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Office of the City Clerk 

250 Hamilton Ave. 
Palo Alto, CA  94301  
city.clerk@cityofpaloalto.org 
 
Grant Kolling, Senior Assistant Senior Attorney 
Office of the City Attorney 
250 Hamilton Ave. 
Palo Alto, CA  94301 
grant.kolling@cityofpaloalto.org 
 

Re:  Comments on the Impending Relocation Impact Report for the 

Closure of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park  
 
Dear Mr. Kolling, Mayor, City Councilmembers: 
 
Public Interest Law Firm,1 Fair Housing Law Project, and Western Center on Law and 
Poverty2 write on behalf of residents of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park (“the Park”).  
We understand that the Park’s owner, Toufic Jisser, intends to submit a Relocation 
Impact Report (“RIR”) regarding the Park to the City of Palo Alto’s Planning 
Commission for approval in the near future, or has done so already.  We demand that 
Palo Alto not approve the RIR or any relocation activities unless they comply with all 
applicable relocation laws, including the California Relocation Assistance Act3 and the 
Palo Alto Mobile Home Park ordinance4.  We further write to address other legal 
implications of the closure of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park; it is our view that the 
closure may be illegal regardless of compliance with all applicable relocation laws. 
                                                 
1 Public Interest Law Firm (PILF) and Fair Housing Law Project (FHLP) are projects of the Law 
Foundation of Silicon Valley.  PILF seeks to protect the human rights of individuals and groups in the 
Silicon Valley area who face barriers to adequate representation in the civil justice system, using impact 
litigation and advocacy.  FHLP engages in individual client representation, impact litigation, and policy 
advocacy to address issues of housing discrimination and predatory lending in Santa Clara County.   
2 Western Center on Law and Poverty is a statewide law firm that advocates for the production and 
preservation of quality affordable housing and the reduction and prevention of homelessness. 
3 Cal. Gov. Code §§ 7260 et seq. (“CRAA”).  All subsequent statutory references are to the California 
Government Code unless otherwise noted. 
4 Palo Alto Mun. Code § 9.76.010 et seq. 
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Factual Background 

 

Buena Vista Mobile Home Park is a major source of affordable housing in Palo Alto, and 
is recognized by Palo Alto’s housing element as such.5  The Park—which was created in 
the 1930’s as a tourist camping spot and became a permanent mobile home park in the 
1950’s—is the only mobile home park in Palo Alto.  The Park is home to over four 
hundred residents, the vast majority of whom are low-income.  Approximately 85 percent 
of Park residents are Latino.  Space rents at the Park vary but average around $800 a 
month, far less than other market-rate homeownership and rental units in the surrounding 
community.  Most of the residents of the Park are not simply renters; they own their 
mobile homes and rent space in the park, a unique hybrid of ownership and rental.   
 
As you know, Mr. Jisser filed an application to close the park in November 2012, and has 
also executed a contract with real estate development company Prometheus for the sale of 
the property.  According to preliminary plans submitted to the City, Prometheus intends 
to replace the Park with luxury apartments.  Closure of the Park, therefore, means not 
only the loss of the residents’ homes, but also the permanent loss of over one hundred 
affordable units in Palo Alto. 
 
Being forced to move from the Park will create a considerable hardship for the residents.  
Most residents will not be able to afford to live anywhere else in Palo Alto, one of the 
most expensive places in the country to live, without significant housing subsidies or 
other assistance.  Many residents are elderly and/or have disabilities, and moving would 
be extremely difficult for them.  Further, the children who live in the Park attend 
excellent Palo Alto schools.  If the families were to be relocated outside of Palo Alto, 
their children would have to transfer to other (almost certainly less desirable) school 
districts.  The Park is easily accessible to public transportation, with several bus stops in 
front of the Park, and a CalTrain station within walking distance.  Several hospitals and 
medical care providers—including the Palo Alto Veteran’s Affairs Hospital, the Palo 
Alto Medical Foundation, and Stanford Hospital—are less than two miles away from the 
park.  Remaining in their community and maintaining accessibility to these services is 
crucial for all residents, especially for those who are elderly and/or disabled and for 
families with children. 
 
Closing the Park will also wreak havoc in the lives of its residents in less tangible ways; 
for example, they will lose ties to their neighbors, many of which have formed over years 
or even decades.  The residents at Buena Vista Mobile Home Park have created a distinct 
community, which manifests itself through community events such as a recent Posada 
celebration which was vividly portrayed by local media.  Many elderly and disabled 
residents of the park rely on neighbors for rides to grocery shopping and medical 
appointments, and for help with household chores and childcare.  Losing this supportive 
network could be very detrimental to their physical and mental health.   

