
STAFF REPORT 

MEETING 
DATE: November 13, 2018 

TO: City Council  

FROM: Regan M. Candelario, City Manager 

SUBJECT: DISCUSSION ON CARMEL HILL OPEN SPACE LAND ACQUISITION 
GRANT; PROVIDE DIRECTION TO STAFF 

REQUEST 

Consider, and discuss the Carmel Hill Open Space land acquisition grant for the property 
located at 1128 7th Street (APN 141-183-38), and provide direction to staff.   

DISCUSSION 

In June of 2016, the Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) awarded the City a grant of 
$103,950 to acquire a privately owned property at 1128 Seventh Street on the northeast 
upper-portion of Carmel Hill, the “Carmel Hill property.”  Staff has identified concerns 
associated with the acquisition of the Carmel property and does not recommend proceeding as 
such. 

Property Description: 
The Carmel Hill Open Space area is located between Carmel Drive and Vallejo Avenue, and is 
comprised of three separate land parcels.  The City of Novato already owns two parcels in the 
Carmel Open Space area, which comprise a total of 2.08 acres (APNs 141-221-54 & 141-221-55).  
The third parcel, to potentially be acquired by the City, is 3.3 acres (APN 141-183-38), is privately 
owned and is zoned for residential development.  See Attachment 1, Map of Carmel Hill. 

Background: 
Over the past 30 years, neighbors living near Carmel Hill have expressed interest in 
purchasing property on the hillside to preserve as open space.  In the early 1990s, residents 
successfully raised $40,000 and the City of Novato contributed an additional $10,000 in order to 
acquire two parcels of surplus land from North Marin Water District.  Ownership of these two 
parcels was granted to the City of Novato for the purpose of retaining open space.  

In June 2016, City Council authorized staff to submit a Priority Conservation Area (PCA) grant 
application to MTC for acquisition of the remaining privately owned property on the upper 
portions of Carmel Hill without Open Space Easement protections.  Subsequently, MTC awarded 
the City a grant of $103,950 made up of federal funds to support the acquisition of the property. 
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On June 20, 2017, City Council adopted a resolution to accept the $103,950 grant for the Carmel 
property acquisition and exchange the federal grant funds with the city’s Long Term Facilities 
Maintenance funds from the Vineyard Road Resurfacing Project.  This funding exchange was 
necessary because the federal dollars that comprised the PCA grant could not be spent on property 
acquisitions. Other requirements of the PCA grant include 2:1 local fund matching ($2 local dollars 
spent for every $1 grant dollar spent) and a purchase deadline of January 31, 2020.  If the city fails 
to meet these requirements the grant funds must be returned to MTC. 
 
Analysis: 
The upper portion of Carmel Hill is made up of eight (8) separate parcels that generally meet near 
the center of the hilltop and front the streets and cul-de-sacs that surround the base of the hill.  This 
is shown on the map as a part of Attachment 1.  As these properties were subdivided or developed 
in the past, the city’s conditions of approval of individual projects required Private Open Space 
Easements to be dedicated to preserve the upper portion of the hill.  This policy effectively 
preserved the south and east faces of Carmel Hill as private open space with no ongoing 
maintenance responsibility or liability to the city.   
 
The Carmel Hill Open Space property has sat untouched for several decades and no application 
has been submitted for subdivision or development of the subject property.  However, for the 
purposes of this discussion, staff has analyzed the development potential of the parcel.  The 
property has a narrow driveway access off of Seventh Street and a fairly uniform northwest facing 
slope averaging about 41.5 percent.  It appears that only one (1) single-family residence could be 
built on the property under the provisions of the city’s Hillside and Ridgeline Protection 
Ordinance, and the building site would be situated on the lower portion of the property closest to 
Seventh Street.  In other words, the city’s Hillside and Ridgeline Protection Ordinance is already 
effective in the protection of the northwest face of Carmel Hill with no financial obligation to the 
city.   
 
