
 
 

Fish and Bowl Again Faces Development 
 
                                     Op-ed by Victor Carmichael 

 
 
THE FISH AND BOWL IS THREATENED AGAIN. PLEASE COME TO THE CITY COUNCIL MEETING 
DECEMBER 12 AND SPEAK AGAINST PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT THERE. 
 
Some areas of Pacifica are special yet always remain vulnerable to encroaching sprawl. Two of these are the Quarry and the 
Fish and Bowl. The defeat of Measure W kept the Quarry open space for now. Extraordinary efforts are required by the 
citizenry to keep the ambiance and allure of Pacifica intact. Property near the coast that is privately owned but is still open 
space is that way for a good reason. It usually contains environmentally sensitive features. 
 
Proposed projects in these areas are inevitably presented in “greenest” of terms almost like the developers are doing the 
community a favor. And sometimes the first intrusion seems innocuous enough. This was the case with 2015 proposal by 
the developers Blackman/O'Connell for a tract in the Fish and Bowl area - four small studio apartments with earthen roofs 
nestled below the welcoming arms of large Monterey Cypress trees. The original proposal was indeed alluring. Four 
elevated studio apartments would be surrounded on all sides by open space - the yet-to-be-developed Fish parcels to the 
west, the undeveloped Bowl parcel directly to the north and never to be developed Caltrans right-of-way to the south.  And 
to the west side of the units there would be a majestic view of the Pacific Ocean framed by protected sand dunes. What's not 
to like? The Planning Commission and eventually the City Council both approved it unanimously. 
 
Of course there are always soreheads who oppose such things -- especially here in Pacifica. In this case a small 
neighborhood group, the Committee to Save the Fish and Bowl 2.0, saw things differently. They noted first of all that the ½-
acre parcel the units were to be built on was surrounded by seasonal wetlands. In fact back in 2003 the California Coastal 
Commission repealed the City of Pacifica issued CDP (Coastal Development Permit) on a 43-unit development in the 
adjacent 5.8-acre Bowl parcel mainly due to wetland proximity issues. This was a controversial and hard-fought battle on 
both sides with the developer, North Pacifica LLC, eventually suing every government entity in sight including the City of 
Pacifica and the Coastal Commission. None of the litigation was successful. 
 
The proposed four studio units faced the same problem that the earlier project had. They were within the standard 100 ft. 
buffer zone (required by California Coastal Commission) of at least two known wetland areas. And in fact a third wetland 
area was later identified almost on the property itself, on the adjacent City owned Palmetto Avenue right-of-way. 
 
Another factor also made it made it less than ideal. The head of a precipitous ravine on the ocean side of Palmetto Avenue is 
now but a few feet from the pavement (and the next ravine up, less than 300 yards north, has already reached the pavement 
of Westline Drive).  Were some future meteorological event like an especially severe El Nino season or a stack of back-to-
back winter storms to occur, heavy rainfall could cause a collapse at the head of that ravine. The arterial Palmetto Avenue 
would suddenly be severed. The logical alternative route runs right through where the new project is proposed to go.  
 
Aside from environmental concerns, anything built there would essentially open the door for further development of the 
entire area (which has miraculously survived the 50 years of intense suburbanization). It is the last remaining greenbelt in 



that end of town. Of course that argument holds no water against sacrosanct private property rights. Moreover the City 
claims that due to the small number of units involved  it is categorically exempt from the CEQA process. This despite 
factors that should allow for an exception. Thus an EIR irrespective of the environmental issues that exist can even be 
considered. 
 
For these reasons and others appeals were lodged with the Coastal Commission in June of 2015. And in July 2015 the 
Coastal Commission staff agreed that 'substantial issues' did indeed exist and issued a recommendation for a de novo 
review. After much rumination by the Coastal Commission (and meetings with the developer), they decided to allow the 
project. Another staff report was issued in March of this year. At the regular monthly meeting in Santa Rosa on April 13 the 
Coastal Commission formally approved their staff's recommendations.  But instead of holding the developer to the standard 
100' wetland buffer zone that the 2003 project was held to, the Coastal Commission reduced the buffer zone to 50'. This 
forced a major (and significantly less appealing) redesign of the project. A three-story (somewhat ordinary looking) 
apartment building would be crammed into the north most part of the property instead of the four smalls studio units. This 
would allow for 50' buffers for all surrounding wetlands including the large one to the north. The danger of the ravine 
affecting Palmetto Avenue was deemed as only a “low to moderate risk” and thus acceptable. 
 
This unfortunate redesign did not sit well with Planning Commission when it was unveiled at their September 6, 2016 
meeting with one commissioner calling it “a monstrosity. After much lamenting (and regret that the Coastal Commission 
had been called in) the Planning Commission voted to continue the issue until its late October meeting and requested the 
developer come up with a redesign. They suggested reduced height and bulk and smaller units. But at the October 17 
Planning Commission meeting, the developer defiantly rejected the Planning Commission's suggestions and did none of the 
things suggested. They simply resubmitted their original three-story 3,169-square-foot plan. With minimal discussion and 
accepting the developer's claim that the constraints involved precluded any redesign, the Commissioners unanimously 
approved it. An appeal was filed and will be heard before the City Council at its next meeting. 
 
If you possibly can, please attend the meeting and tell the Council you support the appeal and oppose approval of the project 
– Monday, December 12 at 7 p.m., Council Chambers,  2212  Beach Blvd. 
 
  