                                                 
5 See City of Palo Alto Housing Element 2007-2014 (Draft), 
http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/30833, pp. 156, 182 (visited Feb. 26, 2013). 
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Legal Analysis  

 

Both state law and the Palo Alto Mobile Home Park Conversion Ordinance recognize the 
importance of mobile home parks as a source of affordable housing.  Significantly, 
owning a mobile home provides the resident with similar benefits to owning a traditional 
“built-in-place” home.  Mobile homes, although the name suggests otherwise, are not in 
fact mobile; they are costly and difficult to move.6  When an individual purchases a 
mobile home, he or she is not simply purchasing the physical coach, but is also paying for 
the right to live in a particular place and in a specific community.7  When a tenant buys a 
mobile home he or she is purchasing “a package containing the value of the coach, the 
improvements put in place by previous tenants, and the element of value inherent in the 
location of the coach.”8  The placement value includes “view, amenities, desirability of 
the area, market rates for surrounding property,” and other elements.9 
 

1. Because Palo Alto is Significantly Involved with the Closure of Buena Vista 

Mobile Home Park, Relocation Assistance Provided to Buena Vista Residents 

Is Subject to the California Relocation Assistance Act. 

 

The City of Palo Alto has been integrally involved with the disposition of Buena Vista 
Mobile Home Park, first in efforts to preserve it, and now in efforts to close it.  In 2000, 
the City Council enacted an emergency ordinance to stabilize rents at the Park10 and 
created a long-term strategy to preserve the Park.  The year-long process, which included 
negotiations between Palo Alto, the owners of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park, and 
residents, led to the enactment of a municipal ordinance that provided “a procedure and 
standards for assessing the adverse impacts of a mobilehome park closure or conversion 
on the displaced mobilehome owners residing in the park that is being closed and to 
determine appropriate relocation assistance for those residents.”11  In addition, the City 
and the Park owners jointly developed a long-term preservation strategy for the Park.12  
Notably, Buena Vista Mobile Home Park was the only mobile home park in Palo Alto 
when the ordinance was adopted. 
 

                                                 
6 See Yee v. City of Escondido, 503 U.S. 519 (1992).   
7 Adamson v. City of Malibu, 854 F. Supp. 1476, 1488-89 (C.D. Cal. 1994). 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Palo Alto Ordinance 4672 (Dec. 20, 2000). 
11 Palo Alto Municipal Code § 9.76.010. 
12 It appears that Palo Alto and Mr. Jisser reached a development agreement that included preserving Buena 
Vista as a mobile home park for ten years.  After the ten-year period, the Park could be developed so long 
as at least 20 percent of the units were reserved as Below Market Rate units and that the residents of Buena 
Vista Mobile Home Park were given a right of first refusal.  From the responses to public records we have 
received, it seems that Palo Alto limited the tax increases on the property pursuant to the agreement.  
However, due to Palo Alto’s failure to respond fully to our Public Records Act request (which we will 
address in a separate letter), we are unable to definitively ascertain whether the agreement was adopted by 
Council or whether the Jissers received the tax benefits outlined in the agreement. 
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Now Palo Alto is significantly involved in the current efforts to close and convert Buena 
Vista Mobile Home Park.  The City has identified the intersection where the Park is 
located as a desirable area for new mixed-use, transit-oriented development in several of 
its city planning documents;13 Prometheus, in its pre-zoning application, has followed the 
City’s lead by proposing community benefits such as bike paths and mixed-use 
commercial and residential space.  Palo Alto has served as an intermediary between 
Prometheus and the residents of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park by hosting meetings, 
providing translation for Prometheus, developing resident questionnaires, and assisting 
Prometheus in finding and approving its relocation specialist and appraiser.  Palo Alto 
has also had a close relationship with Prometheus, promptly providing documents and 
information to Prometheus without requiring it to go through any formal Public Records 
Act request process or charging it fees for documents.  Palo Alto estimates that it will 
receive a benefit of over $7 million in in-lieu fees from the development.14 
 
Because the City of Palo Alto is significantly involved with the closure of Buena Vista 
Mobile Home Park, and because significant benefits will flow to Palo Alto if the property 
is developed by Prometheus, the residents are entitled to benefits under the CRAA, which 
is triggered any time displacement is the result of a “project undertaken by a public 
entity.”15  A displaced person under the CRAA includes any individual displaced by a 
private entity for a public use or as part of an agreement with a public agency.16

  A 
private entity may be required to pay relocation benefits pursuant to the CRAA when 
there is some action on the part of a government agency.17 
 
Additionally, the California statute that governs the closure of mobile home parks 
specifically states that when a zoning change is requested for a mobile home park 
closure, “the local government agency is the person proposing the change in use . . . and 
is required to take steps to mitigate the adverse impact of the change.”18  Such is the case 
here.  Prometheus has already submitted a pre-application to re-zone the area to a higher-
density, mixed-use, luxury apartment complex.  Because a zoning change is required for 
Prometheus to develop the park under its current plans, Palo Alto becomes the 
“displacing agency” under Government Code § 65863.7, and the CRAA is triggered.   
 

