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After re-election, Palo Alto Vice Mayor Kniss 

reaps developers' cash 

Palo Alto vice mayor gets more than $19,000 in funds -- all 

reported after election 

by Gennady Sheyner / Palo Alto Weekly  
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Palo Alto City Council incumbent Liz Kniss and candidate Adrian Fine congratulate each other 

on their leads in the council race on Nov. 8, 2016. Photo by Veronica Weber. 

Ten days after Liz Kniss cruised to an Election Day victory, picking up more votes than any 

other candidate, contributions continued to flow into her campaign chest.  

But unlike the checks that Kniss had received in the months leading up to Nov. 8, most of the 

new contributions came from developers, builders and property managers, some of whom have 

been doing business in Palo Alto for decades. A $500 contribution from developer and land-use 

consultant Jim Baer -- who has developed dozens of "planned community" projects throughout 

Palo Alto -- was reported as having been received on Nov. 18. The same date is attached to a 

reported $2,500 contribution from the California Association of Realtors and a $1,000 

contribution from Joseph Martignetti, board member at the nonprofit Palo Alto Housing, which 

develops low-income housing.  

There was also a $999 contribution from Charles "Chop" Keenan, whose downtown 

developments include Whole Foods, Aquarius Theatre and the Varsity Theatre building that now 

houses Hana Haus. The check, along with three other $999 checks from employees Keenan's 

company, were all reported as having been received on Nov. 20.  

Thoits Brothers, a development firm, contributed $1,875 to the Kniss campaign, and Hatco 

Associates LLC -- an entity affiliated with Thoits -- gave another $1,250 (both were reported as 

received on Nov. 20). Other checks that, according to the Jan. 11 campaign filing, were received 

on Nov. 20 include $999 from Premier Property and a pair of $250 contributions from two 

employees of Jones Lang LaSalle (a commercial real estate company). Palo Alto Improvement 

Company gave $1,875, with the amount also reported on Nov. 20.  

Altogether, the 27 checks received between Nov. 18 and Nov. 26 total $19,340, with about 

$16,000 of the total coming from developers, builders and real estate professionals. While the 

total is dwarfed by contributions that Kniss' opponents in last year's competitive council race 

received, these contributions stand out because -- unlike others -- they weren't reported until well 

after residents cast their votes on Election Day.  

The contributions are also notable in another way. Several candidates in the race -- most notably 

Greg Tanaka and Adrian Fine -- were assailed during the campaign by their ideological 

opponents for receiving "too much" cash from builders. Kniss, by contrast, was largely immune 

from these criticisms. Though she enjoyed an early fundraising lead in late September and early 

October, developers made up only a tiny fraction of her supporters. Instead, her list of 

contributors included former mayors, council members, business executives, neighborhood 

leaders and even some land-use watchdogs (Bob Moss among them).  

State law requires candidates to report within 24 hours every contribution of $1,000 or more that 

comes from a single source. However, that requirement only applies to the period between Aug. 

10 and Election Day. Large contributions that the candidate received after Nov. 8 are not subject 

to the 24-hour rule. They do, however, need to be listed on the campaign committee's semi-

annual filing, which covers the period between Oct. 23 and Dec. 31.  
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The regulations mean that if checks from Martignetti, Hatco Associates, Palo Alto Improvement 

Company and Thoits Brothers were received after Nov. 8, the Kniss campaign did not have to 

legally report them until this month. If they were received before election, the campaign by law 

was required to report them within 24 hours.  

The check from the California Association of Realtors, a political action committee, is listed on 

Kniss' form as having been received on Nov. 20, well after the election, which means it did not 

need to be reported before the election. Yet the filing from the committee itself (see page 49) 

indicates that that it made its donation to Kniss on Oct. 18, which means it should have been 

disclosed before the election.  

