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Landfilling in the Baylands started in the 1930’s after the city’s incinerator  at Newell 
and Embarcadero burned down.  It started in the vicinity of the Regional Water Quality 
Control Plant and extended south. 
 
In the 1960’s there was just one lift on the landfill.  Hikers,   birders, and others could 
wander around out there, being careful to avoid the Police Pistol range.  Byxbee Park was 
a wonderful wild area with many birds and animals.  The land had been park dedicated in 
1965 with expectation that the landfilling would be completed in 1968, which it had.   
However, the City kept on filling and had unlawfully filled 6 acres by 1973 when the 
Army Corps of Engineers caught up with Palo Alto and required a permit.   
 
In 1972 Barbara Silberling and others in the League produced the first Baylands 
Handbook, a reference that I continue to use today.   It documents the history of major 
areas of the Baylands and it raised awareness of our Baylands. 
 
In 1973 I was appointed to the Palo Alto Planning Commission.   One of the first major 
issues was a permit to expand the landfill into 46 acres of wetlands, six of which had 
already been unlawfully filled.     The EIR specified that “Potential final uses for the 
completed landfill include:  
 
(1) park uses: vista point, picnic area, playground, botanical area;  
 
(2) recreational uses: golfing, athletics, kite-flying, bicycling, unstructured activities;  
 
(3)  conservation and nature uses: bird-watching, botanical study, other nature 
observation activities.”  
 
 The fill application was approved with two mitigations -- two new tidegates to the flood 
basin to allow limited tidal exchange and a pipe from the Yacht Harbor into the lagoon 
opposite the Interpretive Center to improve water cirulation there. 
 
In 1975 the County of Santa Clara applied to dredge 50,000 cubic yards of bay mud and 
deposit it on Yacht Harbor Point.   The Bay Conservation & Development Commission 
approved this maintenance dredging, but said they would not approve another dredging 
without a long term master plan for disposal of dredge spoils. 
 
Mary Gordon, then Chair of the Planning Commission, persuaded the Planning 
Commission to broaden the scope of that Master Plan to include planning for the entire 
baylands, to avoid the piecemeal decision-making that had been occurring.  Thus began 
The Baylands Master Plan.   Many League members took an active part in studying all 
aspects of the Baylands and provided input to the Commission.    
 



The first Master Plan stated, “...the need to select a closure plan for the sanitary landfill 
has become a major issue in the study.”   About this time, the Boaters were proposing to 
use dredge spoils for landfill cover.   Cooper Clark produced a plan that would have used 
35 acres of the ITT seasonal wetland to dewater dredge spoils to use for landfill cover.   
There were three park fill plans of different durations.  Of course, the boaters wanted the 
longest period, but a 15-20 year plan was approved by the Council with a condition that it 
would be sooner if a new disposal alternative became available.   
 
By 1979  several of us were elected to the Council who had deep concerns about this 
dredge spoil plan.   We asked that imported cover material be explored and it turned out 
to be available and also much more cost-effective.   The Cooper Clark plan was 
abandoned. 
During the 1980’s the North County Solid Waste Management Authority explored 
various options for regional solid waste disposal..   Sunnyvale then stepped up  to build 
the SMaRT Station.   Palo Alto and Mountain View joined the effort and in 1992, the 
SMaRT Station opened and we began to send all of our curbside pickup materials there 
for processing and on to Kirby Canyon.  However, landfilling on Byxbee Park continued. 
 
In 1987 the Regional Water Quality Control Plant expanded right to its very edge.   As 
part of the Site and Design Review, they were required to landscape a 125 foot strip of 
adjacent Byxbee Park to screen the Plant from the Park which was expected to open in 
the early 1990’s.    
Meanwhile, however, the City had established Enterprise Funds for utilities in response 
to budget constraints caused by Proposition 13 passed in 1976.   The Enterprise Funds 
were expected to pay the General Fund for all services and space used.   Rent was 
established on the landfill at $100,000/acre.   The Refuse Fund will have paid 
$109,000,000 to the General Fund by 2020.   This was a revenue stream that the City 
became addicted to, so the landfill/park plan was expanded twice more.   First the valleys 
were filled and then the hills were raised another 12 feet.   That, combined with Palo 
Alto’s successful diversion programs meant that the landfill didn’t close in 1992 when an 
alternative became available.     
 
On September 27, 1989, to avoid a legal dispute over ownership of filled sovereign land, 
the City entered into a 49-year lease with the State Lands Commission.   It stated, “Land 
Use or Purpose: Public Park”.  On May 5, 1992  the lease was amended again affirming 
park use.  On June 27, 2000 the lease was again amended  adding Phases IIA and IIB and 
affirming the City’s plans for “conversion of the landfill into a pastoral, passive park” in 
accord with the Baylands Master Plan. 
 
In 1989 the City hired the design team of Hargreaves & Associates and artists Peter 
Richards and Michael Oppenheimer to revise the Byxbee Park Master Plan.  It included a 
general landscape design for the entire park and a detailed design for the 30-acre Phase I, 
including major art installations.  Phase I of Byxbee Park opened in 1991.  The Phase I 
design received an Honor Award for excellence from the American Society of Landscape 
Architects and and Outstanding Achievement, City Livability Award from the U.S. 
Conference of Mayors. 



 
In 1999 the Public Works staff, without any Council approval began studying using 19 
acres of Byxbee Park for an Environmental Services Center, a Materials Recovery & 
Transfer Facility (MERF).  Reports were produced, debates were held, guest editorials 
were written, endless meetings were held.   Finally the Council voted in February 2005 to 
“kill the project”.  At the same time the Council voted to form a Zero WasteTask Force 
which worked for two years and made a number of significant recommendations such as 
a Construction and Demolition Debris ordinance and a Regional approach for composting 
using the SMaRT Station and ZBest. 
 
Then in 2007, some Councilmembers proposed keeping the windrow composting system 
on Byxbee Park.   The Planning & Transportation Commission and the Parks and 
Recreation Commission both recommended against using the park for this. 
 
In January 2009, the Council voted to form a Blue Ribbon Composting Task Force.  The 
Task Force met every two weeks for six months and recommended looking at a 
combination of airport and Water Quality Control Plant land for anaerobic digestion.  It 
also recommended that composting be removed from Byxbee Park when the landfill 
closed.   The City Council rejected both of those recommendations on a 5-4 vote and at 
the urging of Peter Drekmeier asked that a Feasibility Study be done for anerobic 
digestion on 9 acres of Byxbee Park. 
 
The study began last fall and is continuing today.    Although there are some Greenhouse 
gas savings from this proposal, most of it will occur with improvements to the Regional 
Water Quality Control Plant.   
 
Last year the Council asked staff to accelerate opening of Phases IIa and IIb of the 
landfill for park.   That may  happen late this year.Phase IIc,the active landfill, fell into a 
regulatory category called “Trickling Closure” and the City decided to pursue a quick fill 
plan..  Landfilling is expect-ed to be completed  late this summer and sometime in 2012 
Byxbee Park will be ready for use. 
 
Now, after waiting 45 years for Byxbee Park to be completed, an Initiative has been 
circulated to undedicate 10.1 acres of the park, including the screen landscaping at the 
Water Quality Plant and a major habitat and trail connection between the Renzel wetland 
and the Bay. 
 
Byxbee Park should be completed as planned and we should follow the current plan of a 
regional solution for food scraps and yard trimmings. 
 
 
 