Based on the very steep topography and inaccessibility of the subject property, the public benefit 
of the acquisition would be limited primarily to the protection of the site visible only to residents 
of properties near the intersection of 7th Street and Carmel Drive.  Were a private residence to be 
proposed on the property in the future, the city’s conditions of approval would require a Private 
Open Space Easement to be dedicated to preserve the upper portion of the hill for residents in the 
viewshed.   
 
The city’s recent acquisition of the nearly 10-acre Lieb Property at 1521 Hill Road has also caused 
staff to more carefully consider the planned acquisition of the Carmel Hill property.  The city took 
full possession of the Lieb property in August of 2017 for about $1.6M and has since incurred 
additional costs in excess of $100,000 to secure the site, weatherproof the buildings, and remove 
potential hazards like dead tree limbs, fire fuels, etc.  The ongoing annual maintenance costs at the 
Lieb property are still to be determined pending City Council direction on the future use of the 
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site.  Given these unknown costs and projected city budget deficits in the near future, any other 
new financial obligations such as acquisition of private property should be carefully considered. 
 
Other Opportunities 
Staff have contacted MTC to determine whether Novato could potentially move the $103,950 PCA 
grant funding from the Carmel Hill Open Space property acquisition to the Lieb Property.  The 
grant funds could then be used to either pay down the existing loan used to acquire the Lieb 
property or to help establish a community garden on the site.  With about six acres of flat pasture 
well suited for residential development and located directly across the street from the city’s Hill 
Recreation Area and Margaret Todd Senior Center, it appears that the Lieb property may be better 
suited than Carmel Hill for designation as a Priority Conservation Area to protect the land for 
agricultural or urban greening purposes under the Association of Bay Area Government program 
guidelines.  As of the date of publication of this Staff Report, .MTC had not yet made a 
determination whether the grant funds can be transferred to the Lieb property. 
 
FUNDING 
 
Two (2) appraisals of the subject property have taken place in recent years—one in 2008 at 
$375,000 and another in 2016 at $315,000. Assuming a purchase price of about $300,000, and 
with $103,950 available grant funding at a 2:1 ratio, the city must identify an additional $200,000 
in capital funds plus an estimated $50,000 for staff time, legal fees and other one-time acquisition 
costs.   
 
Future maintenance costs associated with city ownership of the subject property must also be 
considered.  The Carmel Hill Open Space property abuts the backyards of twelve (12) private 
residences and the limited access and steep slope would likely result in ongoing annual 
maintenance costs in excess of $10,000 for brush removal, mowing and tree pruning/removal as 
necessary. This is based off of a current proposal from the Conservation Corps to perform similar 
work at about $2500/day for four (4) days per year.  This additional $10,000 would need to be 
budgeted as future on-going general fund expenses if the Carmel Hill property is acquired.   
 
In the June 21, 2016 Staff Report for the PCA grant application, staff supported the Carmel Hill 
property PCA grant application with a threshold of up to $150,000 of City Measure F funds to be 
contributed to the acquisition along with the maximum 11.7% allowable contribution of 
Development Impact Fees (DIF) for open space—about $35,000.  Staff no longer recommends the 
use of Measure F funds because the acquisition of private property does not appear to meet the 
Measure F criteria of maintaining vital general services, creating organizational efficiencies, or 
generating revenue for the city. 
 
If the City Council decides to acquire the Carmel Hill property, then a funding plan will need to 
be prepared and approved to support the estimated $250,000 to purchase the property and $10,000 
ongoing annual maintenance costs. 
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RECOMMENDATION 
 
Staff does not recommend proceeding with the acquisition of the Carmel Hill property because of 
the current protection of the property against development by the Hillside and Ridgeline Protection 
Ordinance, limited city financial resources, and the increased maintenance costs, responsibilities, 
and risks associated with city ownership of the property. 
 
If MTC responds favorably to the proposal to move the $103,950 PCA grant funding to the Lieb 
Property, staff recommend these funds be used to pay down the existing loan or help establish a 
community garden on the site.  
 
ALTERNATIVES 
 
Direct staff to proceed with the acquisition of the Carmel Hill property, including the preparation 
of a funding plan for one-time and ongoing costs. 

 
ATTACHMENT 
 

1. Map of Carmel Hill 
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