When asked about the late reporting of the developers' contributions, Kniss said her intent during 

most of the campaign was to avoid accepting money from builders. But with candidates Arthur 

Keller and Lydia Kou -- who favor less aggressive city-growth policies -- receiving more than 

$100,000 from five local families and her own campaign faced with a $20,000 deficit after 

Election Day, Kniss changed her stance.  

"I think it was clear, since we ended up with two sides in the elections, that they (the developers) 

were interested in supporting us," Kniss told the Weekly. "And I was willing to be supported 

when I was $20,000 in the hole at that point."  

Yet several developers told the Weekly that they made their contributions well before the 

election. Baer said he issued his check to Kniss on Oct. 26, nearly two weeks before Nov. 4. 

Keenan also recalled that Kniss had asked him for money in the late days of the campaign and 

that he made the contribution shortly before Election Day.  

"She came to me late, saying, 'I want some dough. Can you help me?'" Keenan said. "I said 'fine.' 

I couldn't respond right away because I was in the middle of a closing but I ultimately did.  

"I do remember that she didn't think she needed to raise the dough, but then she realized that she 

did."  

There is nothing particularly surprising about the fact that developers supported Kniss in her re-

election bid. Since she re-joined the council in 2012, Kniss has had a mixed and moderate record 

on issues relating to growth. She was part of the five-member majority to support new 

developments at 441 Page Mill Road and the former Olive Garden site on El Camino Real, both 

of which were were approved by 5-4 votes. But she also voted against a proposed Mercedes 

dealership in the Baylands and was in favor of an annual cap on new office development.  

In explaining her reluctance to solicit developer' contributions earlier in the campaign, Kniss 

cited the negative perception that many in the community have of builders.  

"One of the reasons I really hesitated on these contributions is because developers really do feel 

that they are kind of second-class in many ways," Kniss said. "They are reviled, and it's a shame. 

I'm very aware that in this community, people are questioning developers' (contributions) like 

they're some sort of bad people."  

http://cal-access.sos.ca.gov/PDFGen/pdfgen.prg?filingid=2098214&amendid=0


She also noted that although at least some of the checks were sent in late October, they weren't 

reported until after the election because her campaign treasurer, Tom Collins, was undergoing 

rehabilitation after a surgery and was away from home for several weeks in early November. 

Once he returned, he deposited the checks and reported them accordingly, she said.  

She also pointed to her record as proof that she hasn't been influenced by developer contributions 

and that she isn't "in the pockets" of developers. Her contributors, she said, "wanted to support 

people who are interested in Palo Alto continuing to thrive and they want to continue to do 

business here."  

Kniss isn't the only winning candidate who reported a late contribution from a developer. 

Tanaka, a former planning commissioner who finished second behind Kniss in the election, 

received a $4,500 check from Andrew Wong, whose family has been trying to construct a four-

story mixed-use building at 429 University Ave., former site of the boutique Shady Lane. The 

project has been mired for the past two years in an appeal process, with the council voting in 

May 2015 to send it back to the drawing board.  

On Feb. 6, the downtown project is set to return to the council, which now has three new 

members (Fine, Tanaka and Lydia Kou) and no longer enjoys a narrow "residentialist" majority.  

►While Tanaka's finance reports show that the check was received on Nov. 12, Elizabeth 

Wong, the applicant on 429 University, told the Weekly that the check was sent out before the 

election. She also emphasized that the contribution was made not to sway Tanaka on the project 

but to support his vision for Palo Alto. She praised Tanaka for his work on the planning 

commission.  

"It's not tied to the project," Wong said. "I think the city is going down a very negative slope and 

it is a way to try to bring the city back to what it should be.  

"Contributions like this will be made as long as necessary to bring the city back to its senses."  

Tanaka, for his part, said he wasn't aware of the $4,500 check before the Weekly alerted him 

about the contribution. Fundraising for his campaign, he said, was coordinated by volunteers, 

without direct involvement from himself.  