                                                 
13 Both the recently adopted Rail Corridor Study and the Bicycle Pedestrian Plan (adopted as part of the 
transportation element) recommend that the intersection where Buena Vista Mobile Home Park is located 
include more transit-oriented development, including the construction of bicycle and pedestrian paths, the 
narrowing of streets, and the development of a Bus Rapid Transit area at the location.  Palo Alto Rail 
Corridor Study, http://paloaltorail.squarespace.com/storage/PARC_Study_web_120516.pdf, visited Mar. 4, 
2013.  Also, the El Camino Master Plan Study and the Grand Boulevard Initiative identify the corner as one 
that should become more bicycle- and pedestrian-friendly.  Id. 
14 See e-mail from Amy French, City of Palo Alto, to Nathan Tuttle, Prometheus, dated Sep. 18, 2012. 
15 § 7260(i). 
16 See 25 CCR § 6008(f)(2); see also Garcia v. Anthony, 211 Cal. App. 3d 467, 472 (1989). 
17 See, generally, Langer v. Redevelopment Agency of City of Santa Cruz, 72 Cal. App. 4th 998 (1999).)        
18 § 65863.7(i). 
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2. Under the CRAA, the Residents of Buena Vista Residents Are Entitled to 

Significant Relocation Benefits, Including the Purchase of a Comparable 

Home. 

 
Under the CRAA, displaced individuals, including those displaced by a private entity as 
part of an agreement with a public agency, are entitled to a “comparable” home; 
replacement housing must be affordable to the displaced resident, must be of a similar 
size and function, and must be in a similar location.19  The location of the replacement 
housing must be in a neighborhood that is “not less desirable than the location of the 
displaced person's dwelling with respect to public utilities, facilities, services, and the 
displaced person's place of employment.”20  Such displaced individuals are entitled to 
“payment for actual moving and related expenses as the public entity determines to be 
reasonable and necessary including actual and reasonable expenses in moving and actual 
direct losses of tangible personal property as a result of moving.”21  
 
As the CRAA applies to the mobile home setting, it contemplates using the in-place value 
of a resident’s coach to assess the displaced resident’s loss.  In other words, the value of 
the mobile home is not just the value of the coach itself, but also the value of occupying a 
particular space in a particular neighborhood with particular amenities.22   
 
Accordingly, for the displaced residents who own their homes, the City must require that 
the Relocation Impact Report analyze comparable homeownership units.  The City 
should only approve relocation assistance that will allow displaced residents of Buena 
Vista Mobile Home Park to purchase a mobile home or, alternatively, a single-family 
home or condominium in a similar community.  Because the surrounding cities’ schools 
and other amenities are less desirable than those in Palo Alto, the replacement housing 
must be in Palo Alto.  And, because there are no other mobile home parks in Palo Alto, 
compliance with the CRAA likely means the provision of a “built-in-place” home. 
 
For those Buena Vista Mobile Home Park tenants who do not own their homes—e.g., the 
tenants in the cabins—a comparable replacement dwelling means a rental unit in Palo 
Alto that is affordable.  The CRAA requires that the relocation assistance allow a tenant 
to rent an affordable unit for 42 months or, alternatively, be equivalent to a down 
payment for the purchase of replacement dwelling.23  The monthly rental cost of a 
replacement dwelling cannot exceed 30 percent of that resident’s average monthly 
income.24 

 

                                                 
19 §7260(i)(l)(3); 25 CCR § 6008. 
20 §7260 (i)(6); 25 CCR § 6008 (c)(2). 
21 §7262. 
22 See Adamson v. City of Malibu, 854 F. Supp. 1476 (C.D. Cal. 1994) (discussing in-place value of mobile 
homes in the rent control context). 
23 25 CCR § 6104. 
24 § 7260(i)(3). 
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3. Likewise, the Palo Alto Mobile Home Park Conversion Ordinance 

Contemplates Residents’ Entitlement to the Cost of Purchasing a 

Comparable Home.  

