
 
 
 
 
 
TO:  Dave Fribush 
 
FROM: Sarah Henricks, Management Analyst Fellow 
 
DATE: October 16, 2017 
 
RE:  City of Los Altos gas-powered leaf blower ordinance 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The City of Los Altos has had a ban on gas-powered leaf blowers since 1991. The ban was 
revisited in early 2011 to determine if restrictions could be lessened to accommodate the 
landscaping industry or those persons already owning gas-powered blowers. After careful 
consideration, City Council chose not to amend the ordinance and it remains part of the Municipal 
Code. 

The current regulation falls under Municipal Code 6.16.070 and reads as follows: 

15. Portable gasoline powered blowers. 

a. Definition. Portable gasoline-powered leaf blowers are defined as portable power 
equipment that is powered by a self-contained fuel engine and used in any 
landscape, maintenance, construction, property repair, or property maintenance for 
the purpose of blowing, dispersing or redistributing dust, dirt, leaves, grass clippings, 
cuttings and trimmings from trees and shrubs or other debris. 

b. Gasoline-powered blowers prohibited. Use or operation of portable gasoline-
powered leaf blowers within the city for any purpose except testing noise levels is 
unlawful and shall constitute an infraction, punishable as provided by law. 

Enforcement of the ban is difficult, as the Police Department must not only rely on residents to 
report use of gas-powered blowers, but the Code Enforcement Officer must witness the use of 
the gas blower to issue a citation. Current police efforts include education and outreach when calls 
are received. The City is considering including a copy of the ordinance with business license 
applications and renewals as part of an educational campaign.  

DISCUSSION 
History 

Prior to banning gas powered blowers, the City Council adopted an interim ordinance that allowed 
gas blowers that operate at 75 dBA when measured at 12.5 feet.  The 12.5-foot distance was meant 
to represent the noise heard on the receiving property from the use of a blower on a neighboring 
property. A permitting system was developed to license acceptable units. The proposed licensing 
system was time intensive, difficult to administer and ineffective. A fee was collected to recover the 
cost of staff time involved. During the time the interim ordinance was in place it appeared that 
relatively few blowers could achieve acceptable noise levels. 

The prohibition on gas-powered leaf blowers in Los Altos went into effect in June 1991. Following 
the adoption of the ordinance prohibiting these devices, a citizen’s initiative was placed on the 



November 1991 ballot to allow the use of some gas-powered blowers, Attachment A. The initiative 
was rejected with 58.7% of voters opposed and 41.3% in favor. Attachment B presents the city 
attorney’s impartial analysis of the initiative as well as arguments for and against the measure.  

In 2011, the City Council requested a staff report on the City's prohibition on the use of portable 
gasoline engine powered blowers, commonly referred to as leaf blowers, as codified in Chapter 6.16 
of the Municipal Code. This report was received by Council at the January 11, 2011 meeting, 
Attachment C, at which time, following public comments from three Los Altos residents opposing 
the elimination of the ban, Council requested that staff research how other cities were regulating 
these devices. Council also requested background information regarding a related voter initiative that 
was considered in 1991. City Council considered this information at the February 8, 2011 regular 
meeting, Attachment D. Following public comments from 13 Los Altos residents opposing the 
elimination of the ban and further Council discussion, a motion was made by Councilmember 
Fishpaw, and seconded by Mayor Pro Tem Carpenter, to direct staff to review the use of these 
devices in non-residential areas and public spaces and bring back ordinance amendments for review. 
The motion carried unanimously. On March 8, 2011, Attachment E, staff presented the sample 
ordinance permitting gas-powered blowers in commercial districts and on private property. The 
draft ordinance would continue to prohibit gas-powered blowers in residential districts and at 
private schools, religious facilities, and other similar community facilities. Following public 
comments from ten Los Altos residents opposing the elimination of the ban and Council discussion, 
a motion was made by Councilmember Satterlee, and seconded by Councilmember Fishpaw to take 
no further action. The motion passed unanimously.  

The ordinance currently reads as follows: 

Municipal Code 6.16.070 

15. Portable gasoline powered blowers.

a. Definition. Portable gasoline-powered leaf blowers are defined as portable power
equipment that is powered by a self-contained fuel engine and used in any
landscape, maintenance, construction, property repair, or property maintenance for
the purpose of blowing, dispersing or redistributing dust, dirt, leaves, grass clippings,
cuttings and trimmings from trees and shrubs or other debris.

b. Gasoline-powered blowers prohibited. Use or operation of portable gasoline-
powered leaf blowers within the city for any purpose except testing noise levels is
unlawful and shall constitute an infraction, punishable as provided by law.

