
Item No. 5c. 

Town of Atherton 

PARK AND RECREATION COMMITTEE – REGULAR AGENDA 

TO: 

FROM: 

DATE: 

PARKS AND RECREATION COMMITTEE 

SALLY BENTZ-DALTON – PARK MANAGER 

OCTOBER 2, 2019 

SUBJECT: Discussion and consideration of an off-leash dog area and a possible action to recommend to 

Council for next steps 

DISCUSSION 

Discussion an off-leash dog area at Holbrook Palmer Park, including review of the layout, key elements and 

fixtures. A motion may be made to request further information or to recommend next steps to Council for their 

consideration.  

BACKGROUND 

The Town’s Animal Control Services are provided via a multi-agency agreement with the County of San Mateo 

that addresses all statutory requirements for animal control services. The County contracts directly with the 

Peninsula Humane Society (PHS) and PHS provides the required services to the member agencies via the multi-

agency agreement. The Town’s current Animal Control Ordinance, Atherton Municipal Code Chapter 6.04, is 

adapted from a model Countywide Ordinance, originally adopted in 1987, and modified, in part, in 1990, 2002, 

2005, and 2016. The section related to Prohibited Conduct, Section 6.04.060, was last amended in 1990 with the 

sole amendments specifically related to Canine Feces. Section 6.04.060(A), related to the Town’s leash law, has 

not been amended and remains as adopted prior to 1987, prohibiting the following (emphasis added):  

“A. To be upon any public street, sidewalk, park, school ground, any public property, or upon any unenclosed 

premises in this jurisdiction unless the animal is properly licensed, if such licensing is necessary hereunder, and 

under the control of the owner by being saddled, harnessed, haltered, or leashed by a substantial chain, lead 

rope or leash, which chain, lead rope or leash shall be continuously held by some competent person capable 

of controlling such animal;” 

The Holbrook Palmer Park Master Plan, amongst several other recommendations included sighting of two off-

leash dog areas, one for small dogs and another for larger dogs. The areas as laid out in the master plan would 

be located between the rear parking area and the tennis courts, away from the playschool, be separately fenced 

and total approximately 21,000 square feet. The estimated cost for the development of the dog areas was listed 

in the Master Plan at $247,463. 
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The City Council, upon adopting the Park Master Plan, prioritized the projects in the Plan. Initially, the Off-

Leash Dog Area was presented to the Council as a priority within a 5-year plan. However, upon discussion, the 

City Council removed the Off-Leash Dog Area from the list of recommended priorities. While the City Council 

did not remove the Off-Leash Dog Area from the Master Plan, the City Council did opt to remove it from the 

list of priorities for the Park.  

 

ANALYSIS 

 

Committee Member David developed a proposal outlining an off-leash dog area of approximately 21,000 

square feet based on Dog Park Best Practices. The proposal includes the following items: 

 

• Circumference of off-leash area to be protected by approximately 800 linear feet of picket-type see-

through fencing approximately 5’ high 

• Dog park surface to be made of decomposed granite for dog health, durability and minimal upkeep that is 

environmentally friendly 

• 2 self-closing double gates with staging area placed mid-center facing the parking lot and again on 

opposite side along existing park walkway 

• 2-3 sets of aluminum benches/side tables (easiest to clean/maintain) 

• 1 High-Low Water Fountain with a running water supply (prevents spread of disease and mosquitos) 

• 2 Pet waste stations (including poop bags and garbage receptacles) 

• Keyless on-line access service (example: “August”): for keyless dog area access using a cellular phone 

• Signage including name, hours of operation, local contact information, information on how to obtain dog 

park access, and rules/regulations 

• Donor Wall to include donors, donor levels by brick size, dog’s name, family name, and paw print 

The estimated costs outline in the proposal were outlined as follows:  

Items/Estimates:  

• 5’ wooden fence approx. $20.00/linear foot, approx. 800 linear feet:  $16,000 

• 2,100 sq. ft. of ground covered w/decomposed granite, approx. $20.00/sq. ft.:  $42,000 

• 2-3 aluminum benches/tables @300.00/each:  $1,800 

• Signage 2-3 signs (info/contact/rules/name):  $3,000 

• 2 Pet waste stations @$280.00/unit (bags/garbage):  $560 

• Donor wall:  TBD    

• Enclosed off-leash dog area keyless access control service (August):  TBD 

• Ongoing maintenance:  TBD  

• Bid package preparation in-house:  $2,000 

• Bid package preparation by consultant:  $10,000 

• Total cost estimate between:  $65,000 - $100,000     

It is important to note that the Master Plan included an access pathway separating the dog areas and estimated a 

future demand of 10 additional parking spaces to support the use.  Although the estimated costs outlined in the 

proposal is significantly less than the Master Plan’s Estimate of $247,463, it may not include escalators 

associated with public contract code requirements and may not include all required elements for construction 
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such as site preparation, grading, base materials, providing potable water, and addressing stormwater treatment 

needs1.  