 
Even if the CRAA were not applicable, Buena Vista’s owner-residents would be entitled 
to relocation assistance that includes the purchase of a new ownership unit in Palo Alto 
pursuant to Palo Alto’s Mobile Home Park Conversion Ordinance.  Like, the CRAA, the 
Ordinance contemplates using the in-place value of the mobile home in determining 
relocation assistance.25  If a resident’s mobile home cannot be moved, the municipal 
ordinance requires that the resident receive a lump sum that includes the cost of 
purchasing or renting “comparable housing.”26  The Ordinance defines “Comparable 
housing” as either housing in an apartment complex or condominium that is similar in 
size and community amenities to the resident’s mobile home or a comparable mobile 
home in a similar community.27  The Ordinance therefore presumes that alternative 
comparable mobile home housing may not be available and requires that the Relocation 
Impact Report analyze housing of multiple types and tenures, including homeownership 
units, in seeking housing that is of comparable size and amenities to the residents’ current 
homes at Buena Vista Mobile Home Park.28 
 

4. Palo Alto Has Discretion to Reject the Relocation Impact Report, as Well as 

to Reject Any Zoning Change.  

 

Palo Alto has the discretion to reject the Relocation Impact Report and the relocation 
benefits offered, and it can also reject the zoning change required for Prometheus to 
move forward with its proposed project.  A city is mandated by the mobile home statute 
to engage in a meaningful review of the relocation impact report, and it can require the 
owner to take steps to mitigate any adverse impacts of the closure.29  Although there is no 
case specifically on point with regard to whether a jurisdiction can disapprove the 
outright closure of a mobile home park, the Court of Appeal recently upheld a 
jurisdiction’s decision to disapprove a mobile home conversion to condominium 
ownership in Goldstone v. County of Santa Cruz, 207 Cal. App. 4th 1038 (2012).  Courts 
have also rejected claims by mobile home park owners that regulation and restrictions 
constitute governmental takings.30    

 

                                                 
25 Palo Alto Mun. Code § 9.76.030 (d)(5)(iv). 
26 Palo Alto Mun. Code § 9.76.020 (c). 
27 Palo Alto Mun. Code § 9.76.020 (c). 
28 Although this letter focuses on the types of information and analysis that the RIR must contain, we would 
like to briefly address some items of information that the RIR must not contain.  We agree with Margaret 
Ecker Nanda, the attorney for the Jisser family, in her contention that the City should not require the RIR to 
contain personal information about individual park residents.  Letter from Margaret Ecker Nanda to Molly 
S. Stump, dated Jan. 24, 2013.  It is of particular importance that individual residents’ confidential 
disability-related information  be kept private and not be made part of the public record.  
29 See Keh v. Walters, 55 Cal. App. 4th 1522, 1535 (1997). 
30 See, e.g., Guggenheim v. City of Goleta, 638 F. 3d 1111 (2010); Yee v. City of Escondido, 503 U.S. 519 
(1992). 
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5. Approval of the Closure of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park May Violate 

California Housing Element Law. 

 

In addition to the issues around relocation discussed above, any action taken to approve 
the closure of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park would run contrary to the programs of 
Palo Alto’s housing element.  Both Palo Alto’s draft housing element for the current 
planning cycle and its adopted housing element for the prior (1999-2006) cycle identify 
Buena Vista Mobile Home Park as an important source of affordable housing and contain 
a program requiring the City to take action to preserve the Park in the event that it is 
threatened with closure.31  Specifically, the housing element requires the City to “seek 
appropriate local, state and federal funding to assist in the preservation and maintenance 
of the existing units in the Buena Vista Mobile Home Park.”32  Allowing the Park’s 
closure without first making such efforts would constitute a failure on Palo Alto’s part to 
implement its housing element programs and, thus, would violate housing element law.33 
 
Further, Palo Alto’s housing element for the current revision has neither been approved 
by the California Department of Housing and Community Development (“HCD”) nor 
adopted by the City, in violation of housing element law.34  While we wish to 
acknowledge the work that City staff have done to develop the current draft and to solicit 
and incorporate feedback from our agencies and from our colleagues at Public 
Advocates, we note that the current draft housing element still falls short of the 
requirements of housing element law.  Among the deficiencies highlighted in HCD’s 
most recent review is Palo Alto’s reliance on small sites with existing uses to meet its 
Regional Housing Needs Allocation without a complete analysis of those sites’ suitability 
or the likelihood of their redevelopment.35  We share HCD’s concerns regarding Palo 
Alto’s ability to meet its Regional Housing Needs Allocation obligation; these concerns 
would be magnified by the loss of Buena Vista’s 100-plus units.  As you are aware, if 
litigation is brought regarding Palo Alto’s non-compliance with housing element law, the 
court may enjoin the City from approving any new commercial or housing development 
(with exceptions, including exceptions for the approval of new affordable housing 
development).36  Thus, a court could enjoin the City from approving any new zoning or 
permits that would allow for the redevelopment of the Buena Vista Mobile Home Park 
site as currently contemplated.   

