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4. Public Comment on Story Pole Policy 
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Initiated by: 
Planning Commission 
 
Previous Council Consideration: 
October 2018 at a Joint Meeting with the Planning Commission 
 
Fiscal Impact: 
None anticipated 
 
Environmental Review: 
This is exempt from environmental review pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15061(b)(3) because 
there is no possibility that adopting the proposed modifications to the Story Pole Policy will have a 
significant effect on the environment. 
 
Policy Question(s) for Council Consideration: 

• Shall the City Council amend its Story Pole Policy in line with the recommendations of the 
Planning Commission? 

 
Summary: 

• The Planning Commission has recommended changes to the Story Pole Policy that reduce the 
amount of time they are in place but provide for photos of the site with the story poles in 
place to allow for continued evaluation of a project and recommends that flagging be an 
acceptable alternative to orange mesh netting 
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Planning Commission Recommendation: 
Adopt the Planning Commission’s recommended changes to the Story Pole Policy 
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Purpose 
Update to the Story Pole Policy. 
 
Background 
The Planning Commission has expressed an interest in evaluating and making recommendations to 
the City Council regarding the City’s Story Pole Policy, which was initially adopted in May of 2015 
and amended in August of 2017. 
 
The Planning Commission last discussed the Story Pole Policy with the City Council at its joint 
meeting on October 23, 2018. At this October meeting, the City Council indicated its support of the 
Commission’s review of the story pole policy and development of recommendations that could be 
presented to Council for consideration.  
 
The Planning Commission has completed its review of the Story Pole Policy and has crafted some 
modifications to the Policy for City Council consideration. 
 
Discussion/Analysis 
This Planning Commission joins the City Council in its commitment to an open and transparent public 
notification process that strives to involve as many people as possible in the review of and discussion 
on development proposals. 
 
It was in the spirit of this effort that at the October 2018 Joint Meeting, the Planning Commission 
asked the City Council for permission to evaluate and review the current Story Pole Policy and provide 
the City Council with a set of recommendations intended to enhance it, while addressing unintended 
consequences that have resulted from compliance with the policy. The Planning Commission believes 
that the placement of story poles does provide the community with broad notification that a project 
is under consideration at a given site. However, this Planning Commission feels the current story-pole 
policy is resulting in eyesores for the community and puts in place temporary structures that present 
a potential for unintended consequences that do not foster the level of discussion and review they are 
intended to facilitate. 
 
To begin – the Story Pole Policy requires the installation of story poles at least 20 days prior to the 
first public hearing on the application(s) for the project and then requires that they be in place until 
the final action on the project has been taken. As several projects have proceeded through this process, 
it has become evident that as time continues, the story poles fall into disrepair and in so doing become 
an eyesore and pose a potential risk to the public. 
 
The revised Story Pole Policy, Attachment 1, displays the Planning Commission’s recommendations. 
Principally, that story poles not be in place beyond the first public hearing on a project following 
which, a board with photos depicting the story poles on the project site be posted, in an all-weather 
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manner, on the subject property. Thus, the story poles have been put in place and the broader public 
notified of a pending project. The story poles are then are memorialized and made available for the 
public to review as the project continues its way through the discretionary review process.  
 
The Planning Commission notes that new tools are available to the public and decision makers that 
provide a much better way to evaluate a project in the context of its surrounding. The Downtown 
Vision Model is a good example of this. Applicants of new projects that come forward are now 
required to provide the computer simulated models that allow their projects to be “plugged in” to the 
Downtown Model. This process allows for a 360-degree review of the proposal in the context of its 
setting. Experience suggests that this appears to be a better process when evaluating a project than 
trying to determine what is represented by the story poles and flagging. 
 
The Planning Commission also recommends that flagging be an acceptable alternative to the orange 
netting in that it may better withstand the forces of nature and minimize the potential for failure of 
the story poles. 
 
Attachment 1 to this agenda report reflects the modifications to the Story Pole Policy recommended 
by the Planning Commission. The modified sections have been highlighted with new language 
underlined and deleted language having strikethroughs. 
 
Options 
 

1) Adopt the modifications recommended by the Planning Commission 
 
Advantages: Provides a reduced period that the story poles are in place, provides for 

alternative materials, minimizes safety concerns, and reduces visual impact  
 
Disadvantages: May not provide an extended period that the public is made aware a project is 

under consideration 
 
2) Decline to adopt the modifications recommended by the Planning Commission 
 
Advantages: Maintains the current policy and provides for longer public notification that a 

project is under consideration 
 
Disadvantages: Requires on-going maintenance of story poles to minimize safety concerns and 

maintain accuracy and will not provide flexibility in material selection to 
address concerns of natural forces 
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Recommendation 
The Planning Commission recommends Option 1. 



