July 10, 2005 by Rebecca Moore
Mountain Residents to present Open Space Petition to MidPen
It's apparent that our community cares about local open space land.  More than seventy mountain residents have now joined together in a community-wide effort to contribute to the Master Plan for Bear Creek Redwoods and Sierra Azul Open Space Preserves.   This master plan will set forth a long-term vision and detailed implementation plan for the preservation and public use of these 18,000+ acres of public land within our 95033 region.

We call ourselves the Mountain Open Space Stewards, or MOSS for short.  We are local hikers, equestrians, mountain bikers, trail runners, dog-owners, historians, teachers, parents, naturalists, native plant enthusiasts and more.  We live on the properties and roads all around these two preserves, in many cases sharing property boundaries and private roads with them.   So, naturally, we have a lot at stake in the outcome.
MidPen "Good Neighbor Policy"
Our group has mobilized in response to outreach by Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District, the government agency responsible for creating this master plan and managing the day-to-day operations of the preserves.   MidPen actively seeks public input to the planning process.  They also recognize the particular responsibility they have to their close neighbors, and they've created an official "Good Neighbor Policy", which begins:

In both the day-to-day conduct of its business and in the long-range planning for public open space preserves, the District shall make every effort to cooperate with preserve neighbors, to take into account their perspectives, to fully address their concerns, and to engage and involve them in the process of making decisions regarding the preserves of which they are neighbors.
For more details, see: http://www.openspace.org/about_us/good_neighbor_policy.asp
What does our community care about?
For the past several months, MOSS members have actively explored alternative ideas and issues related to potential trails, access points, parking areas, privacy and security concerns, habitat preservation and recreational opportunities.  Through a series of community brainstorming sessions, questionnaires and field trips to the preserves we have honed in on these open space priorities:
1. Neighborhood Access
Convenient access to both preserves from our neighborhoods, such as:
· Summit Road into Bear Creek, both east and west of Bear Creek Road
· Redwood Estates into Bear Creek

· Highland Road into Sierra Azul (at Rattlesnake Gulch)
· Wrights Stations Road and Aldercroft Heights into Sierra Azul
· Lakeside School into Bear Creek - educational opportunities for kids
· Sierra Azul connection to Soquel Demo Forest for Umunhum-to-the-Sea trail (including access to the summit of Mt. Umunhum)
· Access through San Jose Water Company land to Sierra Azul trails near Lake Ellsman and Lake Williams
· Adequate parking, staging areas from our community
2. Multi-use Trails
 Multiple-use trails in both preserves:
· Hiking, Horseback riding, Mountain biking, trail running, dog walking (we've offered specific ideas for how to reduce conflicts on the trails)

· Convenient access to mix of trails:

· Easy family trails (imagine a twenty-minute after-dinner walk)
· Challenging all-day hikes/rides/runs
· Trail loops to-from summit area
· Confined, off-leash dog area and some on-leash trails

3. Save Bear Creek Stables
Strong support to preserve Bear Creek Stables as an active, ongoing horse-boarding facility.  Even many non-equestrians in the group see broad community benefits.  Jenny Whitman has articulated some of these in recent letters to Mountain Network News.  We'd like MidPen to negotiate a long-term lease with Glenda Smith, the current owner/manager of Bear Creek Stables.

4. Neighborhood Traffic, Privacy and Safety
The flip side of greater access is the responsibility to consider the impact on our neighborhoods:
· Public and private mountain road issues
· Fire and illegal activity

5. Locally-based interpretive activities
As Neil Wiley has pointed out previously, Bear Creek Redwoods could house a wonderful Mountain History Center, potentially in one of the old Alma College buildings.  This could be combined with a Nature Center that focuses on unique aspects of these preserves, such as the majestic old-growth redwoods on the west side of Bear Creek Redwoods.

6. Preservation and Restoration

Removal of the exotic, non-native species such as french broom ,thistle and ivy, and restoration of native flora/fauna.  Also, thoughtful treatment of historical sites and Ohlone archeological sites.

7. Timeline for Access

Develop a phased-implementation plan so that currently-closed areas can be opened up to public use as early as possible.

MOSS Meeting with MidPen Board Representative

On June 29th, thirty-one members of MOSS met with Pete Siemens, our elected representative to the MidPen Board of Directors, representing Ward 1 (Los Gatos and environs.)  Our objective was to share with him these community wishes and concerns, and to gather more insight into MidPen's policies and specific goals for these preserves. Mr. Siemens graciously spent over two hours answering our detailed questions and encouraging us to proceed with our efforts.  We learned that:
· MidPen strives to allow neighbors to walk-in (or ride-in) to the preserves, without necessarily creating parking/staging areas that would create traffic problems.

· Access to Bear Creek Redwoods from the old Christmas Tree Farm at Summit Road and Bear Creek Road seems sensible and will be considered.  
· If residents have been using certain trails over a long period of time, we should notify MidPen about these; we may have a "prescriptive" right to continue.
· Midpen has an objective that 65% of all their trails will be fully multi-use (hikers, bikes, horses, dogs.)   The trick is that this percentage is averaged across all their preserves, not within each preserve.

· MidPen is currently studying alternatives for extending the Bay Area Ridge Trail down from the skyline/summit area and crossing over to Lexington Reservoir, east of Highway 17.  
· MidPen has recently hired a lobbyist in Washington, D.C. to win federal support for cleaning up the old military base on the summit of Mt. Umunhum, so that it can be opened up to the public.
At this meeting, we also offered our willingness to help MidPen, such as by volunteering to do trail creation and maintenance, trail patrol on horseback or mountain bike, french-broom-pulling and native-planting, and leading interpretive programs as docents. 
Upcoming events:

On July 14th, we will formally present our community's Open Space Petition in a meeting with MidPen Senior Open Space Planner, Ana Ruiz, the staff member responsible for coordinating this entire project.

Sometime in August, MidPen is planning to hold their second public workshop.  The date and location will be announced on their website: www.openspace.org.  Interested mountain residents are highly encouraged to attend.  

In the fall, MidPen will release a first draft of the Master Plan, and we will have the right to review and comment.  This will be our first opportunity to see how, and to what extent, they have integrated our community input into the master plan.

If you would like more information, or to join Mountain Open Space Stewards (MOSS), please contact Rebecca Moore at 353-3853 or rebecca@mountainresource.org.  You can also visit our online forum at: www.wisdomspace.net/95033/forum/73. Finally, you can submit comments directly to MidPen on their website, www.openspace.org.
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