Tanaka also said he has never spoken to the Wong family about the University Avenue project, 

though he said he knows Andrew Wong and was aware of the fact that he was considering 

contributing. He also rejected the notion that the contribution would impact his decision on the 

downtown project.  

"I make decisions based on merits of projects and that's it," Tanaka told the Weekly. "I look to 

see if there is support from residents and if it makes sense for the city or not."  
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Late cash from developers boosted Tanaka, 

Fine campaigns 

Filings show surge of money from builders before and after 

Election Day 

by Gennady Sheyner / Palo Alto Weekly  

 
While not necessarily "pro-developer," City Councilmen Greg Tanaka and Adrian Fine received 

large contributions from builders before and after the Nov. 8 election. Photos by Veronica 

Weber. 

In the final weeks of their respective campaigns, City Council candidates Greg Tanaka and 

Adrian Fine were fighting off allegations from their opponents that they were beholden to 

developers and that they want to see the city grow significantly in the years ahead.  

But even if Tanaka and Fine aren't exactly "pro-developer," new campaign-disclosure documents 

suggest that many local builders and property managers are very much pro-Tanaka and pro-Fine. 

In the weeks before and after Nov. 8, each candidate received several large contributions from 

builders, real estate professionals and developers, including in Tanaka's case one whose 

controversial project is about to be reviewed by the council.  
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Much like incumbent Liz Kniss, Tanaka received a windfall from developers after Oct. 22, the 

date by which contributions needed to be reported before the election. As such, these payments 

were not required to be disclosed until late January.  

For Tanaka, a former city planning commissioner who finished second after Kniss in an 11-

candidate field, the late contributions totaled $47,895, more than half of the $84,670 total that he 

received during his campaign and far more than any other candidate reported in the final filing 

period, which stretched from Oct. 23 on Dec. 31. The lion's share of Tanaka's new contributions 

came from builders and property managers, some of whom gave $5,000 checks.  

Tanaka received last-minute, pre-election contributions from developers John McNellis ($500) 

and Charles "Chop" Keenan ($999). Keenan's employees Mark Gates, Perry Palmer and Joyce 

Yamagiwa contributed $999, which is $1 shy of the amount that would trigger a separate 

reporting requirement (known as form 497, which must be filed within 24 hours) in the days 

before the election.  

Chasen Rapp, son of developer Roxy Rapp and partner in Rapp Development, also gave $999 to 

Tanaka.  

Like Kniss, Tanaka also received a $2,500 contribution from the California Real Estate Political 

Action Committee (CREPAC). Unlike Kniss' campaign, which acknowledged its Oct. 18 

CREPAC contribution well after the election, Tanaka's campaign noted its receipt of the Oct. 20 

donation on a 497 form on Nov. 4.  

Meanwhile, those who contributed after the election (when one no longer has to file separate 

disclosure for contributions of $1,000 or more) offered much higher sums to Tanaka's campaign. 

KG-Brannan, LLC, an entity registered as a "real estate investment" company, gave Tanaka 

$5,000 on Nov. 20, as did Vittoria Management, a local property-management company. 

Another $5,000 came from John Challas, whose LinkedIn profile identifies him as an 

"independent real estate professional."  

Other real estate professionals who made late contributions to Tanaka include Barry Krupowicz 

($500), Zachary Trailer ($500), R&M Properties ($650), Mike Powers ($500) and Monica Arima 

($250).  

Tanaka also received $3,500 from R&M Properties and $1,000 from Benjamin Cintz, whose 

family owns four properties in Palo Alto and who has been critical of the council's recent efforts 

to require retail on the ground-floor of commercial parcels.  

Tanaka's biggest and most controversial contributions, however, came from the Wong family, 

which has been trying for more than three years to win the council's approval for a four-story, 

mixed-use project at 429 University Ave. The project, which won approval in 2015 but then was 

sent back to the drawing board after a resident appealed it, has been running into various 

obstacles since, with the Architectural Review Board voting in October to reject the most recent 

design.  

http://paloaltoonline.com/news/2017/01/27/kniss-says-she-didnt-break-campaign-finance-law


The City Council is scheduled to consider the project on Feb. 6.  