Enforcement 

In the case of a gasoline powered leaf blower, the onus falls to community members to report 
violations to the City’s non-emergency phone number The Los Altos municipal code is enforced 
by the Code Enforcement Officer, who responds to all Municipal Code violations when on-duty 
and available. If available, the Code Enforcement Officer responds to the reported violation to 
investigate. Law requires the Code Enforcement Officer to personally witness the Municipal Code 
violation to enforce the regulation. If she witnesses the violation, she uses her discretion, as with 
traffic stops for vehicle code violations, to determine the appropriate enforcement action. 
Enforcement can range from a verbal admonishment with accompany education on the Municipal 
Code to issuance of a citation. 



Oftentimes, when a Code Enforcement Officer arrives at the scene of the violation, the subject is 
gone or no longer using the device. If the subject is still on-scene but is not using the device, the 
Code Enforcement Officer can take the opportunity to educate the subject about the ban. 

If the Code Enforcement Officer is not available, on-duty patrol officers will be dispatched to the 
call on a priority basis. Patrol officers’ response priorities are: protecting schools, crimes against 
persons (domestic violence, assault, disturbances, robberies, etc.), property crimes (burglary, theft 
from automobiles, grand and petty theft, shoplifting, auto theft, etc.), traffic (traffic accidents, 
speeding around schools, speeding in neighborhoods, downtown and other shopping district 
complaints, etc.). Municipal Code violations are a lesser priority for patrol officers, as they do not 
pose an immediate threat to public safety. If officers are available to report to a violation, they do, 
but often, officers are responding to more serious calls that pose a threat to safety, property, 
traffic flow, or other more urgent requests.  

Year-to-date, the Los Altos Police Department has issued six citations for the use of a gas-
powered leaf blower. The fine accompanying a citation is $100 for the first offense, $200 for the 
second offense, and $500 for the third offense. The Police Department also tracks verbal and 
written warnings, escalating the consequence with each violation. Due to the difficulty in 
enforcing the gas-powered leaf blower ban, the Police Department has taken an educational 
approach. When an officer responds to a call, they inform the user and home- or business owner 
about the ordinance and the associated fines. The Code Enforcement Officer follows up with a 
written letter relaying the information, with the hope that education will increase compliance. In 
addition, the City is considering including a copy of the ordinance with all business license 
applications and renewals as part of an educational campaign. 

ATTACHMENTS 
Attachment A: Ballot Initiative 
Attachment B: Ballot Initiative Arguments 
Attachment C: January 11, 2011 Agenda Report Summary 
Attachment D: February 8, 2011 Agenda Report Summary 
Attachment E: March 8, 2011 Agenda Report Summary 



ATTACHMENT A 

BALLOT TITLE 

AH IIII'l'IA'l'IVB ORDIIIAHCE OP THE CITY OP LOS 
At'l'oS l\llBIIDIIIG SBCTJ:Oll. 10-5.07 (b) (l.5) OP THE 
LOS ALTOS .llUIIICIPAL CODB TO DEPIIIB GAS POWBRBD 
LBll BLOWERS, SPBCil'Y OPERATIIIG HOURS AND 
DAYS, ADOPT POLICIES RBll'l'ECTIIIG USB OP LEAP 
BLCWBRS, AND TO PROHIBIT CERTAIN GAS POWBRBD 
LBll BLOWBRS AND EXEMPTIIIG CBRTAIII PERSOJIS 

summary of Ordinance 

This initiative ordinance, if adopted by the City Council 
or by the electorate, would define gas powered leaf blowers, 
specify operating hours and days thereof, state certain non-binding 
policies w_ith respect to their use, prohibit gas powered leaf 
blowers over 75 dba measured 25 feet from the source after July 1, 
1992, and exempt therefrom persons who own a gasoline leaf blower 
on the effective date and use it at their own residence. 

By:JiA��--

City Attorney 
City of Los Altos 



CITY ATTORNEY'S IMPARTIAL ANALYSIS OF MEASURE _Q 

since June 1, 1991, an Ordinance of the City of Los Altos

prohibits the use of all gasoline powered leaf blowers in the City, 
and specifies operating hours and guidelines on the operation of 
other types of leaf blowers. 

This initiative ordinance, if adopted by the electorate, would 
repeal the existing prohibition on the use of gasoline powered leaf 
blowers, and would substitute a prohibition On the use of gasoline 
powered leaf blowers exceeding a noise limit of 75 decibels at a 
distance of 25 feet from the source, would change the operating 
hours and days, so that gasoline :powered leaf blowers could be 

operating during different times and days than electric powered 
leaf blowers, and would establish certain other "guideli'nes" with 
respect to their use. 

An Ordinance adopted by initiative can only be changed by the 
voters in another election. 