 
Story Pole Policy    
Planning Commission Review 2019.02.07 

- 1 - 

 
CITY OF LOS ALTOS STORY POLES POLICY 

 
 

Purpose 

In accordance with City Council’s Open Government Policy, adopted on March 24, 2015, and 
amended on August 22, 2017 and May 22, 2018, all multi-story commercial, multiple-family, mixed-
use and public facility development projects subject to Planning Commission and City Council 
review must have story poles erected as part of the application process.  The purpose of this policy 
is to help show the development’s height, massing and profile in the context of the actual 
environment and to help provide a visual notice of a project.   
 
Procedure 

1. For projects that require story poles, the applicant’s architect or engineer must prepare a 
Story Pole Plan to indicate the locations where the poles will be installed.   

 
2. A Story Pole Plan shall be approved by the Community Development Director prior to the 

placement of the poles on the site.  Once approved, the applicant shall inform the 
Community Development Director when the placement of the story poles is complete and 
submit photographs showing the installation in context.   

 
3. The story poles shall be installed at least twenty (20) days before the first public hearing on 

the project and shall be removed as soon as possible after the first public hearing. The story 
poles and netting shall be photographed by the applicant or their representative from several 
vantage points with photographs taken at pedestrian eye level. The photographs must 
demonstrate the relationship of the proposed project’s story poles to neighboring properties 
and the street. The photos shall be submitted to staff, which will select the best 
representative photos. These selected photos, minimum size of 8.5” x 11”, shall be posted 
on a display board in an all-weather manner set at the street side of the subject property in a 
location available for public review. Once the display board is set; the story poles and netting 
shall be removed. The display board shall remain in place until a final action on the project is 
taken. and shall be kept in place until the project has been acted upon and the appeal period 
has ended.  If the project is appealed, the story poles shall remain until final action is taken. 
If final consideration of the project is substantially delayed, or the project is substantially 
modified, the Community Development Director may require the removal or the 
modification of the story poles. Once a final determination has been taken on a project, the 
story poles must be removed within sixty (60) days of the date of the action. 

 
4. Failure to install story poles in compliance with these standards and/or timelines will result 

in the continuance of the public hearing on the project until compliance with the standards 
and/or timelines is achieved. 

City of Los Altos 
Planning Divis ion 

(650) 947-2750 
Planning@losaltosca .gov   
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Plan Requirements 

1. The Story Pole Plan must be at an appropriate scale and include: a) a site plan showing the 
location of any existing structure, the outline of any proposed structures and the location of 
the story poles; b) elevation views of the story poles; and c) any materials, means of 
installation and structural requirements.  

 
2. The story poles shall be of sufficient number and location to adequately demonstrate the 

height, mass, and bulk of the project.  At a minimum, story poles shall be placed at all 
outside building corners of the building wall (excluding eaves) and along the main rooflines 
(ridges, hips and valleys) of the proposed structure(s) or addition.  Architectural elements 
such as towers, spires, elevator and mechanical penthouses, cupolas, mechanical equipment 
screening and similar elements that are visible from the streetscape must be represented by 
the story poles.  

 
3. A licensed surveyor or civil engineer shall submit written verification that the location and 

height the poles and netting accurately represents the height, profile and location of the 
proposed structure(s) or addition. 

 
4. A waiver or amendment to these requirements may only be granted by the City Council.  

 
Materials and Methods 

1. Story poles shall be constructed of lumber, metal poles, or other sturdy building material.  
Such materials shall be designed to withstand the wind and weather.  At least two-foot wide 
brightly colored woven plastic fencing (or netting) or flagging must be used to represent the 
rooflines of the proposed structure(s) or addition. One of the story poles on each elevation 
must be clearly marked and labeled in five-foot increments measured from the proposed 
finished grade and consistent with the approved Story Pole Plan. 

 
2. All story poles shall be placed, braced and supported to ensure the health, safety and general 

welfare of the public.  Applicants shall sign an agreement that holds the City harmless for 
any liability associated with the construction of, or damage caused by the story poles.  If at 
any time, the City determines the story poles to be unsafe, they shall be repaired and reset 
immediately by the applicant or, at the City’s discretion, removed. Depending on the scope 
of the poles, building permits and inspections may be required at the discretion of the 
Community Development Director. 