As the Weekly previously reported, Andrew Wong contributed $4,500 to Tanaka on Nov. 12, 

which brought his overall contributions to date to $5,000. On Thursday night, Tanaka told the 

Weekly that he has instructed his campaign to return the money.  

Both the Wong family and Tanaka had told the Weekly last month the contribution is in no way 

linked to the application. Elizabeth Wong said they gave to Tanaka because "we need impartial 

and forward-thinking members on the council so we can have a better future for Palo Alto."  

"I think the city is going down a very negative slope, and this is a way to try to bring the city 

back to what it should be," Wong told the Weekly, when asked about the money.  

Tanaka also told the Weekly last month the donation will not influence him on the project. His 

campaign fundraising, he said, was handled exclusively by campaign volunteers, with no 

participation from himself. He decided to keep himself out of the fundraising precisely because 

"you don't want this kind of conflict of interest."  

"I want to make sure I'm fair and impartial," Tanaka said.  

But Michael Harbour, the appellant who challenged the project, sees the contribution from the 

Wong family to Tanaka as highly problematic. Far from promoting an "impartial" council, as 

Wong maintained, the money creates a perception of a conflict of interest for Tanaka, Harbour 

told the Weekly.  

"I'm very concerned about the size and the timing of the donations, immediately before Tanaka is 

reviewing the project," Harbor said.  

Harbour said he's notified the City Attorney's Office and believes there is sufficient evidence to 

require Tanaka to recuse himself from the deliberation.  

Tanaka said Thursday evening that he had spoken about this issue with City Attorney Molly 

Stump, who told him that he has no conflicts and that he is free to participate in the review 

(Stump did not respond to the Weekly's inquiries). Even so, he said he decided to return the 

funds to avoid any perceptions of a conflict.  

"The only reason I'm returning it is because of the proximity," Tanaka said, referring to the 

relatively short amount of time between the contribution and the council's review.  

Fine, meanwhile, received fewer and less sizable late contributions in his successful bid for a 

council seat. He received $999 checks from Keenan, Gates, KG-Brannan, Rapp, Palmer and 

Yamagiwa, as well as $1,000 from Benjamin Cintz, $900 from Jay Paul Company and smaller 

contributions from several employees of Jones Lang LaSalle, a commercial real estate company. 

Other developers and real estate professionals who contributed to him were Jim Baer ($499), 

David Kleiman ($250) and R&M Property ($650).  

http://paloaltoonline.com/news/2017/02/03/tanaka-to-return-developers-contribution


Only three of Fine's contributions were $1,000 or greater, with $1,000 from Cintz and Joseph 

Martignetti and $2,500 from CREPAC. Fine reported receiving the Oct. 20 CREPAC donation 

on Oct. 24, apparently within 24 hours, as per the Political Reform Act.  

Overall, he received $25,724 between Oct. 23 and Dec. 31, according to his filing, about a third 

of the $77,267 total that he raised during his campaign.  

When asked about the late contributions from developers, Fine said he didn't request any of the 

funds. However, neither was he surprised. The goal of his campaign's fundraising was to get 

enough money to pay off the $15,000 loan he made to his own campaign.  

Fine also maintained that he did not promise anyone anything in return for the contributions.  

"Everyone in this city, including applicants and appellants, wants a fair hearing," Fine said, when 

asked about the late contributions.  

He also stressed that there is nothing inappropriate about these funds: "There is no there there," 

he said.  

"I think it's a complicated system and it seems like everyone played by the rules," Fine added.  

When asked why so many of his contributions total $999, Fine said he has no theories on the 

matter.  

Lydia Kou, who also won a seat on the council, reported $1,248 in late contributions, mostly 

from residents who gave her small checks. The largest contributions were $500 from local 

resident Don Nielson and $200 from Councilman Eric Filseth.  