In addition to changing the current prohibition on gasoline 
powered leaf blowers to a prohibition only on gasoline leaf bl.ewers 

which exceed certain noise limits, this initiative ordinance would 
also establish a lifetime exemption for pe�ons who owned gasoline 
powered leaf blowers on the effective date of the initiative 

or.dinance, regardless of the noise level of such a leaf blower, and 

provided it is used at that person's residence. 

lt is not clear whether such an exempt person could have other 

individuals in the household or persons such as an employed 

gardener, take advantage of that exemption and use that leaf ·blower 

on the property. There is no prohibition on replacing a worn out 

or broken blower, because the exemption is for the person and not 

the machine. It is also not specified how it would be determined 
· who owned a gasoline powered leaf blower on the date specified, but

it is likely that this determination would be the responsibility of
the City staff at considerable cost.

RKB2DAILY\CITYLA.ANA 

ATTACHMENT B













A G E N D A  R E P O R T  S U M M A R Y

MEETING DATE: January 11, 2011 

     SUBJECT: Portable Gasoline Engine Powered Blowers 

RECOMMENDATION: 

Receive the Agenda Report and direct staff accordingly. 

ESTIMATED FISCAL 
IMPACT 
Varies based on annual 
enforcement costs 
AMOUNT: 

BUDGETED: 

Y ___X____ N _______ 

FUNDING SOURCE: 
General Fund 

  Finance Director:  

  _______________ 
  Russell J. Morreale 

ATTACHMENTS PUBLIC HEARING 
NOTICE 

Date of Publication 

PREVIOUS COUNCIL 
CONSIDERATION 

Not Applicable 

CEQA STATUS 

Not Applicable 

Department/Director Name Douglas J. Schmitz, City Manager 

_______________________      ____________________ 
Date (Date submitted to CM) Date (Final Sign off Date) 

ATTACHMENT C



A G E N D A  R E P O R T

DATE: January 11, 2011 

TO: City Council  

FROM: James Walgren, Assistant City Manager 

SUBJECT: GAS BLOWER PROHIBITION ORDINANCE 

RECOMMENDATION 

Receive the Agenda Report and direct staff accordingly. 

BACKGROUND 

The City Council requested a staff report on the City’s prohibition on the use of gas powered 
blowers, commonly referred to as leaf blowers.  In addition, Council members wanted to know if 
there are newer gas powered blowers that operate at noise levels similar to electric blowers. 

DISCUSSION 

The prohibition on gas powered leaf blowers went into effect on June 1, 1991.  The prohibition 
includes the use of gas leaf blowers by city maintenance staff.  However, because most parks, 
parking lots and other City properties do not have readily available electrical outlets, maintenance 
personnel have to use portable gas generators to operate the electric leaf blowers.  Depending on the 
model used, the generators can make more noise than a gas leaf blower.  Few other nearby cities are 
attempting to regulate these devices.  The ones that do tend to have hours-of-use restrictions on gas 
leaf blowers but do not ban them altogether.   

Prior to banning gas powered blowers, the City Council adopted an interim ordinance that allowed 
gas blowers that operate at 75 dBA when measured at 12.5 feet.  The 12.5-foot distance was meant 
to represent the noise heard on the receiving property from the use of a blower on a neighboring 
property.  A permitting system was developed to license acceptable units.  The proposed licensing 
system was time intensive, difficult to administer and ineffective.  A fee was collected to recover the 
cost of staff time involved.  During the time the interim ordinance was in place it appeared that 
relatively few blowers could achieve acceptable noise levels.  

Since the prohibition was adopted, manufacturers have developed gas leaf blowers that they claim 
operate at a similar noise level to electric leaf blowers.  The newer models can reportedly achieve a 
noise level of 70 dBA or less, which is similar to an electric leaf blower.  At least a few models are 
reported to operate at 65 dBA at 50 feet.  Staff cannot verify these claims without an independent 
testing of this equipment.  In general, however, most retail gas blowers are not as quiet as electric 
leaf blowers.    



City Council 
January 11, 2011 
Page 2 

The Police Department has indicated that have received the following number and types of 
complaints over the past several years relating to the use of gas blowers. 

2005 108 calls 
2006 101 calls 
2007 82 calls 
2008 85 calls 
2009 71 calls 
2010 140 calls (January - October) 

The caller is typically reporting leaf blower noise in a neighborhood, not necessarily a specific 
address.  Approximately 48% of the calls result in a verbal admonishment, since the violation is not 
occurring in the officer’s presence.  About 2% of the complaints result in a citation.  In the 
remaining 50% of the calls, either the potential violator is no longer present or the call is unfounded 
because the equipment being used is a legal electric blower.  The Police Department attempts to 
contact property owners, in person or by mail, to explain the regulations in cases where a violation 
can be identified.   