The Council’s near-term focus regarding the Capital Improvement Program is heavily geared towards the 

completion of the Civic Center and Library project.  In adopting the current Capital Improvement program, the 

Council recognized the need to plan for improvements to Holbrook Palmer Park as the Civic Center project is 

completed.  The 5-year Capital Plan includes the desire to fund Park Circulation and Pedestrian Circulation 

improvements in FY2021-22 in the amount of $515,000.  

Based on the above information the Committee may discuss the various elements associated with the off-leash 

dogs area(s), including size, location, if there should be one area or separation based on size, fencing and 

furnishing types, and other considerations associated with the proposed improvements. The Committee can also 

discuss the need for additional information, potential next steps and timing. The Committee may make a motion 

regarding recommendations, if any, to Council for consideration. In order to proceed with any formal project 

planning or public engagement, authorization from the City Council is required.  

Below is the Master Plan’s proposed area versus the Proposals proposed area:  

Holbrook-Palmer Park Mater Plan proposed areas:  

 
 

 

 

 

 
1 The Municipal Regional Stormwater Permit, issued by the San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board, requires 

projects that create and/or replace 10,000 square feet or more of impervious area to treat stormwater run-off (Provision C.3).   
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Proposal’s proposed area:  
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Executive Summary 

The purpose of this proposal is to consider the need for an off-leash dog area 

within Atherton’s 22 acre Holbrook-Palmer Park, the pro’s and con’s associated 

with this potential project, and potential costs, related expenses and funding 

options available to potentially support and maintain it. 

Since off-leashed dogs are not allowed within Holbrook-Palmer Park, the 

committee is considering the option of recommending an off-leash dog area, 

per HP Park Master Plan [2015], to be funded by annual access fees, private 

donations from both resident and non-resident dog owners throughout 

Atherton and adjoining towns/cities, and through special events involving all 

future dog park members. 

Per Atherton’s Holbrook-Palmer Park Master Plan [2015], the recommended 

off-leash dog area would be ideally located between the tennis courts and the 

pre-school, and would be designed to blend in to existing features around the 

park. 

The Park and Recreation Committee is being asked to consider all aspects this 

potential project, next steps and, if approved, vote to forward this proposal on 

for consideration by Atherton’s Town Council. Town Council would be asked 

for approval to move ahead with the following options: to seek additional 

resident/non-resident feedback, to generate a formal set of project design 

specifications and estimated cost, and to move forward with donor outreach 

in an effort to raise necessary funds to support the project. 
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History 

Holbrook-Palmer Park is a 22-acre area that was once a private residence with 

plenty of open space. Located in the heart of Atherton, the property was 

eventually donated as a gift in 1950 by Olive Holbrook-Palmer, and accepted 

by the Town in 1964. 

This gift stipulated that “the development of the property be funded by 

donations” for changing the property into a viable and usable park. 

Today Holbrook-Palmer Park offers many amenities to the community 

including walking paths, tennis courts, a children’s playground, a little league 

field, exercise equipment, a preschool and facilities to support public and 

private events. 

The Holbrook-Palmer Park Master Plan, 2005, was created with the goal to 

“build on the existing character of the park to make a place the community will 

use and enjoy while serving the diverse needs of the residents”. 

Historically, dog owners have been allowed to let their dogs off-leash, 

providing they did so on Holbrook-Palmer Park’s North Lawn. This created the 

opportunity for dog owners throughout the community to meet daily and to 

provide their dogs with the opportunity to run, play, interact and socialize with 

other dogs, under supervision of their owners. A new community of dog 

owners meeting within the park resulted. 

Sometime around 2012, the Town Council voted to change the off-leash 

regulations due to an increase in non-dog owner complaints within the park. 

This resulted in new rules allowing only on-leash dogs within Holbrook Palmer 

Park. This left resident dog owners with no other local off-leash option accept 

to visit neighboring dog parks in Menlo Park, Redwood City, and Woodside. 