Posted by Cheryl Lilienstein 

a resident of Barron Park  

on Feb 3, 2017 at 2:26 pm 

Copy of letter sent to CC and elected officials who DID NOT KNOW the people they 

"endorsed." 

 

Dear City Council (with copies to respected electeds), 

 

We have a problem here in Palo Alto. What follows is an example of an immediate problem that 

Democratic Party endorsement processes created. Simply: you are respected officials who 

allowed your names to be used by candidates who were never vetted by you. A Republican who 

changed party affiliation just for this election was endorsed by you.  

 

I doubt you would have done that had you known. 

 

So now we have this corruption problem, which you had an unwitting hand in creating. And I 

hope you will contact the Palo Alto City Council — and its attorney— with your opinion on this 



matter.  

 

Here’s the issue: 

 

The developer of 429 University wants to build a massive overwhelming building and has not 

made the changes the appellant Michael Harbour requested, and ARB and the Council mandated. 

The building is overwhemingly massive, and will negatively impact the area around it. The city 

council should reject the developer’s plan because the required changes have not been made.  

 

Instead of complying, the developer donated money to help elect a more favorable council. As 

the Democratic Party favors clean money policies, you can understand that cleaning up the party 

endorsement processes is important, and I hope you will step up to the plate once you read what 

follows. 

 

Greg Tanaka (who you "endorsed") is “returning" bribe money from the Wong family, just days 

before the vote on their project at 429 University (which can of course can be returned to him 

after the city council vote) and he claims it’s not a problem for him to sit on the voting body. 

Ethics laws demand Councilmembers who accepted these contributions or have an appearance of 

a conflict of interest need to recuse themselves ENTIRELY from the discussion. If Tanaka is 

really a Democrat now, he should do the same. 

 

Further, there was an illegal gigantic TANAKA campaign banner mounted at the busiest city 

corner of University and Alma — on a building OWNED by the architect of 429 University — 

further making councilmember TANAKA appear to be engaging in corrupt behavior. It beggars 

the imagination to hear him say he "did not know about it.” Or that he does not see a problem 

with it. But perhaps given the behavior we now see in the Republican party, it’s not a surprise. 

 

If respected public servants who are Dems allow opportunist and ethically challenged 

Republicans to use their good standing for corrupt purposes, doesn’t this call into question the 

Democratic Party itself? We need you to bolster public morale by doing the right thing. 

 

None of you should tolerate Greg Tanaka sitting on the council for this vote. Please make the 

call. 

 

Sincerely, 

Cheryl Lilienstein 
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Greg Tanaka to return developer's 

contribution 

Councilman to return $5K from family whose project he is 

about to review 

by Gennady Sheyner / Palo Alto Weekly  

 
Palo Alto Councilman Greg Tanaka. Photo by Veronica Weber. 

Palo Alto Councilman Greg Tanaka, whose campaign received $5,000 from a developer whose 

project he is set to review Monday night, said he is returning the money to avoid the perception 

of a conflict of interest.  

As the Weekly had previously reported, Tanaka's campaign benefitted from several major 

contributions from developers who gave money after the final pre-election deadline for 

disclosures. This included the contribution from Andrew Wong, whose family is trying to win 

approval for a four-story mixed-use building at 429 University Ave.  
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The divisive project has been in the city's pipeline for more than three years. It won an approval 

from the Architectural Review Board in February 2015 but the decision was rescinded after an 

appeal from a nearby property owner. The City Council ultimately agreed that the project on the 

corner of University and Kipling is not compatible with the surrounding area and requested 

revisions.  

In October, the Architectural Review Board considered the latest proposed design and voted 3-0 

to reject it. At that hearing, then-Chair Robert Gooyer said the "project is going backward" and 

complained that the applicant isn't addressing what the board requested.  

Despite the rejection, the Wong family is hoping for a different ruling from the council, which 

will consider it on Monday, Feb. 6.  