 
Exceptions 

1. The City Council may grant exceptions to the Story Pole Policy due to: a) a public health 
and/or safety concern, or b) that such an installation would impair the use of existing 
structure(s) or the site to the extent it would not be able to be occupied and the existing 
business and/or residential use would be infeasible.  Some form of poles and netting and/or 
on-site physical representation of the project may be required, even if an exception is 
granted.   
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2. The Story Pole Plan may be limited in scope at the discretion of the City Council.  In such 
cases such as where there are multiple detached structures proposed and where identifying 
the locations of key structures would suffice, the story poles may be limited to the outline(s) 
of key structures and/or showing a structure(s) greatest height and mass.   

 
3. In granting an exception, the City Council may require additional digital imagery simulations, 

computer modeling, built to-scale models or other visual techniques in-lieu of the story pole 
requirements.  

 



From: Mircea V
To: Zach Dahl; Jon Biggs
Cc: Jeff Potts; Chris Jordan
Subject: 4846 ECR Story Pole Risk-Health and Safety
Date: Wednesday, January 9, 2019 2:45:19 PM
Attachments: IMG_4703.jpg

IMG_4704.jpg

Jon and Zach,

This was a near miss accident at 4846 before removal. The heavy netting and rain wind 
created this issue. There is no reason that the netting requirement and should be removed (in 
exchange of flags with ropes) from the current policy. Also having the story poles installed up 
for 60 days should be enough. If is anything we need to do to bring this to council let me 
know.
I will let you share it with all city council members.
Thanks
Mircea 

---------- Forwarded message ---------
From: Alyce Yetso <>
Date: Sun, Dec 2, 2018 at 11:52 AM
Subject: Problem with Building
To: Mircea V <>
Cc: Jill Leiva <

Hi Mircea,

It looks like one of your story poles came through the roof of our office yesterday during the 
storm.  I dont see any water damage inside, but there may be up in the attic space as there is a 
hole through the ceiling with the pole almost to the ground.  I think my step ladder helped 
slow it down.

Obviously, we’ll need to get this fixed before the next storm, and will need the story pole 
removed first.

Thanks

Alyce
-- 
Sent from Gmail Mobile

ATTACHMENT 2
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1331 N. California Blvd. 
Fifth Floor 
Walnut Creek, CA 94596 

T 925 935 9400 
F 925 933 4126 
www.msrlegal.com 

Wilson F. Wendt 
wilson.wendt@msrlegal.com 

Offices:  Walnut Creek / San Francisco / Newport Beach

January 24, 2019 

VIA HAND DELIVERY 

Chairperson and Members of the 
  Los Altos Planning Commission 
City of Los Altos 
City Hall 
One North San Antonio Road 
Los Altos, CA 94022 

Re: Request to Modify Story Pole Policy  

Chairperson and Members of the Commission: 

Our office represents Mircea Voskerician, the Managing Member of the LLC that 
recently received approval for construction of a 5-story multi-family residential 
project at 4856 El Camino Real (“4856 Project”) and will be the Managing Member 
of another LLC proposing to develop a residential project on El Camino Real.  The 
purpose of this letter is to notify the Commission of an incident compromising health 
and safety that occurred as a result of the erection and maintenance of story poles 
for the 4856 Project and to request changes to the existing Story Pole Policy in 
three possible ways: 

1. Currently, story poles are required to be installed at least 20 days
before the first public hearing on the project and must be kept in place until the 
project has been acted upon and the appeal period has ended.  We are asking that 
they be kept in place for a period of thirty (30) days only.  This will enable anyone 
interested in the project to view the story poles while they are up but will prevent the 
changes to health and safety posed by the large, temporary structures and avoid 
their maintenance over an extended period of time.   

2. The existing policy requires that the designation include at least
2ꞌ wide brightly colored woven plastic fencing (or netting) to represent the rooflines 
of the proposed structure or addition.  We are proposing that this be modified to 
allow the option of using ropes with multi-colored flags to designate the rooflines.  
Many jurisdictions do not require story poles for four and five story structures 
because the extremely tall story pole assemblage is subject to destruction by wind 
and inherently unstable.  Allowing the use of ropes and flags would adequately, 
mark the proposed structure but would be much safer since the ropes and flags 

ATTACHMENT 3
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would not act like a sail in the wind as does the 2ꞌ wide netting, despite its 
preparations. 

3. Adopt the policy currently under consideration by the City Council 
which involves a combination of poles at the corners and computer modeling.  (This 
is the approach adopted by the City of Vallejo which recognizes story poles for a 
four or five story building are inherently unsafe). 

