the Environmental Review, Find: 
 
1. That the project is exempt from CEQA pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 

1506(b)(3), since the activity is covered by the general rule that CEQA applies 
only to projects which have the potential for causing a significant effect on the 
environment.  Where it can be seen with certainty that there is no possibility that 
the activity in question may have a significant effect on the subject environment, 
the activity is not subject to CEQA.  In this case, the removal of one tree in a 
wooded hillside urban residential area would not have a significant effect on the 
environment. 

 
Regarding the Tree Removal Permit, Find: 
 
2. That the tree could cause substantial damage. 
 
3. That the tree will be replaced at a 3:1 ratio. 
 
RECOMMENDED CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 
 
Current Planning Section 
 
1. The redwood tree approved for removal by the Planning Commission on June 25, 

2014, may be removed.  A separate Tree Removal Permit shall be required for the 
removal or trimming of any additional trees. 

 
2. The applicant shall clear all debris from the public right-of-way. 
 
3. This approved tree removal permit shall be posted on the site at all times during 

the tree cutting 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. 
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4. The applicant shall plant on-site three (3) trees of indigenous species approved by 

the Community Development Director using at least 15-gallon size stock, for every 
tree removed.  Replacement planting shall occur within sixty (60) days upon 
completion of the tree removal process. 

 
5. If work authorized by an approved permit is not commenced within the period of 

one (1) 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. To ensure compliance with the above conditions, a “Parcel Tag” will be added to 

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