In a recent interview with the Weekly, Elizabeth Wong said that she believes the Architectural 

Review Board was "tainted" by the slow-growth faction of the City Council. As such, it was 

unable to render a fair decision.  

"The ARB became influenced by the residential faction of the council and was unable to render a 

fair and impartial," Wong said.  

The appellant, Michael Harbour, had his own concerns about the process, particularly after 

learning about the Wong's contribution to Tanaka. He told the Weekly that he believes this is a 

conflict of interest and requested that City Attorney Molly Stump look into the issue.  

Stump did not respond to the Weekly's inquiries Thursday but Tanaka said she had told him that 

there is absolutely no conflict and that he is allowed to participate in the review. Even so, 

because the November contribution was made in such a close time proximity to the review, he 

has instructed his treasurer to return the money to the Wongs.  

"The only reason I'm returning it is because of the proximity," Tanaka told the Weekly Thursday 

evening.  

Posted by anon 

a resident of Evergreen Park  

on Feb 3, 2017 at 11:23 am 

I am not surprised that Tanaka took such a large sum of money from the applicant of 429 

University, but I am surprised that he thinks "giving it back " now will erase the publics concerns 

that he not unbiased!. 

 

After all she can give him money and favors in other ways especially if he has shut down his 

campaign account.  

In addition before he returned the 5k Tanaka reimbursed himself for the 20K he personally 

loaned his campaign, so the 5k from the applicants son could have been part of the funds that 

went back in his pocket. 

 

http://www.paloaltoonline.com/news/2015/02/20/four-story-building-approved-for-shady-lane-site
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In addition the applicant's current Architect ( architect 5 or 6) is Joseph Bellomo, who built, 

works and lives at 102 University across from the train station. For weeks Tanaka had an illegal 

oversized campaign sign on the roof of 102 University. 

The Sign exceeded the size for legal campaign signs and flaunted the cities sign laws that 

prohibit rooftop signs. 

 

All of which makes for way to cozy a coalition for Tanaka to participate in the appeal of 429 

University.' And calls in to question his integrity. 

 

If he does not recuse himself he will make clear that he does not respect the law or the people of 

Palo Alto. 
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Divisive downtown project wins approval 

Palo Alto council gives green light to four-story building at 

429 University Ave. 

by Gennady Sheyner / Palo Alto Weekly  

 

The Palo Alto City Council approved on Feb. 6, 2017, a proposal by Elizabeth Wong to build a four-story 

mixed-use development at 429 University Ave. Rendering by Joseph Bellomo Architects 
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It took three years, 14 public hearings, four different architects and a threatened lawsuit for 

Elizabeth Wong to win an approval to build a four-story building in downtown Palo Alto.  

And when she finally did so on Monday night, there was little celebration. After the long and 

contentious public hearing on the deeply divisive project, the applicants, their critics and the City 

Council all agreed that the project at 429 University Ave. falls short of what they would have 

liked to see at the site.  

For Wong, who has been seeking the green light since June 2014, the design that the council 

approved by a 5-3 vote late Monday night was the worst of the three options on the table -- so 

inferior that her attorney maintained that it isn't an option at all. For Michael Harbour, a Kipling 

Street property owner who led the opposition to the project, the modernist four-story building is 

far too massive and deeply incompatible with the narrow street dominated by Victorian 

buildings. And for the council, which had rebuffed Wong on two prior occasions, the latest 

iteration was just good enough to eke out an unenthusiastic vote of approval.  

"This has been a long road for the community," said Mayor Greg Scharff, who made a motion to 

approve the project. "It's been a long road for the appellant. It's time to put the issue behind us."  

Four of his colleagues agreed. Eric Filseth, Cory Wolbach, Adrian Fine and Greg Tanaka 

provided the votes Wong needed for approval (Liz Kniss was absent), though their enthusiasm 

was conspicuously muted. Filseth and Wolbach both argued that the building, for all of its 

problems, complies with the city's zoning code and should be approved.  