 
6. Approval of the Closure of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park May Violate 

State and Federal Fair Housing Law. 

 

The closure of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park raises serious fair housing concerns, as 
the closure will have a disparate impact on racial minorities and other protected classes in 

                                                 
31 City of Palo Alto Housing Element 2007-2014 (Draft), supra, pp. 156, 182.   
32 Id. pp. 156, 182. 
33 §§ 65754; 65754.5; 65755. 
34 §§ 65580 et seq. 
35 Letter from Glen Campora to Curtis Williams, dated Oct. 18, 2012. 
36 §§ 65754; 65754.5; 65755. 
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Palo Alto.  Nearly all of the park residents are Latino.  In contrast, only 6.2 percent of the 
population of Palo Alto is Latino.37  As noted above, many of the residents are seniors, 
people with disabilities, and/or families with children.   
 
Federal and state fair housing laws recognize that actions which have a disparate impact 
on particular groups of people may constitute illegal discrimination even when they do 
not overtly target that group or groups.38 According to the federal Department of Housing 
and Urban Development’s recently adopted regulations, “[a] practice has a discriminatory 
effect where it actually or predictably results in a disparate impact on a group of persons 
or creates, increases, reinforces, or perpetuates segregated housing patterns because of 
race, color, religion, sex, handicap, familial status, or national origin.”39  Once 
discriminatory effect is proven by a party alleging disparate impact discrimination, the 
burden shifts to the respondent or defendant to demonstrate “that the challenged practice 
is necessary to achieve one or more substantial, legitimate, nondiscriminatory interests of 
the respondent or defendant.”40  
 
As mentioned above, a municipality’s planning determinations may give rise to a 
disparate impact claim of discrimination even where those determinations are not 
expressly intended to harm a particular group.  For example, the Ninth Circuit has held 
that a city’s failure to approve an affordable housing development violated the Fair 
Housing Act because it disproportionately affected minorities.41  Similarly, a plan to 
demolish public housing by the Charleston Housing Authority was held to have a 
disparate impact on African Americans.42 
 
The closure of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park would certainly have a discriminatory 
effect on Latinos in Palo Alto and would likely also have a discriminatory effect on 
people with disabilities and families with children.  As such, Palo Alto’s approval of that 
closure could give rise to a claim of disparate impact discrimination. 
 
Conclusion 

 
The closure of Buena Vista Mobile Home Park would be nothing short of a catastrophe 
for many of its residents, and it would cause the loss of an important source of affordable 
housing in one of the country’s most expensive cities.  As such, Palo Alto should deny 
the Jissers’ and Prometheus’s efforts to convert the Park; failing that, the City should 
only approve the Relocation Impact Report if it is consistent with the CRAA and Palo 
Alto’s ordinance.  We would be happy to meet to further discuss our concerns with you.  

                                                 
37 MTC-ABAG, 2010 Census Data, http://www.bayareacensus.ca.gov/cities/PaloAlto.htm, visited Mar. 6, 
2013. 
38

See § 12955.8(b); Sisemore v. Master Financial, 151 Cal. App. 4th 1386 (2007); 24 C.F.R. 100.500; 
Keith v. Volpe, 858 F.2d 467, 482 (9th Cir. 1988). 
39 24 C.F.R. § 100.500 (a). 
40 24 C.F.R. § 100.500 (c). 
41 Keith, supra, 858 F.2d at 482. 
42 Charleston Housing Auth. v. U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, 419 F. 3d 729 (8th Cir. 2005). 
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If you have any questions, or if you would like to schedule a time to discuss this matter, 
please call Nadia Aziz at (408) 280-2453 or Melissa Morris at (408) 280-2429. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Nadia Aziz, Staff Attorney 
Melissa A. Morris, Senior Attorney 
Kyra Kazantzis, Directing Attorney 
James Zahradka, Supervising Attorney 
Public Interest Law Firm and Fair Housing Law Project, Law Foundation of Silicon 

Valley 

 

 
Lynn Martinez 
Managing Attorney/Senior Litigator 
Sue Himmelrich, Special Counsel 
Navneet Grewal, Staff Attorney 
Western Center on Law and Poverty 

 

Encl. 
 
cc:  Margaret Ecker Nanda, Attorney for the Jisser Family 

Curtis Williams, Director of Planning and Community Environment, City of Palo 
Alto 