The Police Department has found enforcement of the ordinance to be a challenge and does not find 
enforcement to have a significant impact on related complaints.  Recognizing that leaf blower 
complaints are one of the Department’s lower priority calls for service in comparison with urgent 
and emergency calls, staff believes that Council should consider amending the ordinance to eliminate 
the prohibition on gas powered blowers, particularly since only blowers are prohibited – gas 
powered lawn mowers, for example, are not.  If the City Council agrees with this recommendation, 
simply repealing the ban is the best approach from an administration and enforcement standpoint.  
Gas powered blowers could then be subject to the same limited hours of operation as other 
powered lawn and garden equipment are – 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. Monday through Friday and 9:00 
a.m. to 6:00 p.m. on Saturday and Sunday.  This would be a reasonable restriction and would seem
to be consistent with how most homeowners use commercial gardening services, which are the
primary users of these devices.

ALTERNATIVES 

The City Council could leave the ban on gas powered blowers in place.  



A G E N D A  R E P O R T  S U M M A R Y

MEETING DATE:  February 8, 2011

SUBJECT: Portable Gasoline Engine Powered Blowers 

RECOMMENDATION:  

Receive the Agenda Report and direct staff accordingly. 

ESTIMATED FISCAL IMPACT 

AMOUNT:   
Varies based on Annual 
Enforcement Costs  

BUDGETED: 
Yes 

FUNDING SOURCE: 
General Fund 

ATTACHMENT 

Walgren Agenda Report 

Walgren Agenda Report dated 
January 11, 2011 

Initiative Measure Materials 

PUBLIC HEARING NOTICE 

Not Applicable 

PREVIOUS COUNCIL 
CONSIDERATION 

January 11, 2011 

CEQA STATUS 

Not Applicable 

____________ ___________  _________________________  
James Walgren, Assistant City Manager Douglas J. Schmitz, City Manager 

________________________ _________________________ 
Date  Date  

ATTACHMENT D



A G E N D A  R E P O R T

DATE: February 8, 2011 

TO: City Council  

FROM: James Walgren, Assistant City Manager 

SUBJECT: PORTABLE GASOLINE ENGINE POWERED BLOWERS 

RECOMMENDATION 

Receive the Agenda Report and direct staff accordingly. 

BACKGROUND 

The City Council requested a staff report on the City’s prohibition on the use of portable gasoline 
engine powered blowers, commonly referred to as leaf blowers, as codified in Chapter 6.16 of the 
Municipal Code.  This report was received by Council at the January 11, 2011 meeting at which time, 
following public comments, Council requested that staff research how other cities were regulating 
these devices.  Council also requested background information regarding a related voter initiative 
that was considered in 1991. 

The attached January 11, 2011 report recommended that gas-powered leaf blowers be regulated by 
hours of operation, as are other gas-powered construction and garden tools, versus being prohibited 
outright.  If Council were to pursue this recommendation, staff would then schedule noise 
ordinance amendments for later public meetings.         

DISCUSSION 

How Other Cities Regulate Gas-Powered Blowers 

The City Clerk contacted Santa Clara County cities to find out how they were regulating these 
devices.  Of the cities that responded, none of them prohibited gas-powered blowers outright.  The 
following are the responses: 

Los Altos Hills 
Regulates by Hours of Operation  8:00 a.m. to Sunset   

Los Gatos 
Regulates by Noise Level 65 dB Maximum     

Monte Serene 
Regulates by Hours of Operation 
and Noise Level 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. and 65 dB Maximum   



City Council 
February 8, 2011 
Page 2 

Campbell 
Regulates by Hours of Operation  8:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.     

Saratoga 
Regulates by Hours of Operation  8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.     

Sunnyvale 
Regulates by Hours of Operation 
and Noise Level 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. and 65 dB Maximum   

Palo Alto 
Regulates by Hours of Operation 
and Noise Level 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. and 65 dB Maximum   

Citizens Initiative 

The prohibition on gas-powered leaf blowers in Los Altos went into effect in June 1991.  For 
whatever reasons – perhaps it was the relatively recent emergence of these devices – many cities 
were grappling with how to regulate gas-powered leaf blowers during this period.  Hearings on the 
matter could draw large audiences of both opponents of these devices and proponents representing 
the gardening and landscaping professions. 

Following the adoption of an ordinance prohibiting these devices, a citizen’s initiative was placed on 
the November 1991 ballot to allow some use of gas-powered leaf blowers.  Voters rejected the 
initiative by a margin of 41 percent votes in favor and 59 percent opposed.  Though, as the attached 
materials show, part of the opposition vote was likely based on the difficulty to enforce the various 
exemptions that were included in the initiative.  The fact that the initiative was placed on a ballot in 
1991 does not limit City Council’s authority to amend the noise ordinance.     

ALTERNATIVES 

The City Council could leave the ban on gas-powered blowers in place.  

Attachments 
1. Walgren Agenda Report dated January 11, 2011
2. Initiative Measure Materials
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