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Orindans urge downtown change 

By Jennifer Modenessi jmodenessi@bayareanewsgroup.com 

 
ORINDA -- With its tranquil hills and high-ranking schools, Orinda is a magnet for young 

families looking to escape big city life.  

 

But when it comes to shopping and dining out, some transplants -- and more than a few 

longtime residents -- are taking their business to neighboring cities, including Lafayette, 

Oakland and Walnut Creek.  

 

"I currently leave Orinda to shop, eat out and entertain in neighboring towns while Orinda 

stays stagnant and rundown," resident Monica Fitzsimmons said at a City Council meeting 

this week. "I know I'm not alone in these options."  

 

 
Moraga Way near Theatre Square in Orinda, 2011. (Jose Carlos Fajardo/Staff) (JOSE 

CARLOS FAJARDO) 

 

According to the online petition Fitzsimmons started on Change.org, plenty of other 

Orindans are less than happy with the city's downtown. Nearly 700 people have signed the 

appeal asking lawmakers to immediately start crafting a plan to revitalize the area 

stretching along Moraga Way from Theatre Square.  

 

City leaders didn't respond to the request because it was made during the public comment 

portion of the meeting, and rules don't allow the council to comment during that time. But 

Mayor Dean Orr said a previous request by Councilwoman Amy Worth for the council to look 

at the situation downtown would be taken up by lawmakers in the near future. 

Worth made the request in July after a resident affiliated with the citizen's group Orinda 

Vision proposed the city spend $15,000 for assistance from the nonprofit Urban Land 

Institute on downtown planning issues.  

 

According to City Manager Janet Keeter, a discussion about downtown likely won't take 

place until next year.  

 

"We are deferring the matter until we have a new planning director on board," Keeter said, 

noting that the request to work with the Urban Land Institute is just one option the city 

could consider. 

 

This isn't the first time residents have asked officials to take a hard look at the area. More 

than three years ago, a group of Orindans urged the council to continue focusing on the 

downtown planning process and rejuvenate an area many consider in serious need of a 

boost.  
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Some residents also expressed support for an Orinda Vision plan calling for mixed-use 

buildings, a dramatic fountain and a pedestrian bridge connecting downtown with Orinda 

Village on the other side of Highway 24.  

  

In addition to better shopping and dining options, residents this week called for more 

diverse housing downtown, including condominiums and other options that allow older 

residents to downsize.  

  

Resident Ethan Elkind encouraged officials to act boldly, saying young families want a 

downtown they can be proud of. 

 

"A small little study on downtown isn't going to do it. We need a specific plan for 

downtown," Elkind said. 

  

Downtown guidelines, including those for height limits, setbacks and parking standards are 

governed by the municipal code. Other than design guidelines created in 1990, Orinda does 

not currently have an official plan dedicated solely to its downtown.  

Jennifer Modenessi covers Lamorinda. Contact her at 925-943-8378, and at 

Twitter.com/JModenessi. 
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