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Peninsula
open space
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Craig Britton’s
legacy is almost

60,000 acres of
open space in the

Peninsula’s foothills,

mountains, Bayfront

10

and Coastside
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Fhen Craig Britton came to the
/ Midpeninsula Regional Open
Space District as land acquisition
manager in 1977, it owned approximately
6,000 acres of land in the hills of Santa Clara
County. As he retires 30 years later as gen-
eral managey, the pioneering agency expects
to top 60,000 acres of open space preserved
on the Peninsula by the end of 2008.

As a result, the oasis of open lands in
the hills, mountains and Coastside of the
San Francisco Peninsula is almost unique
for major metropolitan areas around the
world. Windy Hill, Edgewood Park, Puri-
sima Canyon, and much of Skyline ridge
are now preserved and open to the public
because of Mr. Britton’s negotiating skills.

“Craig’s legacy is the greenbelt above
Silicon Valley,” says Mary Davey, one of
the founders of the district and a current
member of its board. “It’s the truth. It was
his ability to find ways to buy the most land
for the least amount of money.”

The saga of the open space district —
aided for 30 years by Mr. Britton — and
its sister agency, the Peninsula Open
Space Trust (POST), is the story of how
the San Francisco Peninsula did not fol-
low the development path of Daly City or
Los Angeles: subdivisions, threaded by
freeways and expressways, sprawling over
hills and valleys to the beaches and bluffs
of the Pacific.

In the 1960s, environmental groups,
such as the Sierra Club and the new Com-
mittee for Green Foothills, supported by

the eloquent voice of the late author Wal-
lace Stegner, began fighting the seemingly
inevitable spread of developments. They
fought subdivision by subdivision; they
won some, lost some.

Increasingly they realized, as Mr. Britton
says, “Once a piece of property is developed,
it’s never open space again.”

At that time, Skyline ridge was almost
entirely in private ownership. I can
remember, personally, looking at the green
hills and wondering where I could take the
kids for a picnic. The answer was Huddart
Park. Almost everything else was privately
owned — and subject to the wishes and
intentions of its owner.

Around 1970, a group of environmental-
ists centered in Palo Alto began looking
for a way to avoid the constant battles
over development: buy the land — or “fee

simple,” as Wallace Stegner said. They
planned a government agency, similar to
the East Bay Regional Park District, that
could levy taxes, buy land, and manage it
for open space and public recreation.

In 1972, voters in northern Santa Clara
County formed what is now the Midpen-
insula Regional Open Space District. In
1976, voters in San Mateo County, from San
Carlos south, voted to join the district.

In 1977, Mr. Britton joined the district as
land acquisition manager. He became assis-
tant general manager to general manager
Herb Grench in 1979; and then in 1994, M.
Britton became general manager.

“Some very forward-thinking people
started the district,” Mr. Britton says in a
farewell interview.

Audrey Rust, president of POST, adds,
“Craig built on a vision to make the district
grow beyond the dreams of its founders.”

Early daye

Mr. Britton came aboard during one of
the district’s noisiest controversies. It was
purchasing 750 acres off Page Mill Road
that was occupied by a large commune
called The Land. The property is now part
of the Monte Bello Open Space Preserve,

A substantial chunk of his first seven
years was occupied by demolishing mumer-
ous buildings and platforms built by mem-
bers of The Land, and in dispersing close
to 100 commune members — who fought
on for years. Some are still telling their
stories online at theland wikispaces.com.



“That consumed alotof tlme,” Mr. Brit-
ton cominents. .
Also in 1977, the district mmated the

formation of POST, a private, nonprofit

land trust that could raise private money,

purchase and manage land, and operate
with alot more privacy and ﬂex1b1htythan‘ o

a government agency.

The landmark Windy Hill, rising above

Portola Valley and long a target for develop-

ment, was the first big success of the long-

running partnership between the open
space district and POST. Bob Augsburger,
POST’s first executive director, negotiated

the gift by Hare, Brewer & Kelley of 537
acres to POST, Mr. Britton reports. In 1981,
POST sold it to MROSD for $1.7 million,

half of what it was worth. That money
allowed POST to buy more land

That put us on the map,? says Mr.
Britton.