The community of dog owners disbanded for other off-leash options. 
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Statistics/Feedback 

Town of Atherton: (Key Findings) 

The Town of Atherton is comprised of approximately 7,000 residents living in 

approximately 2,500 homes over 6 square miles. Though the Town has a 

complete database of residence names, addresses and contact information, to-

date, the Town has no official record of dog-owner/resident totals. This raises 

the question of how many residents actually own one or more dogs. More to 

the point, the question would be of those resident dog owners, how many want 

an off-leash dog area easily accessible to them? Because we lack this data we 

have considered related data from dog-related businesses. 

According to AVMA (American Veterinary Medical Association) and NAPHIA 

(North American Pet Health Insurance Association) U.S. pet ownership surveys 

showed that, in the state of California, over 51% of residents own at least 1 

dog/per household. 24% of those dog owners have more than one dog/per 

household. By calculation this would suggest that Atherton has at least 1,275 

dog owner households with another 300 dogs added to the grand total of 

approx. 1,575 potential resident dogs in Atherton. 

HP Park Master Plan [2015]: (Key Findings) 

According to the Park and Recreation Committee’s Holbrook-Palmer Park 

Master Plan {2015} the greatest park use was daily use of open spaces, lawns, 

trails and paths. This suggests use by walkers and runners. It also suggests 

walkers with dogs. Additionally this plan noted that over 90% of feedback 

respondents lived in Atherton with Menlo Park and Redwood City users in 

second and third place. 51% of those daily park users walked there directly 

from their residence. This suggests walkers and joggers are the largest users. 

It also suggests walkers with dogs. When participants were asked what new 

activities should be allowed in Holbrook-Palmer Park, respondents requested 

that dogs be allowed off-leash, primarily in a confined area. 

The resulting no.1 recommendation of the Holbrook-Palmer Park Master Plan 

{2015} was for the creation of an off-leash dog area within Holbrook-Palmer 

Park. 
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Statistics/Feedback (Continued) 

During Atherton’s Holbrook-Palmer Park, Park and Recreation Committee March 

meeting, the Park and Recreation Committee asked the author to gather 

feedback from daily park users regarding any potential interest or lack of 

interest in an enclosed, off-leash dog area as described in the Holbrook-Palmer 

Park Master Plan {2015}. When in Town between June ‘19-August ’19, the author 

spoke with other park users while walking her dog daily through Holbrook-

Palmer Park. Though the interactions were informal, this on-site walking survey 

produced the following results. Approximately 102 people were surveyed while 

using Holbrook-Palmer Park and were asked if they would support/not support 

an enclosed, off-leash dog area as outlined in HP Park Master Plan [2015] with 

the following findings: 

• 73 park users were Atherton residents 

• 27 park users were not residents (Menlo Park, Redwood City, 

Woodside)  

• 100 park users supported an enclosed, off-leash dog area 

• 2 park users did not support an enclosed, off-leash dog area 

• @20% of park users surveyed did not own a dog 
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Pros and Cons 

 For the past few years the Park and Recreation Committee and the Town Council 

have entertained the possibility of considering the addition of an off-leash dog 

area within Holbrook-Palmer Park. From meeting notes and notes taken during 

the on-site survey the following concerns were noted: 

• Increase in number of dogs/owners using HP Park 

• Increase in number of non-resident dogs/owners and dog walkers 

using HP Park 

• Increase in parking concerns/traffic needs 

• Increase in liability issues including dog fights, bites, and noise 

• Residents with ample acreage might not need an enclosed, off-leash 

dog area 

• The Town’s major focus for the next 2 years is on the funding and 

completion of a new Town Center 

• Funds needed to build and maintain an off-leash dog area will need to 

come through private donations, sponsorships and special events 

• Noise ordinances must be honored and ceaseless barking hampered to 

support our neighbors in Atherton and Felton Gables 

• Potential off-leash violators may continue regardless of off-leash dog 

area 
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Pros and Cons (Continued) 

From meeting notes and notes taken during the on-site survey the following 

positive comments were noted: 

• Per dog owner best practices most healthy dogs need 30 minutes to 2 

hours of daily, physical activity including exercise and socialization for 

physical and mental health reasons in a safe, clean environment 

• Increase in resident/non-resident use, support, and physical and 

financial involvement in HP Park by using the off-leash dog area 

• Increase in resident/non-resident dog owner support for the Town of 

Atherton 

• Increase in dog population overall physical health and mental well-

being through regular off-leash play, interaction, and socialization with 

other dogs 

• Decrease in pet waste issues throughout other areas of the park 

• Decrease in possibility of off-leash dog play/complaints by other park 

users 

• Increase in safety for non dog owners using the park; less possibility 

of jumping/interaction 

• Decrease in police supported interaction with off-leash dog owner 

violators 

• Increase in dog owner sense of community by meeting regularly with 

other dog owners 

• On-line annual fee renewal keyless services like “August” (a universal 

entry system centrally operated) could provide for a seamless, keyless, 

on/off access controlled database backed by an automated, annual, 

fee-charging system that will help support ongoing park access, fees, 

operations and maintenance costs 

• “August” or similar on-line service could be used for all HP Park access 

(tennis courts, park gate, other) for centralized fee charging and access 

control 
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Specifications: 