In 2018, Mr. Voskerician erected story poles designating the roofline and contours of 
4856 Project.  Under the present Story Pole Policy those poles had to include 
2ꞌ wide netting and had to remain in place until final approval of the Project on 
November 13, 2018.  While the story poles were up on December 1, 2018, in a 
windstorm, the netting required under the Policy acted as a sail and broke off a 
portion of the pole framing, crashing into the adjacent structure but luckily doing no 
damage to life or property.  This incident involving the netting in high winds is not an 
isolated incident but happens quite often when particularly high structures of story 
poles including netting are installed and maintained.  Attachment 1 shows 
photographs of the damage to the adjoining building and Mr. Voskerician’s 
contractor repairing the damage to the story poles, which repairs had to include 
cutting larger openings in the netting so that the incident would not be repeated in 
heavy winds.   

In our opinion, the use of rope lines with flags to mark the rooflines sufficiently 
identifies the contour of the proposed building and gives sufficient notice to all 
concerned as to the extent of the proposed improvements.  Attachment 2 is a 
photograph of story poles utilizing ropes and flags erected on a residential project in 
the County of Monterey, just outside the Town of Carmel town limits.   

Attachment 3 are the stated policies of seven municipalities similar to Los Altos that 
allow story poles to include rope and flag markings:  the Town of Woodside, 
Sausalito, Saratoga, Portola Valley, Mill Valley, Mammoth Lakes and Malibu.  All of 
these jurisdictions allow the use of ropes and flags to delineate rooflines.  One of the 
many reasons for this is that very high, temporary structures (as required for the 
4856 Project) are unsafe and a danger to life and property.  The City of Berkeley 
does not require story poles for tall projects for this reason.  The City of Vallejo 
requires poles only as assistance in producing computer generated graphics.   

The continued requirement for 2ꞌ wide netting causes significant health and safety 
dangers as evidenced by the wind damage to the story poles on the 4856 Project.  
Additionally, the maintenance of the poles for thirty (30) days should be sufficient to 
give anyone interested an opportunity to determine what the impact of the Project 
will be.  In this day of increasingly accurate computer simulations many of the 
elevations and drawings submitted for consideration are more accurate gauges of 
impact anyway.  Therefore, we respectfully requests the Commission to recommend 
to the Council modifying the policy to:  (1) allow the option to use ropes with colored 
flags instead of 2ꞌ wide netting; (2) require the story poles to be in place for a period 
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of thirty (30) days only; or, as a preferred option, (3) adopt the proposal by the 
Council requiring a combination of computer generated simulation and poles and 
displays (we attach as Attachment 4 copies of computer generated renderings Mr. 
Voskerician erected showing the impacts of the 4856 Project).   

Very truly yours, 
 
MILLER STARR REGALIA 
 
Wilson F. Wendt 
 
Wilson F. Wendt 
 
WFW:nmt 
Encls. 
 
cc: City Manager 
 Planning Director 
 City Attorney 
 City Councilmembers 
 Client 
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1331 N. California Blvd. 
Fifth Floor 
Walnut Creek, CA 94596 

T 925 935 9400 
F 925 933 4126 
www.msrlegal.com 

Wilson F. Wendt 
wilson.wendt@msrlegal.com 

Offices:  Walnut Creek / San Francisco / Newport Beach

March 1, 2019 

VIA HAND DELIVERY 

Mayor and Members of the City Council 
Chairperson and Members of the  
  Los Altos Planning Commission 
City of Los Altos 
City Hall 
One North San Antonio Road 
Los Altos, CA 94022 

Re: Request to Modify Story Pole Policy  

Honorable Councilmembers and Planning Commission Members: 

Our office represent Mircea Voskerician, the Managing Member of the LLC that 
recently received approval for the construction of a 5-story multi-family residential 
property at 4856 El Camino Real.  By my letter of January 24, 2019 to the Planning 
Commission I notified the Commission of very serious wind damage that occurred to 
the story poles erected for the 4856 Project and gave information regarding the 
requirements for story poles in other municipalities in Northern California.  The 
Planning Commission, quite correctly, responded to this letter by requesting specific 
information as to the story pole requirements imposed by other governmental 
agencies along El Camino Real.  Obviously, these agencies have a somewhat 
common geographical location to Los Altos.   

