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Residents placed color-coded dots and sticky notes on an aerial photo of Orinda to indicate which areas they believe need

improvement and the types of improvements they would like to see.

Community comments on potential changes to downtown Orinda

By Sora O’Doherty

The Orinda Library Auditorium was packed to
overflowing on Jan. 29 as residents gathered to par-
ticipate in the ConnectOrinda workshop.
Planning Drummond Buckley and Associate Planner
Adam Foster gave a brief introduction, with Buckley
saying he felt like a kid on Christmas, and Foster

agreeing that he was equally excited. Also present
were Victoria Eisen, partner at Eisen | Letunic, the
consultant on the Downtown Streetscape project,
known as ConnectOrinda.

The consultants were selected in June and the
first formal launch event was held in October, fol-
lowing interviews with stakeholders. At the work-
shop, the public was invited to comment on 19 po-
tential projects in four categories: the Theatre Dis-
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trict, the BART/Connection zone, the Village District
and Character & Beautification. The projects in-
clude calming traffic on Moraga Way, improving ca-

sual carpool waiting area, enhancing walking routes

between BART and the Theatre District and the Vil-
lage, enhancing Orinda Way and improving walka-
bility, and planning for creek access. Also included
are potentially moving and/or closing access ramps
to Highway 24.
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Some trees slated for removal along this trail enjoy a stay of execution.

By Nick Marnell

One ramification of the Pacific Gas and
Electric Company Jan. 29 bankruptcy
filing is that the company will likely no
longer be able to reimburse the city of
Lafayette for legal bills in its defense of
a lawsuit brought against the city and
the utility by a local citizens group.
PG&E and Lafayette are financially
linked in a 2017 Agreement for Tree
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Removal. According to a city staff re-
port, PG&E would pay the city a miti-
gation fee of $531,000 — $475,000 in
cash and $56,000 in future tree planti-
ngs - to remove 272 trees on private
and public property. The company
deemed that the trees had to go as they
prevent first responder access and
safety inspections, and that the tree
roots could damage underground

pipes.
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Alocal citizens group, Save
Lafayette Trees, sued the city and the
utility. “The city failed to conduct any
environmental review before entering
into the contract with PG&E,” said
Stephan Volker, SLT attorney. The liti-
gation is ongoing, and the doomed
trees enjoy a stay of execution.

Not only are the city and PG&E
joined as co-defendants in the SLT
lawsuit, but PG&E agreed to reimburse
the city for its legal costs, with the logic
that it is the utility’s pipeline safety
program that was being challenged.
Through January, the company had re-
imbursed the city for $114,000 in legal
fees.

Because of the Chapter 11 bank-
ruptcy, the days of PG&E reimburse-
ment to Lafayette may be over. Past
due city invoices for the utility totaled
$41,500, and since the city’s claim
against PG&E for that money would
likely be paid at cents on the dollar and
not paid for several months, or even
years, Lafayette had to dip into the
mitigation money to pay its own legal
costs.

Jennifer Wakeman, Lafayette fi-
nancial services manager, said that
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there are no outstanding legal charges,
but city attorney Mala Subramanian
warned that the city would use funds
from the the $433,000 mitigation bal-
ance to pay future legal expenses. De-
pending on how far and how slowly
the SLT lawsuit moves through the sys-
tem, the legal costs could be
substantial.

“This presents a huge financial
risk for the city,” said a speaker at the
Jan. 28 city council meeting. “You are
fighting the residents who are trying to
ensure their safety. Is this really where
the city wants to go?”

In an ironic twist to this story, as
the utility is being sued by the
Lafayette citizens group for removing
trees near gas pipelines, a federal
judge on Jan. 30 chastised PG&E for not
cutting down trees and removing
fallen limbs near its electric power
lines, blaming the utility for its role in
the wildfires that have ravaged North-
ern California over the past two years.

PG&E spokesman Jeff Smith de-
clined to comment on the company
bankruptcy filing or the reimburse-
ment of Lafayette legal expenses.
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