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Need Downtown Plan Regardless of Who Facilitates It 

In a recent letter “Downtown Plan (if necessary) Requires Public Vote,” Chris Kniel took our OA president 

Bill Waterman to task for having the audacity to suggest that we need a “Downtown Specific Plan” and for 

suggesting we may want to use the Urban Land Institute to help develop that plan. Mr. Kniel went on to 

“suggest” that the lack of “developmental progress downtown” was due to the council being in favor of 

“big development” and ignoring the building codes and our General Plan. To lend credence to his 

comments, he identified himself as a former member of the “Planning Commission, Planning Review Task 

Force, and Finance Committee.” He went on to raise the Montessori appeal as an example, I guess, of just 

how wrong things are in our city.  

 

Like him, I served on the Planning Commission (three full terms) and served on the Planning Review Task 

Force, I did not serve on the Finance Committee but after reviewing records at the city, I could not find 

that he did either. I filed the Montessori appeal, not Orinda Vision or any other group; just me. I did it for 

several reasons; the application was in violation of our General Plan because the use (child care) is called 

out in it as not appropriate in the Downtown Commercial District, a use that would bring 150 cars each 

morning, and 90 at lunch time every day (applicants numbers) to the intersection of two public streets 

effectively ruining the ability of several local businesses to conduct their business, because the application 

required an amendment to the General Plan, which the Planning Director told them they needed, but the 

applicant did not bother to apply for and because having children exit a child care facility onto a busy 

public street corner to wait for their parents was unsafe. For all these reasons, the appeal had to be filed, 

and it was never about design just about the use. Mr. Kniel knows my reasons for appealing; he was there 

and commented to me on them yet he talks in his letter about “designs” and “codes.” 

 

The City Council did exactly what we as voters should want them to do by voting to uphold the General 

Plan, the process for changing that Plan, the viability of local business and the safety of our children. The 

members of the council should be commended for voting the way they did not vilified for it. I have to ask 

what Mr. Kniel has against local business that he want to destroy it for a use that is not allowed, what he 

has against our children that he would then put at risk going to and from pre-school, and why he does not 

want us to have a plan for the downtown? 

 

Mr. Waterman is right, we need a new downtown plan, and I don’t care who is used to facilitate getting 

one, and Mr. Kniel is right when he suggests that Orinda is your town and you need to be involved in any 

process that will bring change to the downtown. But ask yourself: Do you want to spend the time needed 

to understand everything you will need to know to make an informed vote? Let your voices be heard by 

the people elected to represent you then expect them to do exactly that. 

 
Terry J. Murphy 