According to the Park and Recreation Committee’s Holbrook-Palmer Park Master 

Plan [2015] and various on-line “Dog Park Best Practices” resources the following 

was recommended for an enclosed, off-leash dog area measuring less than ½ acre 

or less than 2,100 square feet (the approximate size of the proposed off-leash dog 

area within the Master Plan {2015}): 

Items/Requirements:       

• Circumference of off-leash area to be protected by approximately 800 

linear feet of picket-type see-through fencing approximately 5’ high 

• Dog park surface to be made of decomposed granite for dog health, 

durability and minimal upkeep that is environmentally friendly 

• 2 self-closing double gates with staging area placed mid-center facing the 

parking lot and again on opposite side along existing park walkway 

• 2-3 sets of aluminum benches/side tables (easiest to clean/maintain) 

• 1 High-Low Water Fountain with a running water supply (prevents spread 

of disease and mosquitos) 

• 2 Pet waste stations (including poop bags and garbage receptacles) 

• Keyless on-line access service (example: “August”): for keyless dog area 

access using a cellular phone 

• Signage including name, hours of operation, local contact information, 

information on how to obtain dog park access, and rules/regulations 

• Donor Wall to include donors, donor levels by brick size, dog’s name, 

family name, and paw print 
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Estimated Cost: 

Items/Requirements:  

• 5’ wooden fence approx. $20.00/linear foot, approx. 800 linear feet: 

$16,000.00 

• 2,100 sq. ft. of ground covered w/decomposed granite, approx. 

$20.00/sq. ft.: 

$42,000.00 

• 2-3 aluminum benches/tables @300.00/each:     

$ 1,800.00 

• Signage 2-3 signs (info/contact/rules/name) :     

$ 3,000.00 

• 2 Pet waste stations @$280.00/unit (bags/garbage)  :    

$    560.00 

• Donor wall:          

TBD     

• Enclosed off-leash dog area keyless access control service (August):  

TBD  

• Ongoing maintenance:        

TBD  

• Bid package preparation in-house:       

$ 2,000.00 
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Estimated Cost: 

Items/Requirements:  

 

• Bid package preparation by consultant:      

$10,000.00 

                                   

• Total cost estimates between: 

 $65,000-$100,000.00      
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Potential Funding/Labor Sources: 

• Donations: Resident, non-resident dog owners, and dog walkers 

• Annual access fees: Resident, non-resident dog owners, and dog walkers 

• Event sponsorships: Local veterinarians/groomers/dog walkers and 

sitters 

• Event possibilities/fees: Halloween dog costume contest, holiday 

walkathon, and more 

• Membership maintenance event possibilities:  

“Spring cleanup”/refurbishment/BBQ      

“Fall(en) Leaf Cleanup”/hot apple cider/dog treats, and more 
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Alternate/Short Term Solutions: 

• Vote to return to “off-leash” dogs allowed on North Lawn with limited 

hours 

• Establish a temporary off-leash area by enclosing recommended area 

with temporary enclosures 

• Establish temporary, enclosed off-leash dog area on Entry Lawn  

 

Next Steps: Park and Recreation Committee 

Circling back, the purpose of this proposal is for the Park and Recreation 

Committee to consider the need for an off-leash dog area within Atherton’s 22 

acre Holbrook-Palmer Park, the pro’s and con’s associated with this potential 

project, and potential costs, related expenses and funding options available to 

potentially support and maintain it. The following are potential next steps: 

• Analyze site, dog park elements, and confirm project estimated costs 

• Estimate potential project time-line  

• Recommend to seek or not to seek additional, authorized community input 

via 

o on-line e-mails 

o in-person testimonials (Park and Rec Meetings) 

o mail surveys 

o on site surveys 

o Felton Gables survey 

• Consider presentation of project to Town Council 

• Request Town Council to authorize Park and Recreation to move forward 

with specifications, bid preparations, and fund raising activities 
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Questions/Comments: 


