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Giving Dreams an Address    

The challenges of  planning Moraga: Ellen Clark’s last interview
By Sophie Braccini

Ellen Clark worked in Moraga for 
fi ve years, fi rst as senior planner, 

then as planning director since Au-
gust 2014; her last day was  Dec. 8. 
Over this period several projects have 
been completed, but she also recog-
nizes that the town still has work to 
do in order to exorcise its inner de-
mons and realize its potential.
 As director, Clark oversaw 
the Livable Moraga Road project, 
the approval of the City Ventures 
project off Moraga Way, and Via 
Moraga across from the Rheem 
Shopping Center, the approval of 
Harvest Court and the other Sum-
merhill project, Bella Vista (Ran-
cho Laguna II), and the adoption 
of a new commercial planned de-
velopment process; she led most of 
the work for the revision of the hill-
side and ridgeline regulations, and 
started the zoning process for the 
Moraga Center Specifi c Plan. Due 
to lack of time and resources, some 
of Clark’s long-terms goals, such as 

the update of the Municipal Code, 
did not materialize.
 One element of the town’s plan-
ning that she sees as key to the fu-
ture of Moraga is the zoning of the 
Moraga Center Specifi c Plan. That 
area in the center of town where 
Moraga Way and Moraga Road 
meet will deserve, according to 
Clark, more community conversa-
tion. She believes that the Bruzzone 
family, which owns the majority of 
that land, does not agree with the 
zoning and the process the steer-
ing committee recommended. She 
was confronted with their vision 
that is more in line with what was 
developed in the past, and what 
the General Plan included when it 
was adopted: either single family 
homes or larger multifamily units. 
For Clark what is missing is the “in-
between” style housing that would 
better fi t Moraga’s character while 
achieving similar density. She says 
that what has been proposed by the 

town is quite different in terms of 
scale and pattern, even prescribing 
how the streets would be laid out. 
These would be smaller-scale build-
ings, such as fourplexes or sixplex-
es. The challenge for Clark was to 
bridge the gap between the property 
owner’s vision and what the town 
desires. She expected that the plan 
should have come back at the begin-
ning of the 2018, but that because of 
the changes in personnel and gap in 
leadership, it might be delayed.
 Clark regrets not seeing the new 
hillside and ridgeline regulations to 
completion, but she believes that 
the text is close to being fi nalized. 
She assumes that the council will 
fi nish the work in January. Here 
too there are possible diffi culties 
with large property owners that 
have projects in hilly undeveloped 
land. One contentious issue was 
to decide whether a piece of land 
that was previously high risk but 
was remediated, should still be 

considered high risk ad infi nitum.
Clark noted that the fi nal status of 
a piece of land is made at the time 
of the application, and that it would 
make sense to consider the state of 
the land at that moment, not what it 
was years before. The council was 
divided on that issue and has not 
yet made a decision. One develop-
ment that could be partially impact-
ed by the new rule is the Bollinger 
Canyon project that has been in the 
makings for 13 years.  Clark antici-
pates this development project to 
reach the beginning of the public 
planning process next spring.
 Clark said that the Palos Colo-
rados project will be ready to break 
ground in the spring as well. It is 
a 123-home development planned 
to be built on 460 acres off Moraga 
Road, close to the border with La-
fayette. The developer will pay the 
town a deposit of $2.5 million fol-
lowing the Moraga Town Council 
approval of the fi nal map. Another 

million dollars will be due within 
120 days of the issuance of the 
grading permit.  This is not the fi rst 
time, however, that such a predic-
tion has been made.
 Besides these new projects and 
code changes, Clark said that Mor-
aga’s Municipal Code needs to be 
revisited. “Parts are outdated,” she 
said, adding that it would be great 
to continue to make improvements, 
and that the town would benefi t 
from the update of its design guide-
lines to align it with the look and 
feel most residents want.
 She adds that the town has 
come to like its complicated and 
long process, partially due to the 
fact that the rules are not that clear. 
The consequence is that the process 
is painful, onerous and uncertain, 
and that it does not benefi t anyone. 
Clark proposed to the council last 
year to update the regulations, but 
there have not been enough time 
and resources to get to that work. 

How much will Moragans pay for storm drain repair? ... continued from page A4

 Brent Meyers, who said he was 
representing the Sanders Ranch 
HOA board of directors, explained 
that this discount was not commen-
surate with all the work on storm 
drains that their HOA has made over 
the years. Mayor Teresa Onoda not-
ed that Sanders Ranch homeown-
ers had paid several thousands of 

dollars to insure the safety of their 
culverts, creeks and drains. Surely, 
the residents argued, all their main-
tenance resulted in a lesser impact 
on the town’s global storm drain 
system and more discount should 
apply to them. Sanders Ranch in-
cludes about 250 homes, or about 5 
percent of properties in Moraga.

 Council members were under-
standing of the two HOA’s con-
cerns and acknowledged that this 
entire process was being somewhat 
rushed, even if everyone recogniz-
es the need for fi nding a solution 
for the storm drains under repair. 
The need to educate and be fair 
was deemed most important and 

the council decided that the proj-
ect would be delayed by a month 
to allow the public works director’s 
team to meet with differing HOA 
members to hear their concerns.
 The fi nal fee proposal should 
get back to council by the end of 
January. If the proposal is approved, 
an intense effort of information and 

outreach will be conducted, includ-
ing four mailings and at least two 
general meetings. Each property 
owner will receive one ballot (dual 
owners will have to be in agree-
ment), which will be mailed to the 
town for counting. Since it’s an 
election year, staff wants a result 
before June to avoid confusion.
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