Another early success was the purchase
in 1978 of 386-acre Long Ridge Ranch,

west of Skyline and south of Page Mill.

Road. With Pulitzer Prize-winning author
Wallace Stegner as one of the owners, the
district bought it for $500,000, or 50 per-
_cent of market value.

- “What a bargain! At today’s pnces that's

like free,;” Mr. Britton says. “Looking out

over Butano Ridge and the Pacific Ocean, it

'))

 doesn’t get any more beautiful!

Harry Turner of Ladera, one of the ﬁrst:

district directors from San Mateo County,
praises Mr. Britton for his creative ways of
negotiating and assembling financial pack

a )ob with MROSD whlle on vacatron

. ;m Amsterdam. “I didn’t lxke M
_ much,” he says.
 NowhelivesinLos Altos, less than amile
_ from his ofﬁce, with his second wife, Car-
 lene Bruins. They married in 1992 when
she was in charge of commumty programs
 at the district. Now she’s in charge of Web
_ the Hassler Health Home, San Francisco’s
. abandoned tuberculosis samtanum 1n the
San Carlos hills. .
~ While spring wildflowers are now attract— .

content for Foothill College.

_ Thirty years after Mr. Bnttoh )omed the,
district, the joint accomplishments are.

v impressive. The district newsletter 8

In the late 1960s, Mr. Britton encountere

the burgeonmg environmental movement. .
- When he was still at Caltrans, he got to write
_ ananalysis of a proposed freeway over ngh- ‘

way 17 to Santa Cruz.

“What made Santa Cruz specral was not{
 being able to commute over the hill,” he says
with hindsight. “If we built a full freeway, [

thought it would ruin Santa Cruz County It

would become a bedroom community”
Mr. Britton recommended against a free-

way; he suggested a monorail instead. Ancl

he took a job with Santa Cruz County.

In Santa Cruz County, Mr. Britton
broadened his real estate experience by
purchasing land, not just for highways,
but for libraries, parks and sewer lines.
He bought and restored a Victorian house

within walking distance of the beach.
After a short stint with the Marin County
Open Space District, Mr. Britton accepted

ome mote numbers

B Elght open space preserves have‘ ,
 grown to 26. ‘

ees t ust over 100.

nghhghtslcontroversnes ~
Relaxed in his office, Mr. Britton reviews
 the successes, challenges and controversies
surrounding his 30 years of preservmg and

managing open space for the district.
An early setback was the passage in

1978 of Proposition 13, which cut prop-

erty taxes to cities, schools and other tax-

_supported agencies.

“All of a sudden the rug was pulled out

fromunderus,” Mr. Britton recalls. Theeven-

tual upshot has been a reduction in property

has mcreased from 13 employ—‘

tax revenue of about 30 percent, he says. .
Mr. Britton takes pride in his role

in negotlatmg the preservation of two
_major properties in San Mateo County:

Edgewood County Park and Natural

 Preserve, formetly a surplus state college
site bordering Redwood City; and the

Pulgas Ridge Open Space Preserve, once

visitors to b ththeEdgewoodandPulgasf '
e negotiations leading to their

' ~acqmsxtlon were long, cdmplex, and conten-
tious. Edgewood was acqmred in 1980 witha
 federal grant; Pulgas, in 1983 after a lawsuit.
M Britton often Jokes that when he ;omed" .
the district in 1977, it had 6,000 acres and
_ $12 million in the bank; now it owns almost
56,000 acres and is $130.2 million in debt. He
says, T heyaren't making any more land but
they pnnt money every day ' r

“The city and county of San Franciscowas

. the hardest to deal with asa Iandowner,” Mr , kk
Britton still sighs.

The biggest controversics. focused on The k
List, the nuns, and, more recently, the dis-

t ct’s annexation of the entire Coastside.

When the district was forced by state law

to pubhsh a list of all propertles it might
negotiate with in closed session, it released

a single list of all 600 properties in. the
acqulsrtlon area. ,
The resulting uproar stirred the fears of
Skyhne property owners already suspicious

of a government. agency that was buying

property and opening it to the public —
and had the power to take property by
eminent domain. ‘
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