
John Curtis in Pacifica environmental and political history 
 

John Curtis passed away December 2, 2016, at age 70. He was involved in Pacifica 
politics and environmental causes for more than 40 years. Although John was born and 
grew up in St. Louis, his heart really belonged to Pacifica. For decades, John worked 
tirelessly to protect Pacifica’s environment and improve the city he loved. His invaluable 
achievements were numerous: 
 
From 1971 to 1974, John worked for the City of Pacifica in the Planning Department, 
gaining a basic background in land use policy matters.  
 
John’s first political involvement in Pacifica issues occurred during the mid-1970s and 
early 1980s with a neighborhood group called the Sharp Park Improvement Council. 
This group resisted unwanted redevelopment and worked for neighborhood 
improvement. 
 
In 1973, John was a member of United Citizens of Pacifica, which defeated a 
referendum on the 805-condominium project known as Rockaway Highlands, proposed 
on Cattle Hill at the end of Fassler Avenue. This was the first Pacifica project defeated 
by public referendum.  
 
In the late 1970s, John was a member of Sane Transportation on the Peninsula 380 
(STOP 380), a joint San Bruno-Pacifica citizens group that defeated a plan to extend 
Highway 380 to the coast. The 380 extension would have gone over Sweeney Ridge to 
a cloverleaf interchange at the quarry and Rockaway Beach. 
 
In the 1970s, John was also a member of Keep Pacifica Scenic (KPS), an organization 
that addressed transportation and development issues from an environmental 
standpoint.  
 
In 1977, John was active in heading off a 258-acre redevelopment plan at Mori Point, 
Rockaway Beach, and the quarry, called “Point Pacifica.” 
 
In the mid-1970s, John served as an editor of Pacifica Nexus, an alternative news 
journal. It was here in an article on the General Plan that John first framed a much-
repeated concept. He wrote: “The 1969 plan never recognized that 'sound  economics' 
and 'sound environmentalism' are not mutually exclusive. In fact they are mutually 
necessary ingredients for successful and realistic planning. You don't build a tourist tax 
base by covering and destroying natural tourist attractions – open hills, beaches and 
clean air. No one wants to travel to the coast to tour endless housing tracts or to spread 
a beach blanket on asphalt.” 
 
From 1977 until 1980, John participated in workshops that formulated the 1978 Pacifica 
General Plan. His involvement helped create a plan that stressed less dense residential 
development and the value of open space. 
 



From 1979 to 1980, John served on the city's Highway 1 Committee. He also worked 
with the group Pacificans United to Save Our Hills (PUSH), headed by Ferd Simons, 
Jan Dutton, and Ken Miles. PUSH was instrumental in getting Sweeney Ridge included 
in the GGNRA.  
 
In the 1980s, John was a leading member of Friends of Pacifica, which successfully 
opposed development of Mori Point, got a majority of pro-environmental City Council 
members elected, and negotiated a density swap that saved the Northern Dunes across 
from the Fish and Bowl from being developed. In 1981, Friends of Pacifica took to a 
referendum and defeated the zoning ordinance that would have had potential negative 
consequences for many open-space parcels. Then in 1982, Friends of Pacifica 
successfully pushed through a growth control ordinance. 
 
The defeat of the zoning ordinance led to the formal creation of the Zoning Ordinance 
Review Committee (ZORC), which John Curtis served on to revise the ordinance. 
ZORC was later disbanded and the Pacifica Planning Commission and City Council 
completed the revisions. 
 
In the 1980s, John was part of Pacificans for Mori Point, which defeated another 
proposal for development of Mori Point – 60 homes and a 7-story conference center.  
 
From 1983 to1991, John served as a planning commissioner. As a planning 
commissioner, he was able “to change the rules for development, the depth of long 
range planning and scope of city government's role in the future of local land use” 
(Pacifica Tribune,  4/18/84) through amendments to the city's General Plan and zoning 
ordinances. Also as a planning commissioner, he successfully pushed for inclusion of 
Milagra Ridge in the Hillside Preservation District.  
 
In 1984, John served along with Dorothy Edminster on the Mori Point Architectural 
Advisory Committee as Planning Commission representatives. In 2000, Mori Point 
was finally formally saved from development. It was purchased by the Trust for Public 
Lands (TLP) and then transferred to the National Park Service (NPS), which added it to 
the Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA). 
 
From 1984 to 1989, John served on the original Open Space Task Force that wrote the 
“Open Space Task Force Report.” 
 
In the mid-1990s, John helped in the struggle to protect the area known as Gypsy Hill.  
 
From 1996 to 2002, John Curtis served on the Rockaway Quarry Committee that 
worked to define appropriate use of the quarry and its surrounding area. 
 
From 1997 on, John Curtis worked with the Committee to Save the Fish and Bowl 
(CSFB) in its eight-year struggle against development of the Fish and Bowl, leading to a 
successful appeal by John Curtis of the city-issued Coastal Development Permit before 
the California Coastal Commission.  



 
In 2003, John served on the Pacifica Facilities Task Force to study recommended 
sites for a new city hall and library. 
 
In 2004, John worked with the Community Organization of Watchdogs (COW) to 
extend the growth management ordinance. 
 
Also in 2004, John was on the steering committee of Pacificans for Sustainable 
Development (PSD) in its successful effort to defeat ballot Measure E, which would 
have allowed developer Trammell Crow to build 315 housing units in the quarry.  
 
In 2006, John worked with PSD to help steer Pacifica Today and Tomorrow (PTT) in 
the successful campaign to defeat ballot Measure L, which would have allowed 
developer Don Peebles to build 355 housing units in the quarry.  
 
For many years, John was the appointed Pacifica representative on the San Mateo 
County Mosquito Abatement District and chairperson for its internal Environmental 
Committee. 
 
In 2007, John was presented with the Open Space Preservation Award, given by the 
Open Space Committee. 
 
John was always available for various local environmental, neighborhood, and political 
groups as resource person on land use policy issues, political campaigns, and Pacifica 
history. John was always on hand to serve as a strategist and tactician in the numerous 
efforts to prevent environmentally unsound projects in Pacifica. All Pacificans benefitted 
from John’s environmental efforts for his beloved city. He will be greatly missed and 
remembered with affection by the many friends who knew him and worked with him. 
 
A celebration of John’s life will be on Sunday, April 9 at 11 a.m. at Shelldance Orchid 
Nursery. At that time, friends will have the opportunity to share thoughts, stories, and 
special memories of John. 
 
 
(Several people contributed to this article, including Victor Carmichael, Peter Loeb, Noel 
Blincoe, and Hal Bohner.) 