We have researched the issue and enclose with this letter a Matrix that shows the 
story pole requirements for the cities of Mountain View, San Mateo, Daly City, San 
Bruno, Santa Clara, San Carlos, Belmont, Burlingame, San Mateo County and 
Santa Clara County.  None of those jurisdictions require story poles with the 
exception of Burlingame, where poles are required in hillside areas on single family 
residences to assess view impacts or otherwise at the discretion of the Planning 
Commission; San Mateo County, where poles are required only for coast side 
projects; and Santa Clara County, where poles are required for certain design 
review applications.   

I’m also attaching to this letter a copy of the story pole requirements for those 
jurisdictions that require them.  As you can see, the majority of those requirements 
are for single family homes and do not extend to multi-story structures in the urban 
environment of El Camino Real.  

ATTACHMENT 4
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As pointed out in my January 24 letter, the requirement for story poles extending up 
4 and 5 stories into the air creates a very dangerous situation in that the required 
netting acts like a sail in the heavy winds and, as was the case with the 4856 
Project, can often result in damage to adjacent structures.   

Conclusion:  Our strong recommendation, based upon the practices of the other 
cities located on El Camino Real is to delete from your list of requirements and 
procedures the necessity for story poles.   

Very truly yours, 
 
MILLER STARR REGALIA 
 
Wilson F. Wendt 
 
Wilson F. Wendt 
 
WFW:nmt 
Encls. 
 
cc: City Manager 
 Planning Director 
 City Attorney 
 Client 









































From: Chris Jordan
To: Jon Biggs; christopher.diaz@bbklaw.com
Subject: FW: Story poles at 389 1st street project 5th day in from installation
Date: Tuesday, March 12, 2019 10:18:33 PM
Attachments: IMG_2322.jpg

IMG_2389[1].jpg
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IMG_2387[1].jpg

From: Steve Johnson <s> 
Sent: Tuesday, March 12, 2019 10:06 PM
To: City Council <council@losaltosca.gov>; Zach Dahl <ZDahl@losaltosca.gov>; Steve Golden
<sgolden@losaltosca.gov>
Cc: Jeff Warmoth <>; Jeff Potts <>; 'Sophia Johnson' <>
Subject: Story poles at 389 1st street project 5th day in from installation

Dear Council,

I want to bring to your attention from our 1st presentation of 389-387-385 1st St. for story poles to 
council and having us return to "try harder" and represent that at the least, not being able to use 
flags and adding 2' mesh is a mistake. It acts as a wind sail and will pull down the poles.

I think using story poles in downtown Los Altos is as well a risk, hazard to pedestrians and personal 
property.  It's not will they fall (see photo's attached) it's when will they fall and hope to God no one 
gets hurt. This Thursday will be 1-week with story poles up if they stay up. I think they should be 
taken down after 1-week period.

Two out of the three story pole installers that I knew of would not hang story poles and use mesh in 
downtown Los Altos. In their words when we re-presented our plans based off of council's direction 
there response to us was  this will not work in tight quarters and "we are not going to buy a lawsuit" 
and declined the job.

It is my opinion giving what I have seen is if we need story poles (at all) then they stay up for 1-week 
with flags not mesh, pictures taken as I've done for our project, sign put out front for people to 
review, master downtown plan image of project dropped in on city plans that this should be 
sufficient on downtown projects as we have done. The safety or our community is counting on it.

Sincerely,

Steve

Steve Johnson

ATTACHMENT 5
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From: Zach Dahl
To: Jon Biggs
Subject: FW: 1st Place village LLC
Date: Monday, March 11, 2019 11:55:05 AM
Attachments: IMG_2346.jpg
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Here’s the email from the 389 First St applicant if you want to include it as correspondence for the story
pole policy discussion on 3/26

Zachary Dahl, AICP
Planning Services Manager

Community Development Department
City of Los Altos
(650) 947-2633

From:Steve Johnson <> 
Sent: Saturday, March 09, 2019 2:05 PM
To: Steve Golden <sgolden@losaltosca.gov>; Zach Dahl <ZDahl@losaltosca.gov>;
; Jeff Warmoth <>; Sophia My Girl Johnson <>
Cc: John Thompson <>
Subject: 1st Place village LLC

Dear all, 

The story polls are up at 389, 387, 385 1st St. to Los Altos as of March 8, 2019.
Please see attached photos.
I want to reiterate that I am concerned as I know planning is with having these polls in the air into
foot mesh showing the heights accident sale in the wind. I implore you that we get these story poles
down in 30-days max due to safety concerns. 
Sincerely,

Steve Johnson

Steve Johnson 
Cell: (650) 814-5371 
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