"Do I love the building? No. But the law is the law and the law doesn't say, 'You must love the 

building,'" Wolbach said.  

Filseth was even more blunt in his assessment of the project, which will occupy a site that for a 

long time housed the art boutique Shady Lane. He argued that the new building would actually 

make the city's housing crunch worse and that it's "bad for sustainability." But he acknowledged 

that Wong has property rights that must be respected.  

At prior hearings, the council rejected Wong's proposal on the grounds that it failed to meet 

compatibility criteria, which members acknowledged is subjective. Filseth said two of the three 

design options continue to be clearly incompatible with the surrounding area. But for one option, 

which calls for a building with less square footage and three -- rather than four or five -- housing 

units, it's a closer call. It's not clear that the slightly smaller building meets the compatibility 

criteria, Filseth said.  

"But it's not quite certain that it doesn't," Filseth said. "And I think we should move forward."  

The 28,547-square-foot building that the council approved Monday night will include ground-

floor retail, offices and three housing units. Planning staff had concluded in a report that this 

option has been "the most responsive to concerns about the overall building mass and provides 

better transition to neighboring properties than others." The building will have a "two-story 

volume" all along University and Kipling, with the third story set back five feet on both sides 

http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/55707


(the only exception will be a stairway and elevator area on Kipling) and the fourth floor set back 

even farther.  

All three options under consideration included 20,407 square feet of commercial space. The two 

that the council rejected would have included four and five residences, respectively. Each would 

have square footage of greater than 31,000.  

The council's approval came despite fierce opposition from many neighbors and some council 

members. Karen Holman, Tom DuBois and Lydia Kou argued that all of the designs are 

incompatible with the neighborhood and sided with Harbour, the appellant.  

"I really can't see this as a good transition or harmonious to the neighborhood or even fitting with 

the Victorian homes that are on (Kipling) street," Kou said.  

DuBois said that he still can't make the compatibility findings for the project -- a problem that 

had halted approval in the past. Holman was more specific and argued that the mass of the 

proposed building clashes with the "rhythm of the street."  

"This building has very strong horizontal elements that run the length of the project," Holman 

said. "There is no attempt to break up the mass and scale of the building.  

"It's not the square footage; it's how the square footage is expressed."  

The community was similarly divided, with both critics and supporters turning up to make their 

case. Harbour urged the council to reject the project, arguing that the developer hasn't even come 

close to complying with the council's prior direction.  

"This is a colossal building on the narrowest street in Palo Alto," Harbour said, referring to 

Kipling.  

Many residents echoed his concerns and asked the council to demand more revisions.  

"I feel like this applicant is wasting your time, our time," said Rita Vrhel said. "Obviously it 

doesn't have the approval from most of the community.  

"This is an ugly building that will be replacing a charming building next to a charming street."  

But Jared Bernstein, who lives downtown, argued that because Wong followed all the zoning 

rules, she should get the go-ahead, despite the project's shortcomings.  

"If I own a property and build a building and follow all the rules, it ought to be OK. ... The 

building is not too ugly. It's not to pretty. It's OK," Bernstein said.  

Some project critics also raised questions about the process and pointed to the $5,000 campaign 

contribution that the Wong family made to Councilman Greg Tanaka last November. While 

Tanaka said he returned the money last week, several residents felt the transaction nevertheless 



tainted the process. Downtown resident Andrew Gottlieb asked Tanaka to recuse himself from 

the discussion.  

"Even though you refunded it, it creates a cloud and appearance of impropriety, which 

undermines the public's confidence in the process if you don't recuse yourself," Gottlieb said.  

Another cloud that hovered over the council is the threatened lawsuit. Prior to the meeting, the 

council met in a closed session for more than 90 minutes to discuss several letters that Wong's 

attorneys had submitted in recent weeks, alleging that the city is interfering with Wong's 

property rights and giving undue deference to Harbour.  

Timothy V. Kassouni, Wong's attorney, pointed to emails in which city staff were soliciting 

Harbour's feedbacks about the latest design changes. In one August 2016 email, Current 

Planning Manager Jodie Gerhardt asks him to "describe what a compatible building would look 

like."  

In these emails, the attorney asserts, Palo Alto staff are giving Harbour "impermissible and 

illegal veto power over the project's design."  

Kassouni also argued that the city's code, which relies partly on subjective criteria, is 

"unconstitutionally vague and provides no explicit textual limitations on the City's discretion to 

deny a development project's approval." This, he wrote, "leaves the door open to arbitrary and 

discriminatory decisions."  

"Unbridled discretionary grounds are inherent in phrases such as 'harmonious transitions,' 

'rhythmic patterns,' and 'design linkages.' None of these terms is defined, nor could they be as 

they are so vague as to be virtually meaningless."  

Kassouni also argued that any further delay in approving the project "will further violate my 

client's Equal Protection rights and continue to interfere with its distinct investment-backed 

expectations."  

"The City's utter obeisance to the design whims of the Appellant, coupled with the Municipal 

Code's unworkably vague standards and the utter disregard for Kipling Post LP's property 

interest in Transferable Development Rights (TDR's), will only result in further depriving 

Kipling Post LP's investment backed expectations."  

While Kassouni maintained in his letter that Option 3 (which had four residential units and 

31,157 square feet) was the only one on the table, the council ultimately chose the design with 

less mass and density. After the meeting, Wong said she was surprised by the council's decision 

not to seek the extra housing unit.  

Shortly before the vote, her husband, Jaime Wong, told the council that critics of the project have 

been engaged in "fear-mongering" on everything from shadow impacts to traffic. He also 

emphasized that even though his family is developing the project, they are also Palo Alto 

residents and neighbors.  



"I live here, I raise my family here, I build here, shop here and invest here," Wong said. "I care 

about this town and I better, because my future and the future of my family depends on it."  

Posted by Anon 

a resident of Evergreen Park  

on Feb 7, 2017 at 7:25 am 

Democracy was hijacked again! 

 

Once and for all: the compatibility rule ARE in the code and ARE part of what makes a Legal 

project. 

 

Greg Tanaka should have recused himself . And the city attorney should have made that 

absolutely clear to him. 

He received 5K from the applicants family, most of it after the election, Part of approx. 46K he 

received after the election, more than half his campaign chest.  

If a candidate receives money after the election the voters cannot use the source of donations to 

inform their choices. 

When a donation is made after the election is it really a "donation" or a personal "gift"to pay 

back the personal loans  

candidates made to their own campaign?  

After all the point of a political donations is to give money to a candidate to pay for the 

campaign events and materials they will need during the campaign period. After election 

donations smell like the fulfillment of promises made at the expense of complying with the spirit 

of the fair election laws of. 

Tanaka had a gigantic illegal sign high atop Joseph Bellows building on University circle 

downtown. Illegal by city law and election laws both of which restrict size and placement.  

Oh, in case you don't remember Joseph Bellow is the current Architect for 429 University. 

So actual conflict, money , and the perception of conflict. 

 

The applicant offered three new versions for council's consideration none of which had been 

reviewed by the ARB.  

The applicant claimed that all three versions had elements from previous iterations which in 

some other combination or form the ARB had seen.  

Buildings need be reviewed in their totality in their setting, mindful of potential negative 

impacts, especially a building this out of scale with it's neighbors. 

The applicant cobbled together elements of other rejected/dead versions making a veritable....  

... Frankensteins Monster of a building! 

 

In the end of the meeting Holman was not allowed to express a reasonable concern, instead she 

was abruptly and rudely cut off by the mayor who instead of considering the concerns of a 

colleague declared the meeting over! 

so much for civility respect and free speech in Palo Alto! 
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